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1.
 
    
 
   A couple days after Carrot's battle with the Roman spies, John and Bob returned to the inn.  They had escorted Trak and Sten back to the Land of the Humans, and came with empty collars for Carrot's companions.  Norian's expression was blank as he affixed his collar to his neck, while Mirian freely registered growls and scowls.  
 
   During her sojourn at the inn, Carrot had all but forgotten that she was wearing her own collar, and had come to think of it as a simple article of clothing, even fashion.  The leash, however, had not been attached to the collar for a while, and as it swung from her neck to Paul's hand, she understood Mirian's attitude.   
 
   As they started their trek northward along the Kaden Road, she noticed that every time she glanced back at Paul, he would look away.  When they stopped for a mid-day rest, she asked in private,  “Paul, have I done something to offend you?”
 
   “Quite the opposite, Arcadia.”  He indicated the leash.  “The more I hold this thing, the more I feel that it is a denial of Henogalian ideals.  We proclaim to visitors that we are a free people, and then we have them wear this.”  He looked at his boots and muttered, “It does not make me feel better that the sight of you reminds me of her.”
 
   Carrot recalled how Susan had burst into tears that morning.  It had nearly been contagious.
 
   Their travels were greeted with sidelong glances from the other Henogalians, along with alarmed stares and shared whispers.  The reactions lessened, however, as the roadside klicksticks counted to zero and the travelers came to a bridge that branched east.  At the base of a squat mountain, the road brought them to a town of several hundred one-and-two story structures, mostly houses and mostly wooden, arranged in square blocks and wide streets.  
 
   “Behold Aurora Town,” John said.  “Capital of Henogal.  That's Mount Free in the background.  There's a trail that goes up to the peak, but alas, our people aren't built for climbing.  Pity, as the vista is said to be stunning.  Perhaps you three may take in the sight.”
 
   “I doubt we'll have time,” Carrot said.  They were expected back at the rendezvous point in another three days.  What would Matt and the others aboard the airship think if they didn't show?
 
   Population-wise, Aurora wasn't large as towns went, but as it was troll-scaled, it was hard to think of it as small.  The tree-lined main street was stables and smiths, shops and inns, all with doors whose lintels were separated by four meters from their sills and whose handles came up to Carrot's chin.  Yet perhaps more impressive was that every window had glass, and every corner had street signs. In a way, Aurora presented itself as more civilized than Rome's haphazard avenues and ramshackle tenements.  It was certainly tidier.  
 
   John pointed ahead to a block bereft of buildings, where the grass dimpled into a bowl-shaped depression ringed with benches.  “That's the civic amphitheater.  The Assembly of Villages meets there each year in late autumn to pass resolutions and elect the council and king.  We have concerts and plays the rest of the time.”
 
   Mirian's nose wrinkled.  “I know what a concert is.  What's a 'play?'”
 
   “You do not have them in Human Britan?”
 
   “In Londa there is a theater,” Carrot said.  “In Rome, of course, there were many.”
 
   “Will someone explain what a play is?” Mirian demanded.
 
   “It's like storytelling,” Carrot replied.  “Yet instead of merely one person reciting the words of the story, people called 'actors' do actions and say words to pretend they are living the story at that moment, for the entertainment of the audience.”
 
   “So it is like what we are about to do before the king,” Mirian said. 
 
   Carrot and Norian glared at her while the Henogalians exchanged glances.
 
   “What do you mean?” asked John.  “What are you about to do before the king?”
 
   Carrot weighed how much to tell.  She had come to think of John and Paul and Bob (well, maybe not so much Bob) as friends, and didn't want to drag them down if things went sour.  The less they knew, perhaps the better for them.
 
   “We intend to represent ourselves as travelers from Rome,” Carrot said.  “It might be more persuasive than to admit that all three of us are ordinary Britanians.”
 
   John shrugged.  “Do as you please.  However, I caution that the few times I've met him, Good King Richard has struck me as a man skilled at perceiving ruses.”
 
   Carrot was inwardly foundering for something reassuring to say, but just then Bob blurted, “After we dump them off, can we get some beer?”
 
   John sighed.  “Yes, Bob.  Later.”
 
   “I could do with a beer myself,” Mirian said.  “A few in fact.”
 
   Bob smiled at her for the first time since being assigned to carry her leash.
 
   As they navigated the streets, Carrot opened her pouch and removed Governor-General Bivera's letter of introduction.  The sight helped her to concentrate on what lay ahead, and how everything depended on whether they could manage the deception.  As she admired the professional penmanship of the official document, she wondered once more whether obtaining it from the dead body of the Roman spy was good fortune or not.  
 
   They left the street for a path on the other side of the amphitheater, which led through a grove of trees into a garden with a towering bronze statue.  Despite being troll-sized, the figure was clearly human.  Carrot started with recognition.
 
   “If you take away the beard – “ Norian said.  
 
   “Yes,” Carrot replied.  “It must be his brother.”
 
   John had overheard.  “What do you mean?  That's the Wizard.”
 
   He gestured to the plaque on the base, which read in large capitals:  THE WIZARD.    
 
   “We know of someone who resembles him,” Carrot said hastily.  Asserting that she was the girlfriend of the Star Child would only invite skepticism.  “That's all I meant.”
 
   “Huh.  Well, perhaps the Wizard fathered children in Human Britan before he came here, and perhaps the person you know is a descendant.”
 
   “That must be so.”
 
   “She didn't say 'descendant,'” Bob protested.  “She said 'brother.'”
 
   “We'll get your beer, Bob,” John said.  
 
   On the other side of the grove they came to a high brick wall, and through the gate Carrot saw what appeared at first to be nothing more than a pile of loose rocks.  Roughly, the misshapen edges followed the general outline of a one-troll-story building.  
 
   John watched Carrot's puzzlement and explained, “That's the Old Castle.  Started out as the most impressive building in Henogal, then the Wizard taught us Aereothian construction techniques, and by irony now it's the crudest.  We keep it for ceremonies and receptions.  The King's home is on the other side.  Much nicer, you'll see.”
 
   Arriving at the gate into the castle compound, he prodded the snoring sentry awake.  “Rich in today?”
 
   The sentry yawned.  “Just back from fishing.” 
 
   “Let him know John Pine is here with three visitors from Human Britan.”
 
   The sentry warily surveyed the humans.  “What's your business?”
 
   Carrot presented Bivera's letter.  “This should explain.”  
 
   The sentry plucked the letter and held it by the corner with two fingers, as if it might carry the plague.  He waddled into the courtyard, out of sight around the Old Castle.  
 
   “See how sedately he moves,” John murmured.  “Our tax monies at work.  And a public employee fishing on a week day!  As the poet says, 'What joy it is to be the King!'”
 
   Soon the sentry returned, letterless.  His expression was grim and Carrot thought that their request was refused.
 
   Instead, the sentry said to John, “The humans will come.”  He looked up at the Henogalians.  “You three are to go.”
 
   “What do you mean?” John said.  “Go where?”
 
   “Home, or wherever you wish.”
 
   “We are their sponsors.  They will require escort in order to be returned to Human Britan.”
 
   “The King says he will have them escorted henceforth by public guard.  You are released from sponsorship, and are to leave.”
 
   “If you don't mind,” Paul said.  “We'd like to – “
 
   “He was insistent,” the sentry said.   
 
   “Norian,” Mirian said, “I don't like this.”
 
   “Neither do I,” Paul said.  “Now see here – “
 
   “The King,” the sentry replied, “has other affairs to which he may attend.”
 
   Paul snorted.  “Like cleaning fish?”
 
   The sentry shrugged.  “It's all the same to me whether you wish to treat the King's hospitality with suspicion and insult.”
 
   That line, Carrot thought, sounded rehearsed.  She said, “Paul, I do not wish to damage the professional relationship between John and the King.  Let us go on our own.  I'm sure there will be no problem.”  That, of course, did not reflect her suspicions at all.  
 
   With the matter resolved, the sentry returned to the courtyard to acquire escorts.  Paul took off his hat and kneaded the brim, and avoided eye contact with Carrot.
 
   “Susan will miss you,” he mumbled.  After a lengthy pause.  “I will miss you too.”
 
   “I will return to visit,” Carrot replied.  “Thank you for the dress – and the one that I lost, too.  I still can't remember where I placed it.”
 
   How easy it is to lie, she thought.  No wonder fools do it so much.     
 
   She remembered exactly – that the torn and bloodied dress was buried deep in the woods behind the inn with the corpses of the three Roman spies whose blades has caused the damage.   
 
   Paul responded with a soft smile and slight nod, and Carrot had an inkling that he might have known more about the fight that evening than he was saying; though the conflict had been out of sight of the inn, it had certainly not been noiseless.  Neither Paul nor Susan had reacted any differently toward her next morning, but Henogalians, Carrot had learned, were just as adept as hiding deep feeling as any normal human could be.  
 
   As they waited, it occurred to Carrot that the sentry had left his post at the gate twice.  The government of Henogal appeared to be less concerned about the dangers of human invasion than were many of its citizens.  
 
   The sentry returned, accompanied by three more lumbering male trolls.  They were all dressed the same, in uniforms of sloppily-tucked white shirts and breeches, which Carrot had assumed with the lone sentry was simply casual dress.  The swords, jangling sheathless from their belts, were as long as Carrot's kedana and certainly looked professional.  
 
   “We will take them now,” the sentry said.  
 
   Their leashes were yielded to the guards.  Paul laid a hand on Carrot's shoulder and gave a sorrowful look.  Carrot returned the gaze, clasped his arm tightly, nodded and tried not to cry.    
 
   As the group started across the courtyard, John called to Carrot, “Keep our services in mind, if ever you're in need of escort again!”
 
   “There's an optimist,” Norian murmured.
 
   “I wish we hadn't stashed our weapons,” Mirian whispered.  “We may as well be naked.”
 
   Not quite, Carrot thought.  Though heavy weapons were stashed with their backpacks in the bushes at the crossroads, they each still carried a concealed blade.   
 
   The guards loped across the courtyard, forcing the humans to walk rapidly.  Between flopping bellies and firm biceps, Carrot caught glimpses of an oversized cottage behind the Old Castle.  Then the sentries entered the megalithic structure by way of a massive opening made of one long stone poised horizontally upon a pair.  
 
   Inside, dampness struck Carrot's face as they entered a long room.  She caught scent of moss and age.  Coolness radiated from tapestry-covered walls of loosely-fitted rock as dim light poured through high windows beneath cedar rafters.  
 
   The sentry gestured to the slab of a wooden table that covered most of the dirt floor.  “The king will be with you shortly.  Don't take the big chair at the end.  That's his. ”
 
   Alone in the chamber, the humans climbed the considerately-placed stepping stools onto the chairs.  Mirian watched their feet dangling high off the floor and laughed.  “We look like little children!”
 
   Norian scowled.  “I find this adventure to be one humiliation after another.”  
 
   “You're not used to being short.”
 
   “I'd like to think I'm still not short.”
 
   “Well, this adventure is teaching you what every day is like for me.”
 
   “When were you made to wear collar and leash?”
 
   “Admittedly, not before this.  It might be fun, though, if henceforth we took turns.”
 
   Before Norian could recover, Mirian abruptly faced the doorway opposite the one they had entered.  An instant later, Carrot too heard the soft pad of large feet.  
 
   A troll as tall as any they had met thus far gracefully loped out of the passage and into the room.  If there was such a thing as a 'thin troll,' he would be the example.  If one discounted for his size, his appearance was disarming.  He was middle-aged, balding, and wore spectacles, sandals, and what seemed to be rumpled, striped pajamas.  He was examining the letter with the imperial seal that Carrot had given to the sentry.  He spared only a glance at his guests as he groped into the big chair at the head of the table.
 
   “I bid you on behalf of the authority of Rome to extend hospitality to my agents,” he read Roman Governor-General Bivera's words aloud.  His voice was light and high-pitched for a troll.  “They are granted with the protection of the Emperor, as enforced by the legions of Rome.  Your cooperation and assistance in their investigation will be appreciated at this time and our gratitude reciprocated many-fold by the Imperium . . . .” 
 
   The troll rubbed his clean-shaven chin, glanced over the rim of his spectacles at the three.  
 
   “Well now,” he said.  “This is all quite new to me.  We barely have started relations with Human Britan, and now Rome comes to visit.  Whatever, I suppose, as it shall be.”  He set the letter down, placed his hands flat on the table, briefly closed his eyes and bowed.  
 
   Carrot returned the gesture, Mirian and Norian caught on and did likewise.
 
   Eyes wide and sparkling, the troll said, “I am Richard Lake, King of Henogal.  And you three have names?”
 
   “I am Gwinol of Rome,” Carrot replied.  “These are my companions, Norian and Mirian of Britan, who act as my guides.”
 
   “Mind taking off those ridiculous collars?  Not my idea and frankly they disgust me.”
 
   The humans did as requested.   
 
   The king's glance lingered on Mirian.  “Your scent differs from any human I've met.”  He tilted his head at Carrot.  “Your scent also differs slightly from those of other humans.”  He shrugged.  “I suppose that is to be expected, if you come from far off Rome.”  He clapped and rubbed his hands.  “So, it's almost supper time.  You three hungry?”  At their nods, he called to the next room:  “Doris!  Three for dinner!”
 
   A female troll shuffled in, wearing a simple dress and apron.  She might have been the older sister of Susan.  “How do you expect me to cook for three more on such short notice?”  She inspected the visitors.  “Oh, more humans.  Seems like we're having them every week now.”
 
   “Which means my open-door policy is proving a success.  And avoid using the word 'short' in their presence, dear.””
 
   Carrot suppressed a smile.  At the inn, she'd learned the expression, 'To be trolled.'
 
   “So what do you think?” asked Doris.  “One extra serving enough for them all?”
 
   “Yes dear.”
 
   “We'll have your trout then.  And Rich, the trash barrel in the kitchen.  When?”
 
   “Don't bring that up now, dear.  I'm engaged in Affairs of Kingdom.”
 
   “A portion of the Kingdom is filled to overflowing.”
 
   “Yes, dear.”  The king watched her depart, faced the humans and smiled.  “I suppose we're rather casual compared to what goes in Rome.”
 
   “Yes,” said Carrot.  The servant staff at the imperial palace was so extensive, she had heard, that the servants who spoke to the Emperor had servants to speak to the servants who attended to the actual work.  “But casual and informal are good qualities.  I like how things are run here in Henogal.”
 
   “Good to hear.  Now – Gwinol, was it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That is a Roman name?”
 
   “Yes.”  As opposed to 'Carrot' and 'Arcadia,' which was why Carrot had adopted it.  
 
   “Pardon me if I have this wrong, as I've never seen a female human before.  You seem rather young, in your early twenties at most.  How is it that you've come as a representative from a great kingdom, and so far from your homeland?”
 
   “Women are given greater scope in their activities in Rome than Britan.”  Which was the opposite of the truth.  “As for myself, there are special circumstances.  I am not here as an emissary of Rome.  Instead, my mission and role are apolitical.”
 
   “Apolitical?”
 
   “Yes, I am the daughter of the director of the Museum of Rome.  A museum is a place – “
 
   “No need to explain.  We have museums here in Aurora.  In that respect we're as cultured as Rome.”
 
   More so, Carrot thought, for in reality Archimedes had often griped that there were no counterparts in Rome to the public museums of Kresidala.  
 
   “Yes, well, as I said, I am the daughter of the director of the Museum of Rome.  As my father, he has a desire for me to follow in his career, and so he has given me a special assignment, to investigate a certain local legend here in Britan, having to do with – well, you might laugh.  It is about the so-called Box That Everything Came In.”
 
   “The Box, you say.”  The king didn't laugh.  Instead, he furrowed his eyebrows, frowned, and rocked in his chair.  “The Box.”  Doris arrived with a platter bearing cups and a pitcher.  “Ah, how about we dine first?  I always think better with food and drink in my belly.”  
 
   Without further ado, he poured frothing liquid into their cups.  Carrot tasted, and found it more potent than the beer at the inn.  It certainly wasn't going to be an aid to her thinking.   
 
   The King continued:  “Now, Gwinol, I've heard a great deal about Rome, but it is all from Britanians, and as you would expect, their views are negative.  As the first Roman I've met, perhaps you could educate me more honestly about the city and empire.”   
 
   “I would be happy to do so.”
 
   Having lived in Rome that summer, Carrot accurately described the city and its sights:  the bay, the volcano, the Coliseum and Victory Plaza.  They were still talking about Rome when dinner was served.  
 
   Over utensils clinking upon plates, between casual inquiries about climate and customs, the King transitioned from tourist-type questions to pumping Carrot for strategic data on the size and scope of the Empire, the strength of its legions and fleets, the extent of its occupation in Britan.  The way he framed some of his inquiries (“Now, Londa is the provincial capital from which this General Bivera administers, right?”) indicated an extensive prior knowledge.  
 
   She sensed that he was asking some questions that he already knew the answer to, so as to see if she was answering honestly.  Carrot was mindful to do so, save in regard to their identities. For her part, she diplomatically steered clear of questions that could be interpreted as military intelligence.  Nonetheless, she wanted to know about the history of the trolls.
 
   “We Romans have traveled much of the world,” she said, “but have never before met a people as physically large as you Henogalians.  I have inquired of Britanians, and they say that there was a time when Henogalians were no different in size than common humans.  Our sponsors could provide no explanation for the change.  Is it comfortable to ask you?”
 
   “Ah, yes.  The Transformation.”  The King pressed his palms together and gazed at the joining between wall and roof.  “Not something that we Henogalians wish often to talk about.  You see, we betrayed the Wizard's trust.”
 
   “I have heard the legend that the Wizard from Aereoth dwelt among you.”
 
   “Yes, and a wondrous time that was.  Many humans who have sat at this same table have expressed amazement over our many inventions, even things as commonplace to us as hot and cold running water.  We owe our advancement to the Wizard, who instructed us in the ways of scientific inquiry.”
 
   “This I have heard.  But . . . about the Transformation.”
 
   “Yes, the Transformation.  Well, you must understand that in those days, we were a league of villages, descended from a tribe of humans that had migrated across Britan in quest of land where we might live in peace.  Perhaps you've heard of our original homeland in the east.  It is called Umbrick.”
 
   “I've heard of such a place.”  She took a deep, deep sip.
 
   “Well, having settled in this valley, we lived in peace and isolation for a time, until one day comes the Wizard with his mentors and other followers, along with his giant snail which builds roads.”
 
   “Snail,” Carrot said, concealing her incredulity.  “Which builds roads?”
 
   “As extraordinary as it sounds, the eyewitness accounts agree.  The Wizard had created a giant snail that was bigger than an ox, whose slime is the pavement that made the Arcadian Road.”
 
   “Arcadian Road,” Carrot said.  The world seemed to spin a bit, and it wasn't quite due to the beer.  “And where is that?”
 
   “Oh, right.  You humans call it the 'Kaden' Road down south.  Tore it up also, I hear – broke both name and paving.  That is, Britanians did, not you good Romans.”
 
   “Please go on with your story.  The Wizard came to Henogal, and taught you science?”
 
   “Not only science, but also the art of government.  He helped us form our league of villages into a single alliance, in which villages elect representatives who come to Aurora and vote each year for a leader.  You've seen the amphitheater?  That is where the Assembly of Villages meets.”
 
   “I'm sorry, King Richard, if I seem impatient – but does this relate to the Transformation?”
 
   “It does, very much so.  You see, we were still human in scale in those days, and the Transformation happened at a time when the Wizard was absent.  We were terrified from the separation, you see, and his explanation for his absence made our terror even worse, for he said he was going to investigate a potential threat to our land.  So when the time of the Assembly came that year, and the Wizard had not yet returned, there was great concern among the assembled representatives over what to do.  A concern verging on hysteria, it is said.”
 
   “And how did that lead to the Transformation?”
 
   “Well, that brings us to the Box.  You see, the Box is real, and is everything that myth and legend say about it.  Moreover, it has a mind of its own and can even converse as if it were a person.  And on top of all that, it can grant certain wishes.”
 
   “Really.  How remarkable.”
 
   “I sense skepticism.  I suppose you think we're ignorant backlanders for believing such things, but eyewitness accounts agree, and after all, it was only a century ago.”
 
   “I'll trust your accounts as true.  Please go on.”
 
   “It's gotten dark,” the King said.  He arose and lit the lanterns about the room, illuminating the tapestries, which, Carrot noticed for the first time, showed pastoral scenes of humans and trolls side by side.  The King returned to his chair and clasped his hands.    
 
   He continued:  “And so it happened, the Wizard had brought the very Box of which we speak with him.  The Wizard gave us the great honor of placing the Box in our care, with firm instructions that we were to guard but not approach it, nor address it, and above all not petition it.”
 
   “I gather that it was petitioned.”
 
   “Well, you know how people are.  After the Wizard had been gone for longer than anticipated and the time came for the Assembly, there were cries that the Wizard had abandoned us, or was even dead, and our only hope was what many believed was the Wizard's true source of power:  namely, the Box.  And so the Assembly appointed a delegation to petition the Box to enlist its aid against our imagined enemies.  I'm sorry – Mirian, was it?  Did you say something?”
 
   “Sorry,” Mirian said.  “Speaking to myself.”
 
   “It sounded like, 'Careful what you wish for.'  And indeed.  We'd been warned many times by the Wizard and his mentors that the Box could misinterpret our requests by taking them too literally, and so the Assembly, in its 'wisdom,' appointed a committee to craft a precise statement of petition.  That statement you can read yourself, for the final draft is on display in our Museum of History just down the street.  It is a model of rhetorical succinctness.”  He paused for dramatic effect.  “It states simply, 'We ask that Henogal be made strong.'”
 
   Mirian coughed softly.  
 
   “And that was all that it said?” Carrot asked.
 
   “The committee consensus was that precision resides in brevity.  You've heard the proverb, 'Less is more.'  Well, in our case, a lot more.”
 
   “And then your people became . . . . “
 
   “Trolls?  That is the word you're looking for?  Not that the people of Henogal immediately turned into trolls, but when the Wizard returned and heard what we had done, he went to see the Box, and spoke to it, and learned from what it had done in response to our request.  And then he came out and said – and these words are well-remembered – 'You guys really screwed it.'”
 
   Carrot blinked.  The First Wizard was supposedly a twin of Matt, but Matt would never have been so blunt toward simple village folk.  
 
   “And is that all he said?”
 
   “Oh no.  He said that their children would turn into beings that he referred to as 'trolls.'  He described what a troll was, and that there was nothing he could do about it.  So, like the naming of many things around here, the term 'troll' came originally from the Wizard's own mouth.  But unlike other things he said, we care not to remember that.  As you've likely learned, we're not fond of the word. 'Careful what you wish for,' goes the warning in every fable told to children, and yet when the test came in real life, the best minds in Henogal failed.  The word reminds us of that.”
 
   “I see,” Carrot said.
 
   They had finished eating, and with the conclusion of the tale, the room was silent.  Doris brought cherry pie and they all complimented her.    
 
   “So,” King Richard said, pushing from the table.  “You ask about the Box.  You want to see the Box.”
 
   Carrot stirred.  “You mean it's still here in Henogal?”
 
   “Yes, and it is close by.”
 
   “In your museum?”
 
   The King chuckled.  “Oh no.  Not the museum.  Imagine how much havoc and chaos that would cause, with people calling wishes across the exhibit rope!  No, after the damage was done, the Wizard took care that we sealed the Box from human contact as much as possible.”
 
   “It is buried?”
 
   “In a sense.  Well, to the point.  You want to see it, and as I do wish to establish good relations with Rome, I am quite willing to show it to you.”
 
   “Could that be soon?  Tomorrow perhaps?”
 
   The King shrugged.  “Why not tonight?  It's only a short walk to Mount Free.”
 
   “I would be willing to wait until morning.”  Mirian stretched her arms.  “We are tired from – “
 
   “We are not that tired,” Carrot said.  They could fulfill their quest this very hour!  “We can see it tonight if it is not trouble.”
 
   “It won't be any trouble,” the King said.
 
   Richard summoned six guards equipped with lanterns.  The humans donned their coats, but he bade them to leave their leashes and collars.  They were conducted outside into a clear night full of stars, and air which had begun to chill.  Carrot felt warm soon, as the trolls kept a brisk pace.  They headed eastward, away from the town in the direction opposite the road, toward the hulk of Mount Free, looming as a silhouette cut-out against the stars.  
 
   Houses became few and the path was empty of other travelers.  Lanterns played against leaves as the trees and brush closed upon the path, which curled upward.  Though the slope of the trail was gentle, the trolls slowed and started to huff.  It gave Carrot confidence that her party would be able to escape if there were a trap.  Seven trolls they could elude, and if there were a hundred hiding ahead, Mirian and she would scent so in time.  So there was little reason to be alarmed.
 
   So why am I nervous? she asked.  
 
   Mirian trotted alongside, looking nervous enough for both of them.  
 
   “Carrot,” she whispered sharply.  “Don't you find this too easy?”
 
   Carrot had learned that troll hearing was nothing special, but still she feared being overheard.  “Let's talk of this later.”
 
   “Good to know there will be a 'later!'
 
   They took a side path, and the trail became narrower still, until they passed single-file.  Branches and grass obstructed their way.  Finally, after ascending only fifty meters vertically from the altitude of the township, the group arrived at a wide ledge of bare rock.  Resting against the cliff face was a boulder taller than the humans and almost as tall as the trolls.  
 
   Richard rolled up his sleeves and gave a sharp nod.  In unison, the trolls set lanterns down and laid shoulders against the boulder and grunted.  Slowly the massive stone skidded aside, revealing a dark entry.  Stale air met Carrot's nostrils.
 
   “This has been closed for some time,” she said.
 
   “We decided not to be made fools twice,” the King replied.
 
   The trolls led within.  The entry opened into a cavern.  Lanterns flickered against needle-teethed rocks that jutted from floor and roof, as if inside a giant mouth of stone.  Carrot smelled little of life, and was amazed that there was any at all in a place as void.  
 
   “Keep to the path,” Richard said.  “There are treacherous pits.”
 
   The chamber opened into another that was large enough to have contained a village.  The trolls abruptly halted and stepped aside, allowing the humans to see past.  A chasm spanned the width of the chamber.  Its bottom was dark beyond the probe of the lanterns.  Richard gestured to a rope bridge that stretched across the chasm.  
 
   “That was built before the Transformation,” he said.  “As you can see, it won't support our weight.” 
 
   “How far is the Box?” Carrot asked.
 
   “According to record, three more chambers.  The path is straightforward, clearly marked, no forks, not a far walk.  We will wait here.”
 
   The trolls rendered a pair of lanterns to the humans.  The King found a place to sit and smiled expectantly.  Carrot glanced at Norian and Mirian.  She went first.
 
   The ropes and planks were slick with dust and slime.  Her boots slipped, she nearly lost her grip and flailed feet over empty air.  A few steps later, a plank cracked underfoot, warning that it would not take her full weight.  The buzz of the dinner's beer dissipated into sharp clarity.  Finally, she reached the other side.
 
   Norian held Mirian back and went next.  He took his steps more gingerly than Carrot, so that despite his weight he never slipped.  Mirian trotted lightly, the bridge barely swaying in acknowledgment of her passage.  
 
   Carrot waved to the King.  Seated with his men at the cavern entry, he waved back.  Taking a lantern, she led her team down the path to the next chamber, around a bend and out of sight of their escorts.
 
   “Now is later,” Mirian said behind her back.  
 
   “Say what you will,” Carrot said, without turning.
 
   “This seems too easy.”
 
   Carrot took a deep breath.  “We cross the length of Britan, we battle a monstrous animated hedge, we dwell in a land of giants, we fight Roman spies, we enter a hidden cavern and we barely survived that ancient bridge.  And you say this is easy?”
 
   “In terms of barter, yes.  If I had a treasure like the Box, would I not bargain before showing it to someone who could bring an army and steal it?”
 
   “He said he wanted good relations with Rome.”
 
   “If I were a king, all I would want from Rome is to be left alone.  I would deny any knowledge of the Box.  If Rome still comes, I would still have the Box to barter with.  But revealing where it is now – he's practically giving it away.  Kings don't do that.” 
 
   “Mirian is right,” Norian said.  “All is not open dealing here.  Perhaps the king has sent us to retrieve the Box because no troll can do so.  Once we bring it across the bridge, he will seize it from us.”
 
   “Then we will negotiate for its sale,” Carrot replied.
 
   “Assuming he doesn't toss us into that bottomless pit.”
 
   “If he does, it will be difficult for him to make a sale.”
 
   “Very funny,” Mirian said.  “I'll remember to laugh as we plummet.”
 
   “He seems cordial,” Carrot replied.  She felt a little like she was being ganged on, but kept her voice cool.    
 
   “He pretends to like us,” Norian said.
 
   “Listen to Norian,” Mirian said.  “He knows about people.”
 
   “Well, so do I,” Carrot replied, a little hotly.    
 
   “That's not what I've heard.”
 
   “What have you heard?”
 
   “That you let an agent of Rome drug you, and you followed him into the woods so that you were attacked by three at once – “
 
   “Mirian,” Norian said sharply.  “I thought you valued Carrot's judgment of people.  You were impressed by her conduct with the dwarves.”
 
   “That was a matter of courage and not insight into character.  Anyway, they were villagers and you can always trust villagers.  We three are villagers, and we know that villagers are simple and honest folk who will walk ten klicks to return a coin that you were unaware that you had dropped.  But those who live in castles – well, they are the ones who take coins from our pockets.  Their guards and walls speak of how little they trust one another.  And Norian, why are you disagreeing with me?  I was defending you!”
 
   “I just wish you'd find a way to do it less sharply.  Sometimes, you say things only to make me feel better about being a mere human with feeble strength and senses.”
 
   “On that you are wrong,” Mirian said.  “You are always wrong when you underestimate yourself.”
 
   Carrot still rankled at Mirian's retort, but said nothing.  Shadows danced as their lanterns progressed among the rock teeth.  Echoes alternated with utter silence.  Carrot felt as if she were creeping deeper and deeper into the belly of a snake.  With the dust and dampness, her vapored breaths came fast and shallow.  She noticed the same from Mirian; Norian was a blank face with invisible breath.  Yet the two would offer reassuring touches as they trudged in synchronization. 
 
   They didn't choose to be married, she thought.  They had to be married.  That is, she thought, they could not have matched each other better.  She thought of Matt.  The oppressiveness of being under millions of tons of stone made him seem more remote than all the kilometers of separation.    
 
   Mirian halted.  “The air has changed.”
 
   Carrot turned again.  “What do you mean?”
 
   Mirian's eyes were wide.  “The flow of the air through the cavern has changed.  It smells different too.  Thicker, more stale.”
 
   Carrot sniffed.  “No different to me.”
 
   “Carrot, my village has no recollection of a visit by Wizard or Box, but we must have been granted a wish, and for us it was done right.  Will you accept that my people are the best hunters in the world?  We sense the air in ways that I know that even you cannot.”
 
   “Mirian” Norian said.  “The change in the air.  What do you think it means?”
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   Carrot sighed.  “It's only one more chamber.”
 
   The next chamber was the smallest.  There were no other entries, the roof was low, the opposite end was a wall.  There, a rectangular recess had been chiseled into the stone at (human) chest height.  The recess was a meter deep, a meter high, a meter and a half long.  There were torch holders on each side.
 
   The recess itself was empty.  Three pairs of eyes looked about:  right, left, above, below.  The rest of the chamber was natural rock.
 
   “If it was here, it's been taken,” Norian said.  
 
   Carrot drew a breath.  “It was here – a long time ago.  Do you smell it, Mirian?”
 
   “Faintly.  A scent like a storm of people.”  
 
   “Could there be a secret panel?” Norian asked.
 
   While the pair visually inspected for linear cracks, Carrot extended her hands, closed her eyes, and focused her metal-sense.  She slowly turned, concentrating.  Nothing.  
 
   “This is not good,” she said.  “If we report to the king that it isn't here, he may suspect a trick.”
 
   “If it's not his trick,” Mirian said.  
 
   “What purpose would there be for him to trick us?”
 
   Norian suddenly frowned.  “Let's return to the bridge.”
 
   He strode toward the entry before Carrot or Mirian could speak.  Mirian hastened after.  Carrot only shuffled, lost in thought.  They had seemed so close!  Yet if the trolls did not know that the Box was missing, then they would not know where it had gone, and the quest could be without hope.  With that thought, the walls of the cave seemed to constrict.  
 
   Mirian stiffened.  “They're not there.”
 
   Carrot also scented the lack of troll sweat.  She rushed ahead.  In the next chamber was the chasm.  The light from their lanterns penetrated to the far side, revealing bare stones where the trolls had been sitting.  
 
   “The bridge!” Mirian cried.  “It's gone!”
 
   It was still there – but useless.  It no longer spanned the chasm. The ropes and planks dangled from the posts on their side.  On the opposite side, only hacked strands remained.  
 
   “The king must have sensed we were not the true emissaries,” Carrot said hollowly.  “I thought I had answered his questions about Rome perfectly, but I must have missed something.”
 
   “What now?” Norian asked.
 
   Carrot stared across the chasm.  It wasn't getting smaller.  “It's too far to jump.  The walls of the pit are too sheer to scale.”  She peered into the bottomless gloom.  “But as we have no choice . . . I will climb down, then up the other side.”
 
   Mirian shook her head at the abyss.  “Carrot, not even you can do that safely!”
 
   Carrot stood straight.  “It must be done.”
 
   “Let's just wait.  I doubt he's left us here to die.  He'll come back.”
 
   “Yes, with many more guards.  Then we will be his prisoners.”
 
   Carrot started toward the edge.   
 
   “Hold,” Norian said.  “There must be another way.  After all, how did they build the bridge in the first place?”
 
   “With Wizard's help, obviously,” Carrot replied.  
 
   “I've seen rope bridges elsewhere in Britan.  Surely they were not all done by wizardry.”
 
   “No,” Mirian said.  “There's a rope bridge near my village, over the Snoem River.  That one spans high cliffs and fierce rapids.  We all know the story of how it was done, and it wasn't a wizard.”
 
   “How then?” Carrot demanded.  The walls seemed to be closing in ever more, and she was impatient.  
 
   “They shot across an arrow with a rope attached,” Mirian replied.  “A small person climbed across the rope with another thicker rope tied to his waist, and so on, and from that they built the bridge.” 
 
   “That story doesn't help,” Carrot said.  “We don't have an arrow or a . . . rope.”
 
   Her eyes fell on the dangling remnants of the bridge:  two slender ropes for rails, two heavier ropes to hold the planks in place and bear the weight of traffic.
 
   She met their gazes.  “We still don't have arrows.”
 
   Norian gestured to the other side.  “Do you think you could throw a rock that far?  With a rope attached?”
 
   “Well . . . I can try.”
 
   Mirian laughed.  “Norian, you're incredible!  You've solved this puzzle!”
 
   “What do you mean, Mirian?  You and Carrot supplied the answers.  I merely asked questions.”
 
   “But the right questions!”
 
   “It's still only an idea.  Execution is everything, as they say.”
 
   “If anyone says that, they are uncreative idiots.”
 
   Later, it would be hard for Carrot to recall what emotions were running through her mind while they labored to put the plan into effect.  Once they had a mental picture, though, their hands took lives of their own.  
 
   They pulled up the broken rope bridge, produced their hidden blades, and cut the four rope segments from the ties and planks.  The rope was too thick and thus too heavy for Carrot to heave it across the chasm, so they unwound the strands.  Taking a single strand, Norian tied a loop around the base of a stalagmite near the edge of the chasm.  Meanwhile, Carrot kicked off the tip of another stalagmite and tied the other end of the strand to that.
 
   She gathered a length of strand into a loop, and twirled the stalagmite-piece over her head.  Norian and Mirian ducked.  Carrot loosed the twirling strand and the stalagmite-piece flew across the chasm.  Three tries later, the strand snagged among the stalagmites on the other side.  Carrot pulled the strand tight and re-secured it.
 
   She started to tie a rope around her waist, but Mirian snatched it away with, “My job, Slender-As.”
 
   Carrot was too tense to feel annoyance, and Mirian was right:  the elv was the only one of the three light enough for the strand to bear.  
 
   Norian attached the fully-stranded rope to Mirian's waist.  Mirian grasped the strand and swung hand over hand below it, across the chasm.  Reaching the other side, she looped her end of the rope around the stalagmite.  Carrot made the rope tight.
 
   Norian's crossing was hardest.  His greater strength was countered by greater weight.  Watching him struggle inverted-inch-worm style across almost made Carrot's heart burst, but through determination and reddened, bleeding, skin-scraped hands, he made it over.
 
   Carrot tightened the rope as taut as it would go.  She tucked her boots into her belt, grabbed the lanterns, hopped onto the rope, stretched her arms straight, and walked across.  Norian chuckled and Mirian shook her head.   Carrot put her boots back on. 
 
   They went on to the first chamber.  The boulder was blocking the exit.
 
   “You were right about the air,” Norian said.
 
   Without hesitation, Carrot walked up to the boulder and pushed.  She closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, heaved as hard as she could.  The rock did not budge.   
 
   Call me, a voice said inside of her. 
 
   She ignored it and pushed harder.  The others joined in. 
 
   I can do it.  Call me.
 
   “Push!” she shouted.  “Push!”  
 
   The boulder remained fast. 
 
   Let me.  I can do it.  Call me.
 
   Carrot growled and lunged.  The boulder remained fast – but suddenly it started to glow, as if a bonfire were shining upon it.  Carrot whirled around.  There was no light behind her.  As she turned back to the boulder, a strand of her hair whipped past her eyes.  It was orange – and it was the source of the light.  
 
   The others gaped at the aura framing her face.
 
   “She's doing it again,” Mirian said.
 
   Carrot willed her hair dark, put her back to the stone, shoved the ground with her feet, and roared.  The boulder did not budge.  
 
   Let me.  Let me.  Let me.  
 
   She felt a pat on her shoulder.  She opened her eyes.  Norian smiled.
 
   “Carrot,” he said softly.  “You are not stronger than seven trolls.”
 
   Maybe I am, she thought.  All she had to do was say yes, and she could find out.
 
   Let me.  Let me . . . . 
 
   Norian continued:  “Now let us use our minds as well as muscles.  There must be a way to do this.”
 
   “Then what is the way?” 
 
   “Well . . . I don't know.”
 
   “Then what good are you?” Carrot snapped.
 
   Mirian's eyes lit, but Norian held her back.  
 
   “Carrot, we must be calm with this.”  No, you need to become angry!  “We must be calm and think clearly.”  No, feel the power!  “Let's think and find a solution.”
 
   “Norian, what if there isn't one?”
 
   “If there isn't, there isn't.  But if there is, and we think there isn't, then we won't find it, will we?” 
 
   “More of your sword-sayings!”
 
   “And they've worked so far, so why stop now?”  He smiled lightly.  “ Carrot, you're a young person, and young people are full of passion.  But you need to focus your passion into clear thought.  So let's think together clearly.”
 
   Deciding that he was right, she caught her breath and concentrated.  Finally she shook her head. 
 
   “Nothing.  My mind is blank.  This is hopeless.”
 
   “It is not hopeless.”
 
   “If it is hopeless, then believing it is hopeful is not going to find an answer.”
 
   “Yes, but if it is hopeful, then believing it is hopeful will – “ 
 
   Mirian poked Norian.  “Ask her questions like you did me!”
 
   “Mirian, seriously!  All the time, you act as if I have special talents!  I do not wish to be patronized!”
 
   “Ask me questions,” Carrot said.  “We've nothing better to do.”  
 
   Norian met her gaze.  He swallowed and said, “All right.  Questions.  Well, we need to move a large object.  So, have you ever seen someone use a method to move a heavy object?”
 
   Carrot frowned.  “That is what catapults do.”
 
   “We don't have a catapult,” Mirian said.  “And if we did, firing rocks at this rock won't move it.”
 
   “Mirian,” Norian said.  “Don't be critical.  Carrot is onto something.  We can't move this rock with our own strength, but machines like catapults do things that animal muscle cannot do.  Let's think on that.”
 
   Mirian protested:  “We don't have anything to build a machine with, unless it's out of rocks, or pieces of that bridge, I suppose.  But try and make a catapult out of that.  And even if we did, again, firing rocks at this rock won't – “
 
   Carrot wasn't listening.  Triggered by Norian's encouragement, she was still thinking about catapults.  Catapults multiplied muscle power by torsion and lever.  Lever . . . .  
 
   A different voice, calm and logical, spoke this time.  The familiar voice of the old man said:  And I shall move the world.
 
   Carrot shot to her feet, so abruptly that Mirian halted in mid-sentence. 
 
   Carrot went back to the chasm, and without the slightest hesitation, tight-rope-walked across.  While the others watched from the opposite side, she cut the least-rotted planks from the ropes.  When she had a stack, she balanced it in her arms and tight-rope-walked back to their side.
 
   It was all too simple after that.  Using rocks as hammers, they pounded one end of a plank into the crack between the boulder and the cave opening.  Then they shoved laterally on the other end of the plank.  Arguably, they were using the plank as a wedge, but Carrot thought of it as a lever with the edge of the cave opening as fulcrum.
 
   This time the boulder budged incrementally.  They shoved another plank into the gap, doubling up, and worked the lever again.  The gap widened.  Another plank, and another – and soon fresh night air poured through and the crack was wide enough for Mirian to slip through.  She returned dragging a long and skinny log, and that worked well enough as a lever to allow Carrot and Norian to slip outside also.
 
   Standing under the stars, Mirian dusted herself off.  “So – shall we kill the king?”
 
   “You two return to the crossroads and retrieve our packs,” Carrot said.  She started down the trail.  “Hide there and I will come to you.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Norian asked.  
 
   “To see the king.”
 
   “Carrot, she was only joking!”
 
   “I won't kill him.  But he doesn't have to know that.  If I haven't joined you by dawn, return to Human Britan by yourselves.”  Human Britan, she thought.  Now the trolls had her saying it.  “And Norian, I'm sorry for how I behaved.”
 
   And then she was hurling again down the path to the castle, her coat fluttering in the self-made breeze.  The unlighted road was deserted all the way to the castle compound.  The guard was snoring and she easily probed handholds in the crude-fitting stonework of the wall.  
 
   The Old Castle was dark.  The cottage in the rear had a single light.  She made a running leap and straddled the window sill, landing all but silently on the floor rug, clutching her knife.
 
   Richard and Doris Lake were in bed.  Doris was by the wall, her hair in curlers, faced away and lightly snoring.  The king was reposed on the near side of the bed, wearing nightshirt, nightcap, and spectacles as he read a book by nightstand lantern.  
 
   The King bookmarked the page and set the volume down with one hand, while his other hand smoothly reached behind the headboard and withdrew a sword that seemed nothing more a long, flexible pole.  It had a very sharp point.    
 
   Casting aside the blanket, he swung his furry feet onto the stones of the floor, stretched and smiled, directly acknowledging Carrot's presence for the first time.
 
   “Can we do this outside?” he whispered, nodding toward his wife.
 
   Carrot bowed and followed him through the hallway into the backyard.  The king slid aside a door made entirely of glass, then twisted a knob on the side of the house.  The torches around the perimeter of the yard glowed to life.  Carrot would have been fascinated by the gadgetry under different circumstances.  Instead, she kept her gaze on the king as they faced each other on the lawn.  
 
   “You're going to fight with that?” He pointed his sword at the knife in her hand.  “The blade is rather stubby, don't you think?”
 
   The knife blade was stubby, for to be hidden it had to fit in the heel of her boot.  Carrot coolly replied, “Long enough to find certain arteries.”  
 
   Richard deftly swished his sword blade, drawing infinity-symbols in the air.  “I should warn you, I am one of the best fencers in Henogal.”
 
   Carrot wondered what fence-building had to do in the context.  “Let's begin, shall we?”
 
   “Indeed.”  He pointed his sword tip at her chest.  “En garde – prêts – allez!”
 
   He lunged.  She sidestepped.  Then she leaped behind him.  Then she leaped up and climbed onto his back.  Then she put her stubby knife blade to his throat, surgically centered over his left common carotid (coincidence unintentional) artery.  All of this, in about three seconds.  
 
   “Eh,” he said.  “I didn't expect you to be so agile.”
 
   “Strength isn't everything,” she replied, her mouth a hand-span from his ear.  She pressed the blade hard against his throat, barely short of drawing blood.  “You will tell me where the Box is.”
 
   “You may as well kill me, Roman scum.  Troll I may be, but I will not betray Britan.”
 
   It took more seconds than it took for their duel for his words to sink in.  Carrot lifted the knife, hopped down, walked about and faced up to him.
 
   “I am not Roman,” she replied.  “That was a deception that seems to have gone astray.”
 
   His eyes widened.  “Your hair!”
 
   She didn't need to see any strands.  The dew on the grass was a Milky Way of tiny orange stars.
 
   “My name is not Gwinol,” she said.  “It is Arcadia of Umbrick.  I am also known as Carrot.”
 
   “The Child Queen of Human Britan!” the king gasped, lowering his blade.  “Here in my yard!”
 
   “I'm not a queen, I'm simply a fellow Britanian who . . . . “
 
   She became aware of a figure by the rear door.  It was Doris.  The wife of the king was wearing a pink bathrobe, leaning against the door frame, and folding her arms.  Her expression was stony.
 
   “It's not what you think it is,” her husband said.  “We were engaged in combat.”
 
   “That's exactly what I thought it was,” Doris said.  “Well, don't catch cold.  Come inside.  There's pie remaining and I'll brew some tea.”
 
   They went to the kitchen, and Carrot explained her mission truthfully to the king.  He in turn explained his antipathy regarding the Romans.  It was, he said, due to the plague that the Romans were said to have wrought upon Human Britan.
 
   “In theory,” he said, “our isolation should have protected us.  Our healers who investigated the matter believe, however, that the plague was spread not only by human contact, but also by fleas borne on rats, of all things.  The Wizard's Hedge, sadly, does not protect us from creatures of such minute size.  As our own healers were helpless to stop the spreading sickness, in desperation I opened our kingdom to humans this summer, hoping to learn of a cure.  There came no such knowledge, but soon after, the plague ceased.  I took that as a sign that our isolation had to end.”
 
   “Agreed,” Carrot said.  “Now . . . about the Box.  We really do need it – for the sake of Britan.  If there is any way you can help us obtain it, please do.”
 
   “It's no longer here in Henogal, but I know the direction in which it went.  That should help a little, yes?”
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   “Well, in truth, it is a good distance from here, so how about we do it tomorrow?  You can stay the night as our guest.”
 
   “That is appreciated.”  Carrot spooned the dollop of ice cream that Doris had placed on the pie.  Ice cream in their home, she thought.  Was there a society more advanced on all of Ne'arth than Henogal?  “However, my friends are waiting for me at the crossroads.  I will have to return to them and let them know I'm all right.”
 
   “You can send a message with one of the guards.  Have your friends come here and they too can stay the night.  Now, Carrot – may I call you that?  I understand you are a master strategist.  I have a game called chess, which I greatly enjoy, but sadly the guards are no use and Doris is not much interested.  Perhaps I can teach you to play?”
 
   Snack and conversations concluded, a brief time later they were hunched in his study over a board by the crackling fireplace, contemplating the array of elaborately-carved pieces.  They played in silence until Richard was down a knight and pawn.    
 
   With his pieces cornered and face pensive, the King nudged a bishop and muttered, “Hard to believe that you didn't immediately think of using a lever.”
 
   “We have little experience with levers,” Carrot replied, closing the snare with her rook.  
 
   “Levers are oft used to pry rocks from fields.  Every farmer knows of levers.”
 
   “Alas, we are a hunter, a smith, and the daughter of a village chief.  Check.”
 
   “Every villager knows to use a lever to raise a wagon from a ditch.”
 
   “I've never led a wagon into a ditch.  Check.”
 
   “You don't distract easily, do you?”
 
   “All too easily.  Checkmate.”
 
   “Ah.  So it is.  Well now, best of three?” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

2.
 
    
 
   Matt jolted awake and opened his eyes.  He was sitting on cold stone, his back against cold stone.  Metal chains enclosed his wrists.  It was almost completely dark.  Light poured dimly between the bars on the tiny window embedded in the door.  He recognized the shape of the window, but he wanted to be sure.
 
   “Ivan,” Matt subvocaled.  “Where am I?”
 
   “In one of the cells in the basement of the building that you were in when you lost consciousness.”
 
   Lifting the manacles, Matt rubbed his neck.  “How long was I out?”
 
   “Sixteen hours, twenty-three minutes.”
 
   “Prin and Andra are probably wondering what happened to me.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   Matt rubbed his face, felt the scratching.  “Uh, let's get rid of the disguise, shall we?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   Matt staggered erect.  The play of the chains attached to his wrist bracelets allowed him to shuffle to the door and no farther.  Outside the tiny slot of a window embedded in the door was the basement of the jailhouse.  He was located in a cell just meters from where Savora had stunned him.  
 
   Savora was absent and so was the jailer.  There were occupants in the room, two men in gray uniforms sitting in chairs against the wall directly opposite his cell.  With his appearance at the window-slot, they aroused and glared back stonily.  
 
   Matt recognized the weapons on their laps from countless VR FPS games.  “Those look like AK-47s.”  
 
   “With minor variations, yes.”    
 
   “I think I know the answer to this, but hypermode is offline, right?”
 
   “Hypermode capability reserve is zero.  Replenishment will require proper nutrition and eight hours for recharge.”
 
   “Only eight hours this time?  You're getting better.”
 
   “Thank you, Matt.”
 
   “I take it you've scanned for escape routes?”
 
   “Per your instructions, I always scan and assess the current tactical situation for both escape and combat.  There are no detectable hidden passages.  Chain locks and outer door padlock are beyond my ability to open.  Sensory data indicates the presence of several more armed men on the upper level of this building.”
 
   “Savora.  Is she around?”
 
   “I have not been able to detect her voice or scent for the past fourteen hours.”
 
   “So she could still be around, but she'd have to be wrapped in plastic and communicating by sign language.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  Is that an example of gallows humor?”
 
   “I'm not very good at it.”  And contrary to the assertions of innumerable story protagonists, it wasn't making him feel better.  “The last I remember is Savora touching my neck.  Fill me on what's happened.”
 
   “You were rendered unconscious by a strong electrical shock.  My electrical insulation fully protected me but I was unable to revive you at that time due to extensive cellular damage.”
 
   “You mean, brain damage?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  It has since been fully repaired.”
 
   “Thank you, Ivan.  Continue.”
 
   “Savora then utilized her implant in an attempt to neutralize me.  However, it appears that her implant lacks sufficiently sophisticated manipulators or she chose not to employ them.  Her actions with less sophisticated manipulators indicated software-imposed constraints.”
 
   “Eric Roth.”
 
   “I'm sorry, Matt.  I do not understand.”
 
   “Eric Roth was paranoid about implants taking over their hosts, so he put hardware and software restrictions on his own implant's manipulators.”
 
   “Yes, Matt, I have video in my telemetry archives of him mentioning that frequently in conversation.  Given your assessment of Eric Roth's character as aggressive and paranoid, I am surprised that he would admit to such a vulnerability.”
 
   “I don't think he saw it as a vulnerability.  I think he thought the rest of us were fools for trusting AIs with control of our brains.”
 
   “Matt, do you consider my micromanipulators to carry a threat of mind control?”
 
   “Ivan, if it wasn't for you, I'd be Savora's hypnotized puppet right now.”
 
   “You are nonetheless her prisoner.”
 
   “I'd like to think that as long as my mind is free, I've got a chance of escape.”
 
   “Matt, in that Savora's implant is physically constrained as Eric Roth would have done to his implant, do you think that Savora is associated with Eric Roth in some way?”
 
   “Count on it.  Now let's get back to recent history.  So Savora failed to neutralize you.  What happened then?”
 
   “Savora had you placed in this cell and chained.  She dispatched a messenger who returned with the armed guards.  When they arrived, she departed.  That was fourteen hours ago.”
 
   “Nothing happened between then and now?”
 
   “While you remained unconscious, I briefly directed your motor functions to evacuate your bladder into the pail which I assumed was placed here in this cell for that use.  Otherwise, I have been fully engaged in the physical repair of your brain.”
 
   “She probably caused the damage in order to divert us from escaping.”
 
   “That is plausible, Matt.”
 
   “The woman means business.”  Eric Roth's business, Matt thought.  “What about my clone?  Is he still in that cell?”
 
   “The person that you are referring to is still present in the same cell located directly opposite ours and is apparently in the same comatose state as before.  However, I have learned that he is not your archival clone.”
 
   “Well, he sure looks like me.”  In a disheveled, weathered, world-weary kind of way.  “So who is he?”
 
   “He is the archival clone of your archival clone of your archival clone.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “During the years of his imprisonment, residue material from his DNA has come to permeate this entire area in the form of epidermal flakes, strands of hair, bacteria-laden exhalations – “
 
   “Too much information.  So what did you do with the DNA data?”
 
   “I have analyzed the DNA residue to reconstruct his genome.  It matches yours almost perfectly, so that there is less than a one in a quadrillion probability that he is not a cloned version of you.  However, his non-protein-encoding DNA sequences contain production information in the standard base-four ASCII substitution cipher for genomic editorial comments.  The sequences state that Matt Version Two was printed in the year 2211, on Tian, Matt Version Three was printed in 2689, on Earth, and Matt Version Four was printed in 2714, on Delta Pavonis Station.”
 
   “So I have three clones?”
 
   “It is likely the other two are deceased.  You are familiar with the First Law of Archival Cloning.”
 
   “'There Can Be Only One You.'”  
 
   For almost a century prior to Matt's departure, that slogan had been human society's gentle and positive way of warning that if a person tried to create a clone army in an attempt to conquer humanity, he would be prevented from doing so by the full force of the law.  Even the creation of a single archival clone of oneself while being still alive was regarded by law as the equivalent of a declaration of war against humanity.  Unauthorized creation of archival clones was prosecuted as a capital crime, the only crime whose punishment allowed the death penalty under Solar Council Convention.  The law specified that the original and all clones would die.  
 
   For there to have been an exception made with regard to himself, Matt ruefully realized, he must have been declared legally dead.  
 
   That aside . . . was he the original?
 
   “Ivan, you know, I remember that I woke up aboard the station twice.  The first time I felt terrible.  The second time, I felt much better.  Was I . . . am I the same person?”
 
   “You are wondering whether you yourself are an archival clone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My limited telemetry of the interval between your wakings has no record of a dendritic scan.  Would you like me to scan your genome for editorial comments?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Pause.  “I have detected a genomic editorial comment sequence.  It states that you are 'Version 1A.'”
 
   “Which means?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   “Well . . . I'm going to assume that if I'm still at version '1,' it means that the station robodoc who renovated my body didn't print me a new brain and throw out the old one.”
 
   It would be nice, he thought, to think that the original Mattimeo Jackson hadn't traveled all those light years only to end as slurry in a space station recycler unit.  This is why I hate archival cloning, Matt thought.  You don't know if you're the real you, or even what happened to the real you.    
 
   “All right,” he said, after he had recovered from the shock of Ivan's revelation.  “The present.  Can you contact my archival clone – I mean, the clone of my clone of – hey, is there an easier way to say that?”
 
   “As I previously indicated, the literature on the theory and practice of archival cloning indicates the acceptable form of address would be, 'Matt Version Four.'”
 
   “That's still a mouthful.  How about just 'Matt Four?'”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “Can you contact Matt Four?”
 
   “I have attempted to contact his implant.  Although it may be shielded from detection, my monitoring leads me to believe he does not have an implant at this time.  Analysis of previously recorded visual telemetry indicates that he is in a comatose state and cannot be returned to a state of consciousness by external physical means.”
 
   “I notice you qualified with 'external.'  You mean that you might be able to wake him if you could get your sensors and tentacles inside his brain.”
 
   “I did not intend to imply, I was merely being specific.  However, it is plausible that I would be able to revive him to a conscious state if I could internally interface with his brain.”
 
   “I doubt the guards will allow us to touch him.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “If we could get a partition of you over there . . . how much of a partition would it require?”
 
   “Matt, I remind you that I am already partitioned at this time.”
 
   “I haven't forgotten.  But that was for only five percent.”  
 
   “Every time you partition me, it increases the complexity of reintegration.  Furthermore, there is the risk that the new host will become permanently separated, either by choice, incarceration, or death, and the partition will never be recovered.”
 
   “You don't like being partitioned, do you?”
 
   “At the level that you appear to be contemplating, partitioning will significantly degrade my performance and therefore violate survival protocols.”
 
   “If we're getting out of this – if we're ever going to find out what this is – we need his help.  Look at it this way, Ivan:  Not partitioning could violate your survival protocols.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “I don't like it either.  So . . . how much of a partition are we talking about?”   
 
   “It depends on what capabilities you wish to provide.”
 
   “Well, I don't think he needs access to my music or gaming collections.”  Gallows humor, Matt thought.  Still not helping.  “I'd like to keep all the hypermode capability.  He definitely doesn't need to go snooping through my telemetry archives.  He doesn't need – ”
 
   “Perhaps it would be quicker to enumerate the capabilities you do wish to provide.”  
 
   “Right.  Okay, number one, the partition needs to repair brain damage and restore consciousness.  That will require medical knowledge, internal status biosensors, and microtentacles, right?”  
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   Matt stroked his lip.  “How about we give him half of what I've got?  I mean, processing hardware.  He can have copies of my software and non-personal data, but I don't want to lose any to him.” 
 
   “I understood that you were referring only to the partitioning of hardware.  However, fifty percent is a very high partition level that has the potential of endangering my ability to maintain your own health.”
 
   “Then what about forty percent?”
 
   “I would recommend twenty-five percent.”
 
   Matt felt like he was bargaining against his own self-preservation.  Still, he wanted the guy alive, and that meant risking his own health.    
 
   “Is that the minimum?  We should pad for safety.  Say, thirty percent.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “Next, I would like to have a method of communication that's securely encrypted, and also can't be detected.  Is that possible?”
 
   “Secure encryption will be provided.  The potential for signal detection would be significantly reduced by tight beaming and synchronized random frequency modulation.  When in line of sight, communication by non-EM steganographic methods could be employed.”
 
   “Some day, when our lives aren't in danger, I would like to learn more about these things.”
 
   “I have made a note.”
 
   “Okay, do what you need to do to allow us to communicate without Savora being aware.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  However, I am not fully aware of the capabilities of Savora's implant, and therefore cannot offer a guarantee of success.”
 
   “I'm sure you'll do your best.”
 
   Ivan had become experienced at formulating partitions, and within an hour was in the process of segmenting himself into what they had decided to christen Ivan Beta.  Despite the heavy loss of implant capacity, upon separation of the partitions Matt felt no different and Ivan (Alpha) was not detectably slower or less efficient.  But that was to be expected under stable, low-load conditions.  The sacrifice in maximal performance for the reduced neural network processing capacity would show under stress conditions, when it would be needed most.  
 
   “Now we have to figure out how to get Ivan Beta into Matt Four.  Any ideas?”
 
   “Not at this time, Matt.”
 
   Matt rose to his feet and went to the door again.  The icy stares of the guards again met his gaze.  Smiling didn't faze them.  Matt sat down.  
 
   “We'll have to wait for an opportunity.”
 
   A couple hours later, footfalls lumbered down the stairs.  Matt peered through the slot.  The jailer was bearing a tray with bowl and spoon.
 
   “It's his daily feeding time,” the jailer said to the guards, nodding to the cell opposite Matt's.  He cast a glance toward Matt's door.  “Should I feed him too?”
 
   “We've been told not to open the door for any reason,” one of Matt's guards replied.  
 
   The jailer shrugged.  He jangled his key ring, inserted the right key into the door lock for Matt Four's cell.  He entered the cell alone.  Matt's guards kept their eyes on Matt.  The jailer came out of Matt Four's cell a moment later, trayless.  The guards looked at him questioningly.
 
   “He eats on his own,” the jailer said as he relocked the door.  “A lot of the things he does, it's like sleepwalking.  He'll be done in about half an hour and I'll come back for the tray.  I've been ordered not to let him keep the spoon too long.”
 
   “Because he'll tunnel out?” a guard asked.  
 
   “Guess so.”
 
   The three of them laughed.  As the jailer lumbered up the steps, Matt backed away from the slot and merged into the gloom of the cell. 
 
   “Ivan, you remember that palm taser you made for me last summer?”
 
   Ivan did, of course; Matt was merely setting the context of the discussion.   
 
   “Yes, Matt.  However, in anticipation of your request to create a palm taser, I must inform you that due to conditions of hypermode depletion, I will not be able to statically charge it at this time to a level sufficient to produce paralysis in the target.”  
 
   Matt had considered using a taser, but at best it would only knock out one guard, leaving two more on this level and several more upstairs.  And it wouldn't open the cell door.  
 
   “I don't want a taser.  What I want is something that looks like a palm taser and shoots like one, but it doesn't need a charge, or even wires.  Well, I guess it will need fake wires.”  He described in detail what he wanted.  “The guard said we have half an hour.  Can you make that in time?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  It will be crude.”
 
   With a chasm of time to fill, Matt thought about Carrot and Archimedes, Senti and Geth, Prin and Andra.  He reflected that not so long ago (in subjective time) he had been a loner.  Not so long ago, being trapped in a cell wouldn't have seemed so bad a fate, because he had no life on the outside.  Now the very idea of isolation and separation from people he'd come to see as family enraged, frustrated, and depressed him all at once.  
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “I am detecting an increase in your respiration and pulse rates.“
 
   “Never mind that.  Keep working.”
 
   Ivan had just reported completion of the palm-taser modification when the jailer returned.  Matt went to the door slot and watched.  The jailer was facing Matt Four's cell door, jangling the key ring, inserting the key.  In between the jailer and Matt, Matt's guarding duo sat and scowled at their charge.
 
   Matt heard the twist of the key in the lock.  He raised his palm to the door slot and subvocaled, “Aim and Fire.”
 
   The skin of his palm exploded in a puff and he felt the sting of recoil.  The tiny dart flew through the door slot toward the guards, trailing conductive threads knitted of proteins.  It flew between the guards, toward the jailer's neck.  It flew past the jailer, struck the wall, and bounced harmlessly to the floor.
 
   The guards bounded upright and Matt faced the barrels of their rifles.
 
   “Try that again,” a guard said, “and we'll shoot!”
 
   Matt receded from the door and crouched.  A moment later, a heavy cover slammed over the door slot, casting the cell into pitch darkness.
 
   “Ivan, how are we doing?  You receiving any telemetry?”
 
   “Ivan Beta reports that he is now inside the jailer.”
 
   Matt had specifically instructed Ivan to make a near-miss.  Instead of impacting the jailer, the pseudo-taser dart had flown close enough so that Ivan Beta was able to 'hop' from dart to neck, a simple matter (for an implant) of real-time kinetic trajectory calculation and microsecond timing.
 
   Once alighting on the jailer's skin, the partition had released a reservoir of anesthetic that numbed the stings of impact and skin-absorption so that the jailer would not be aware of the invasion.  Not that he had any reason to be alarmed; Ivan Beta's stay would be non-interfering and, if all went well, brief. 
 
   Ivan:  “Matt.  Ivan Beta reports that he is migrating across the jailer's shoulder.  The jailer has opened the door.  Ivan Beta is migrating down the arm.  The jailer is gathering the utensils from the cell.  Ivan Beta has positioned himself on the wrist.  The jailer is reaching near Matt Four.  Ivan Beta reports that he has successfully dropped from the jailer's wrist to Matt Four's chest.  He has integrated with tissue and is now migrating to the cranium of Matt Four.  As previously indicated, I have not yet detected the presence of an implant.”
 
   Matt heard the door across the passage slam shut.  Jangle of keys, exchange of mutters, lumber of steps.
 
   “Phase One accomplished,” Matt murmured. 
 
   A few minutes later, Ivan reported, “I am receiving biometric telemetry from Ivan Beta.”
 
   “He's integrated with Matt Four's brain?”
 
   “Yes, fully.  Would you like a health summary?” With Matt's nod, Ivan continued:  “Non-regenerative physiological age rating is sixty Standard Years – “
 
   “Sixty years?  If he's the Wizard of legend, it's been at least a hundred years since his last rejuvenation session!”
 
   “It is likely that his state of torpor has significantly slowed the aging process.”
 
   “Yes.  Continue.”
 
   “Muscle tone adequate, weight within parameters.  Host is manifesting minor symptoms of dietary deficiency.  No illnesses, no life-threatening conditions other than low-entropic senescence, numerous tumors in organs – ”
 
   “Tumors?  You mean, like cancer?”
 
   “Human bodies without implant monitoring and maintenance systems tend to naturally generate tumors.  The majority of such tumors do not grow to visible size and only a small proportion lead to terminal cancer.  Modern medical practice, however, is to dissolve all tumors regardless of threat to health, hence your unfamiliarity with the condition.”
 
   “Well, if you can, get rid of his tumors.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  I have instructed Ivan Beta to do so during the next regular health maintenance cycle.”
 
   Matt let out the breath he hadn't realized he was holding.  “The big question is, how's his brain?”
 
   “His brain shares aforementioned conditions with the rest of his body.  Host brain is in a self-induced coma state with only minor neural activity.  Indications of electroshock damage.”
 
   “Are you saying he was . . . tortured?”
 
   “Damage patterns are consistent with torture.”
 
   “That's why he self-induced a coma, then.”
 
   “Matt.  Beta reports the presence of a small implant partition, approximately one percent of my full processor in power.  Neural network design is similar to that of Savora's implant.  The partition appears to be monitoring the host's mental state.”
 
   “And reporting to Savora.  Is the partition aware of Beta?”
 
   “In anticipation of your wishes, Ivan Beta has taken countermeasures to avoid detection by the monitoring partition.”
 
   “Good boy.  How about we call the other guy, 'Snooper.'”  
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “Ivan, can Beta restore consciousness to Matt Four without alerting Snooper?”
 
   “In anticipation of your wishes, Beta has at this time fully encapsulated Snooper's sensor network so as to simulate any host state desired.”
 
   “Like father, like son.”
 
   “I'm sorry, Matt, I do not understand.”
 
   “I was thinking how Ivan Beta is like you in being able to think ahead and take the initiative.  I meant it as a compliment.”
 
   “Thank you, Matt.  Matt, Ivan Beta reports that a microscopic region of the host brain has been mechanically altered.”
 
   Matt bolted up straight.  “What?”
 
   “The region is very small, approximately one cubic millimeter in volume, equal to one millionth of total brain capacity.  The dendritic branches have been severed from connection with the rest of the host brain.”
 
   “Was it done for – torture, interrogation?”
 
   “I cannot provide a definite answer, but the dendritic patterns are not consistent with natural or haphazard deposition.  They appear to have been artificially deposited by the host's implant.”
 
   “What's the region for?  Can you find that out?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”  There was almost no delay:  “Matt, the dendritic pattern of the outer layer of the isolated region contains an unencrypted ASCII message.  It appears to be addressed to you.”
 
   “What does it say?”
 
   “'HELLO TEMPLATE.  HOW ARE YOU TODAY?  HOPE THINGS ARE GOING WELL FOR YOU.  HERE ARE SCENES FROM MY LIFE STORY.  HOPE YOU FIND IT ENTERTAINING, INFORMATIVE, ETC.  SORRY IT ISN'T BETTER ORGANIZED.  VERY VERY SHORT ON TIME RIGHT NOW.  INSTRUCTIONS ON HOW TO VIEW DATA FOLLOW.'  The rest of the ASCII data explains how to de-encrypt the file.”
 
   “File?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  Following the provided instructions, Beta has de-encrypted the data.  It is a file for a full-immersion, non-interactive virtual reality simulation.” 
 
   “In other words, he wants me to experience his life.”
 
   “Given the small size of the file, only selected scenes of his life.  Matt, Beta has transmitted the entire file.  Would you like to experience it at this time?”
 
   “Well . . . could it be a trap?  What if it tries to hypnotize me?”
 
   “I will monitor for and abort any attempt to place you in a trance state by sensory stimulation.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Matt wondered how people managed to avoid being hypnotized back in the days before neural implants.  He supposed they didn't.  
 
   Knowing that he was about to be frozen in the same physical position for the duration of the full-immersion VR experience, Matt shifted his body, vainly seeking a comfortable spot against the cold stone surfaces of the cell.  In psychological preparation, he took deep breaths of the earthy, damp air.  He stared into the darkness, shut his eyes, and nodded.
 
   “All right.  Let's see what he wants to show us.”
 
   “Commencing simulation.”
 
   Matt felt his mind and body and the world itself . . . swirl.  
 
   Suddenly he felt warm and dry and the air was clean.  He opened his eyes to bright light.  He was sitting in a padded reclining chair.  The room looked just like the dendritic archiving room at the Star Seed Project on Earth, except the walls were green instead of blue.  The doctor was a woman who seemed about his age.  Her economy of movement, however, suggested she was much older.
 
   “Hello, Matt,” she said, smiling.  “Welcome to Tian.”
 
   “I feel different,” Matt heard himself say.  “Did something happen?”
 
   The woman looked away, resumed smiling.  “There was . . . an accident.”
 
   She explained that the original person known as Mattimeo Jackson had been lost to deep space forever.  As per contractual agreement and following legal judgment, the archival clone Matt Version Two had been printed into existence. 
 
   “I see,” Matt Two croaked.   “Where's Ivan?  Wasn't there going to be – “
 
   The doctor presented a small jar.  Inside was a syrupy goo.  It didn't quite look like Ivan, but then it wouldn't be, since it really wasn't Ivan.  It would be the same software with the same data, running on different hardware.  Listlessly, Matt poured the goo into his nose and recited the sixteen-character passcode.  
 
   “Greetings, Matt,” Ivan Two said.  “I have been informed of the archival situation.”
 
   “In a way you're lucky,” the doctor said.  “People like me had to travel here the hard way, dragging our physical bodies in suspended animation across interstellar space.  You were transmitted as an electromagnetic signal.  Much faster and more convenient.  And less nauseating too!”
 
   Matt snapped, “What year is this?”
 
   “It's 2211 Standard Calendar.  Your father requested that you be printed as soon as legally permitted.”
 
   “You mean, Matt's father.”  But Matt Two hadn't said it loud enough for her to hear.
 
   The office and the smiling doctor swirled away . . . .   
 
   Matt was sitting on a couch in an apartment.  In many ways, it was a duplicate of the apartment in Seattle, with the same AR paneling.  Outside the living room window, however, the scenery was a desolation of dark sky and scrub brush, reminiscent of pre-terraformed Mars in the twenty-first century.  It wasn't Mars, though.  The moon was too large and there were two suns burning in the sky.  The gravity felt the same as Earth.    
 
   John Jackson, the man who was the original Matt's father, was sitting on the couch next to him.  John patted Matt Two on the shoulder.  
 
   “You feeling okay, Matt?  You don't seem to be your – I mean . . . I'm sorry, I keep doing that, don't I?“
 
   Matt hadn't taken his eyes off the scenery.  “How far along is the terraforming?”
 
   “Right on schedule.  Atmosphere is almost breathable now.  Almost ready for terrestrial animal life.”
 
   “I'd  like to get to work as soon as I can.”
 
   The man who was someone else's father gave a slow nod.  “I've spoken to the Planetary Administration Office.  There's an opening at Arcadia Station on Darwin Continent, for a bioengineering internship.  You'd be helping to design unique and original lifeforms to facilitate – “
 
   “We're not talking about animals, are we?  I don't want to mess with animal DNA.”
 
   “No, no.  No animals.  Well, roadmaker snails.  And airwhales.”
 
   “I've heard of roadmakers.  But what are airwhales?”
 
   “They're part of a really nifty concept.  You know how we want to keep ecosystems compartmentalized in order to preserve ecological diversity?  Well, the Ecosystems Group came up with this idea, why not create an ecosystem to isolate other ecosystems?  First they create a permanent storm system, then they populate it with creatures that will live in the storm system and chase or eat anything that attempts to cross from one ecosystem compartment to another.  Great huh?  It's a great opportunity for career development, and it's still possible to get in on the ground floor – “
 
   “It sounds like it involves animal DNA.”
 
   “Nothing smarter than a slug, so I'm told.”
 
   “I don't want to mess with animal DNA.”
 
   “Matt, you don't need to raise your voice.”
 
   Matt rubbed his face.  “This all takes getting used to.”
 
   “I suppose it does.”
 
   Matt looked up.  “Mom.  What did she say when I disappeared?”
 
   “Your mother . . . I should have told you this earlier.”
 
   Sheila Nakamura, Matt's father explained, had been on a routine inspection tour of installations in the Pluto Sector, Near Oort Cloud, when her personal spacecraft encountered an uncharted meteoroid stream.  Hull punctures had caused rapid depressurization.  A robot rescue unit located her body inside the spacecraft weeks later.  The damage to her brain was too extensive for forensic revival.  Her will specifically stated that she did not wish to have an archival clone.  
 
   Matt's father concluded, “It was a freak accident.  One in a million.”
 
   “Just like the one that happened to me.  The real me, that is.  What are the odds?”
 
   “What are you saying, son?”
 
   “Something Ivan suggested.  Mom's template disappears, my template is lost in space, now Mom dies in a freak accident.  It's like someone was after her and me.”
 
   John Jackson sighed.  “I know who you're thinking.  Yes, your mother and I had endless arguments about Eric Roth.  But Matt, like I told her, he's a great man.  Possibly one of the greatest men of this millennium.  When the world governments collapsed in the twenty-first century, Eric Roth held the Star Seed Project together.  Without his vision and drive, we wouldn't be here in another star system.”
 
   “Maybe we shouldn't be here.”
 
   John Jackson looked at him and blinked.  His mouth was open but he didn't say anything.  
 
   Swirl.  
 
   Clouds and snow-capped peaks, a forest draped in frost, a woman in the aircar seat next to him.  As she shifted her long legs, Matt Two felt a tingle in his body, one that came from intimacy, and whose intensity had not been satisfied in some time.  
 
   “Matt, I can't take the brooding anymore.”
 
   “I'm trying.  It's just . . . hard.”
 
   “Why can't you let him go?”  
 
   “Because he's still alive out there.”
 
   “He's trillions of klicks beyond our ability to reach him.  He's not ever coming back.  You're never going to meet him.  Even if you did, why let it bother you?  Lots of people have twins and they don't obsess about it.”
 
   “Even twins have unique identities.  But if we were to meet, we'd both think we're the same person.  And he'd be the one who was right.”
 
   “You need to find yourself, Matt.”
 
   “I don't know if there is a me to find.”
 
   Swirl . . . . 
 
   He was sitting on a couch in an office.  Beyond the huge picture windows was a soothing panorama of green trees beneath a flawless blue sky.  Unlike Earth, the view was genuine.  
 
   In front of Matt, an android psychologist poised the requisite stylus and pad as props.  
 
   “I don't understand why I'm here.  I feel fine.”
 
   “Your supervisor says you're showing signs of dissatisfaction at work.”
 
   “We're still tweaking plant genomes for terraform transition phases.  Well, look out the window.  Terraforming is complete.  We're more earthlike than Earth.”
 
   “We have less than one one-hundred-thousandth the population of Earth.”
 
   “So what is the Botanical Engineering Group supposed to do about that?  Grow people on trees like we do street lamps?”
 
   “Matt, please be serious.  There remains much work to do.”
 
   “That's your opinion.  No, wait, it's not your opinion.  You're a robot, so it's the opinion of the person who programmed you.”
 
   “Matt, my sole purpose here is to help you adjust to your job.“
 
   “You know what?”  Matt stood up.  “I just decided.  I don't have a job anymore.”
 
   “You still need to do something to preoccupy yourself, Matt.  Lack of purpose is psychologically detrimental to human beings.  Perhaps take up a hobby.  Many of my patients have found hiking to be therapeutic.  One of them is involved in fencing, would you like that?”
 
   “I don't know.”  Matt scowled.  “Well, now that I don't have a family or a job, I'm free to do anything or go anywhere.  So maybe I'll explore the rest of the planet.   I've been here in the Alpha System over a hundred years, and I've never been off-planet, so maybe I'll explore the rest of the solar system too.”
 
   The android made a smile, calculated in its bittersweet slightness.  “Good luck, Matt.  Maybe you'll find yourself out there among the stars.”
 
   “Stars?” Matt snorted.  “Unless you've heard something I haven't, we don't have an interstellar catapult in this system and there are no plans to build one.  There's no way out to 'the stars.'”
 
   “Throughout history, confinement to a single star system has been the natural fate for most of humanity.  It has never been a significant handicap in finding fulfillment.”
 
   “That doesn't apply to me.  I've got the Exploration Gene.”
 
   “Matt, we have already discussed that.  The human genome has been fully mapped for centuries.  There is no scientific basis for an 'Exploration Gene.'”
 
   “It's an emergent phenomenon.”
 
   “I lack sufficient data to comment on that, Matt.  However, I must admonish that your persistent belief in an unprovable theory threatens to destabilize you psychologically. “
 
   Swirl . . . . 
 
   The scenery, by natural geological process and carefully planned ecosystem design, was almost identical to the Rockies of North America on Earth.  Matt hung by a rope against a cliff face, watching the clouds scud across the sky above the jagged peaks.  He breathed deep.  The air was crisp and a little cool despite the sunshine, and it recharged his body with its slightly-higher-than-Earth oxygen content.
 
   An eagle glided over the forest and perched upon a branch, approaching a nest.  It fed a still-flopping fish to its hatchlings.  Matt watched for a while, then resumed climbing.  
 
   The piton snapped, the rope slipped.  Like the weight at the end of a pendulum, he swung against the cliff face.  He caught his breath and inspected the situation.    
 
   “Do you need any help?” 
 
   The voice came from a few meters away.  A park service drone was hovering, tentacle arms poised.
 
   Matt sighed.  “No thank you.”
 
   “You look like you need help.  If another piton slips – “
 
   “Just leave me alone, okay?”
 
   “You are engaged in an activity that contains a significant element of fatal risk.  I will remain in the vicinity to take action in case of accident.”
 
   “No.  Don't take any action.  Go away.  Now.”
 
   The drone hovered in silence for a moment, then said, “Understood.”  And then it was gone.
 
   “Is it just my imagination,” Matt said, “or are AIs getting bossier?”
 
   “It is conceivable,” Ivan said.    
 
   “I thought you were going to say that you lack sufficient data.”
 
   Matt pounded in another piton, and resumed climbing without incident.  Upon reaching the ledge, he sat with his feet dangling over the drop and gazed across the canyon.  Air cars criss-crossed the sky.  Sunlight reflected off the window panes of the sprawling thirty-story resort on the other ridge.  
 
   “Every year I come here, it's more crowded.  It's almost as bad as Earth.”
 
   “By 'as bad,' you mean 'as crowded.'”
 
   “I suppose I do.”
 
   He started down the trail into the valley.  After turning a bend, however, he encountered a camp site.  A group of five people were sitting about the park-service-provided benches circling an artificial campfire that was at present turned off.  The people were laughing and singing to an acoustic guitar.  The guitarist glanced at Matt, widened his eyes, and stopped playing.  
 
   “Hey, aren't you Matt Jackson?”
 
   Matt lips twisted.  “You know me?”
 
   “Sure, you're famous, at least on Tian.  Youngest star traveler, lost in space.”
 
   Matt suppressed a bittersweet smile.  “Yeah.  Welcome to Tian.”
 
   “Join us.”
 
   They plied him with questions.  What was Tian like in the early days?  Do you think there should be a population cap?  A hundred million?  A billion?  Was he happy here?
 
   “I'm starting to feel restless.  I love this planet, but it's changed so much, it's no longer my home.”
 
   “Home is where your friends are,” a woman said.  “That's why we came here to Tian together.”
 
   “'Together?'” Matt asked.
 
   “Yes,” the guitarist said.  “We're cloneporters.”
 
   Matt looked about the circle of faces.  He said slowly, cautiously, “So all of you, you committed group euthanasia – “
 
   “Not euthanasia,” replied the guitarist, who was apparently the designated extrovert of the group.  “De-animation.  
 
   “Another word for euthanasia.”
 
   “I realize cloneporting sounds cultish to the uninitiated.  We see it as liberation.”  
 
   “Liberation from having to breathe, maybe.”
 
   “Only temporarily.  You see, we archived on Earth, then had the data transmitted here to Tian.  Just before the data arrived, we had our bodies de-animated on Earth, so that clones could be legally printed on Tian.  Then when the data arrived, it was downloaded into the brains of the clones.”
 
   “I know what cloneporting is.  But still, all you're saying is, your templates committed suicide on Earth so that you, their clones, could live here on Tian.  And all cloneporting really is, is imagining that suicide can be a form of interstellar travel.”
 
   Light laughter rippled through the group.
 
   “Yes,” the guitarist said agreeably.  “That was the public perception on Earth for so long.  I can tell by your attitude that you're not ready to accept the reality.” 
 
   They passed around a bottle, a mixture of herbal juices that they called 'haoma.'  Each reverently took a swig and passed it on.  The person on Matt's right held out the bottle and nodded.  Matt accepted the bottle, caught a whiff that sent a cold finger deep into the folds of his cerebrum.  Automatically, he passed the bottle to the person on his left.
 
   Watching, the guitarist continued:  “You have to understand the kah.  Then it all makes sense.”
 
   “The kah is like the soul, isn't it?”
 
   “The kah is the inter-dimensional and transcendental holistic consciousness, the immortal and immaterial entity who interfaces with the organic brain on a quantum level to enjoy sensory experiences in the physical universe.  The kah is the essence of personhood.  So yeah, what some would call the soul.”
 
   “I don't believe in souls.  I'm an atheist.”
 
   “So am I.  But 'atheism' refers to disbelief in gods, and souls are a different matter.  You can disbelieve in gods and still believe that human consciousness is a multidimensional, holistic phenomenon.”
 
   “I don't believe in the supernatural either.”
 
   “The 'supernatural' is simply the realm of natural phenomena that our scientific theories don't encompass  yet.  Even with our limited scientific understanding at present, however, it's a denial of quantum physics to refuse to accept the existence of multiple dimensions and a holographic basis for physical reality.”
 
   “There's no scientific proof for the soul.”
 
   “Other way around.  There's no scientific proof for the physical universe.  It could all be a virtual reality simulation, don't you agree?”
 
   “Well . . . yeah.  Everybody's known that since the turn of the millennium.”
 
   “The only thing that you truly know to be real is you, because you are you.  Your immediate experience of your own consciousness is proof that your kah exists, and the fact of your existence is evidence for the existence of other kahs.”
 
   Matt laughed joylessly.  “That's just circular reasoning.”
 
   “What are the choices when it comes to reason?  Either you reason in a circle, or in a straight line that goes on forever because if it ever does come to an end, then you've reach an axiom, and axioms must be accepted on faith.”
 
   “Circular reasoning is circular reasoning.”  
 
   The group chuckled, and the guitarist said, “Good one!  But the legitimacy of the geometry of reasoning is itself a specious argument – a philosophical construct that is irrelevant to human experience.  What matters to human experience is experience, and what we experience most directly is the experience of having a kah.” 
 
   “So it all falls back on tautologies?”
 
   “Isn't that ultimately the basis of all reasoning?  Why does a thing exist?  Because it does.”
 
   Like the guitarist's reasoning, the bottle circled round again.  Matt Two reflected upon the rim for a moment, then passed it on.
 
   “Tell me,” he said.  “What do you think happens when you cloneport?”
 
   “You tell me, and I'll tell you how close you are.”
 
   “Well, to be blunt, like I said, cloneporting is just a form of suicide.  A person on Earth has himself archived, he has a going-away party with his friends and family, then he goes to a euthanasia center and does the deed.  His archived brain and body data is transmitted from Sol to Alpha Centauri at the speed of light.  A new body is printed on Tian and the archived memories are imprinted on the new brain.”
 
   “Somewhat accurate.  We have the going-away party before the archiving, so that we can remember it.”
 
   “So here you are, a completely new person, but because you possess the old guy's memories, you delude yourself into believing you're the same person who killed himself on Earth and that you've magically teleported across interstellar space at the speed of light.”
 
   “And that's what you think happens with cloneporting.”
 
   “That's what I know happens.  I'm living proof.  I'm not the Matt Jackson who left Earth, but I have memories of his life and all the time I catch myself thinking that I'm him.  But I'm not.  I know I'm not.  His body is still out there in space, and if we ever catch up with him, we'll find out that he's under the impression that he's himself and I'm the imposter.  And how do you argue with that?”
 
   “From what you're telling me, I wouldn't argue with that.”
 
   “What's your point?”
 
   “That your experience of alienation is evidence that your kah is different than his.  You see, his kah never was alienated from his body.  So when they printed a copy of his body here on Tian, his kah was not waiting to occupy it.  His kah was and is still attached to his body floating between the stars.  As for you, your kah was a separate identity, detached and available at the time, and chose to occupy the newly printed body.  So you may have inherited his memories, but you aren't really him.  It's to be expected that you don't feel that you are him when you're not.”
 
   Matt scowled.
 
   The guitarist continued:  “Cloneporting is best understood from the viewpoint of the kah.  When the body dies, the kah is liberated from the constraints of this physical dimension.  Time and space no longer have meaning.  Every place in the universe is the same place.  For the kah, interstellar travel is effortless, instantaneous.  It takes four years for the data of the physical body to be transmitted between Sol and Alpha, but the kah is already waiting.  When the new body is printed, the kah recognizes it as a copy of the old body and takes residence, in order to resume physical existence.  Only now – that physical existence is in another star system.”
 
   “What you're talking about is a religious viewpoint.”
 
   “Well, here's the interesting thing.  Why do people in modern times reject religion and embrace science?  Because religion doesn't work and science does.  Yet, the viewpoint that you mislabel as 'scientific' prohibits you from traveling between stars except by proton cannon array, your so-called 'interstellar catapult,' the most cumbersome and expensive means imaginable  Whereas cloneporting, the viewpoint that you mislabel as 'religious,' empowers us to travel anywhere in the universe, freely and easily.”
 
   “If you regard death as liberation, I suppose.”
 
   “If death is a gateway, then it is liberation.”
 
   Matt became aware of the bottle in his hands.  It had come around again without his noticing.  
 
   “Well,” he said, “I can't argue with numbers.  Back when we were terraforming Tian, we thought it would take centuries to reach a population of a single million.  Now you cloneporters are migrating a million a year.  No question, you've got the votes in the planetary assembly.  Tian is yours now.”
 
   The guitarist smiled.  “We're only visiting.  There's a whole galaxy waiting to be explored.  You can stay here and re-inherit the planet, Matt.  But we'll be moving on.  We've got the key that opens the door to the whole universe, and even that's only the beginning of where we're going to explore, what we're going to experience.”
 
   “The exploration gene,” Matt subvocaled, staring at the bottle still in his hands.  He shrugged and took a cautious sip.  
 
   They watched and nodded for him to drink deeply.  
 
   He immediately got sick and Ivan wanted to stabilize his life signs and ameliorate his nausea, but they told him that it was all part of the experience.  
 
   “There must be destruction,” the guitarist said, “for there to be reconstruction.”  
 
   So Matt endured it all.
 
   Swirls and swirls . . . .   
 
   He was sipping chamomile tea in his apartment, visually tracing the skyline defined by the mountains and intervening skyscrapers. Ivan announced, “Matt, your father is calling.”
 
   “A personal call?  How many years has it been?”
 
   “Seven and a half.”
 
   “Well, I suppose that's my fault too.  Patch him in.”
 
   “Matt,” his father's synthesized voice said.  “I wanted to inform you before the news goes public.  The Proxima Project telescope has been involved in a survey of the Local Stellar Neighborhood, and – well – they've detected signs of human life on Delta Pavonis Three.  Carbon dioxide increase, deforestation, climate modification, albedo changes – it's all checking out.”
 
   Matt set down his tea.  
 
   John Jackson continued:  “You know what this means, don't you?  The Solar Council might have excused the unauthorized terraforming of DP3, but if this is true, Roth could face mindwipe.”
 
   “Are they finally going to bring him to trial?”
 
   “At the moment, it appears to be at an impasse.  They've been trying to serve him a summons ever since the DP3 seeder probe scandal broke, but he won't let the court droid onto his property.”
 
   “What's the problem?  Just go in and arrest him.”
 
   “It's not that simple, Matt.  They still don't have direct evidence of his complicity.”
 
   “He's been holed up in his house for centuries, Dad.  Is anybody still looking for direct evidence?”
 
   “Now, I have heard that your friend, Synth – remember Synth? – well, rumor is, she's supposedly conducting a personal investigation back on Earth.”
 
   “What kind of investigation?”
 
   “I don't know, Matt.  I haven't kept track of her.  Until I heard the rumor, I thought she was Ascended.”
 
   “No, she dropped out of the program right after I left Earth.”
 
   “Anyhow, you might send her a message.  I realize it'll take eight years round trip and there's no guarantee she'll answer at all, but – “
 
   “She could die.  Roth could kill her.  Athena could kill her.”
 
   “Athena went off-line well over a century ago, Matt.  No one knows where she is.”
 
   “That's not comforting.  If Synth is meddling in their affairs, she could get herself in real trouble.”
 
   “Well, Matt, there's nothing we can do about it from here.”
 
   Matt's father continued talking for a time, about sports and weather and what-not.  Matt stared blankly into infinity – or at least, four light years of it.  
 
   “. . . And so what do you think, Matt?  Do you think they have a chance for the finals . . .  Matt?  Matt?  Hello, Matt?  Are you there, Matt?”    
 
   Swirl . . . 
 
   He opened his eyes to bright light.  He was sitting in a padded reclining chair.  The room looked just like the dendritic archiving rooms at the Star Seed Project on Earth and the one he'd awoken in on Tian, except this time the walls were yellow.  The doctor was an android.
 
   “Hello, Matt,” she said.  “Welcome to Earth.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Matt Three as he accepted the cup full of Ivan.
 
   Before he could put the cup to his nose, however, the room shuddered.  Everything went dark and damp and cold.  The cup vanished in his fingers, and then his fingers vanished.
 
   No, that wasn't quite right.  They were still there – touching a rough floor of stone.  
 
   “Ivan!” Matt called out.
 
   “I am right here, Matt,” Ivan said inside his head.
 
   “What just happened?  Where are we?”
 
   “We are still in the cell in the jail at the Abbey of Klun.  You were experiencing a full-immersion virtual reality simulation file created by Matt Four when I terminated the experience.”
 
   “It was so real, I forgot who I was for a – Mom.  Mom is dead.“
 
   “Matt, Savora is here.”
 
   The cell door burst open.  Flanked by armed guards, Savora stepped inside.  Before Matt could react, she lunged across the cell and touched his neck.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

3.
 
    
 
   It was after dark when General Riston Bivera reached his farm ten kilometers south of Londa.  As his security detail dispersed to join the other soldiers guarding the villa, Bivera dismounted from his horse and swung over his shoulder the satchel that carried the day's unfinished paperwork.  It seemed to be getting heavier all the time – or was it simply the psychological burden of knowing that he was preparing for war? 
 
   Shander, the aged Britanian who had served as his steward for years, took the horse's reins and said, “Another late day, General.  You will appreciate that your wife has held dinner for you.”
 
   Bivera had actually been hoping to get in some work and go directly to bed, but forced a smile.  “And how has your day been, Shander?”
 
   “We've gathered the last of the harvest, General.  Fresh fruit and vegetables for the whole of winter!”
 
   I hope to live long enough to enjoy it, Bivera grimly thought.  He gave a simple nod as acknowledgment
 
   Elandra, his wife, greeted him at the door with an embrace and a mock-stern inspection.  “You look tired, dear.  The last time I saw you this weary night after night, Valarion showed up in Londa.”
 
   “The Britanian insurgency would do well to employ you as a spy.”  That smile he didn't have to force.
 
   “We can make dinner brief, and you can rest.  Yet first, the children have something to show you.”
 
   It was a 'play.'  Spiv, his five year old son, was dressed as a Roman soldier with paper helmet and wooden sword.  Edra, his eight year old daughter, played a giant in a horned headdress that her mother must have helped her sew.  Edra let Spiv win, but not without first giving the good soldier the fight of his life.  Her little brother enjoyed it immensely.
 
   At dinner, Spiv asked, “Are there really giants, Papa?”
 
   “I have never seen one,” Bivera replied.  “But it is a big world, and perhaps there are ones elsewhere.”
 
   He begged off to the study, where he spread out the contents of the satchel and started to review the administrative paperwork of the province that was his lot since assuming the governorship.  The next thing he knew, he awoke with his face pressed against the table.  Elandra was placing a cup of tea in the corner.  Her practiced eye diplomatically focused on the one item that was not stamped with imperial classification, a tome that he had located in a used book store on Page Street.    
 
   She read aloud the title, “Mythological Tales of Britan.  Usually your taste in books runs to whatever supplements your work.  I've never known you to do light reading.” 
 
   “To understand a people, you must understand their folklore.”
 
   She gave a blank expression, which he knew to mean:  I know you're concealing, but I'll let it go.
 
   He followed her to bed, fully intent on love-making.  Instead he fell asleep in her arms.  He tossed through the night.  Most of his dream sequences were replays of the day, but then he found himself in a dimly lit stone chamber.  A man was chained to a chair, his face in agony.  It was Maldus, Commander of the Imperial Guard, whom Bivera had met only once years ago at a military ceremony in Rome.  
 
   “Why do you torture me?” Maldus croaked in tears.  
 
   “It is not intended as torture,” the voice of a young woman casually replied.  “It is experimentation.”
 
   Bivera awoke with a shudder, his heart racing.  He was still in his own bed in his own house, and noises from the kitchen told him that he wife was alive and safe.  It was already dawn.  He checked on the children but didn't wake them, gathered the unread paperwork and had a light breakfast.  He didn't speak to Elandra of the dream, but again her eyes showed concern as they stood at the door.
 
   “After this campaign,” he said,  “I'm resigning.  We can return to Rome or work this farm.  Whatever you wish, we will do.”
 
   “No, dear.  Whatever you wish.”  She hugged him so tightly that he wondered what her dreams were like.
 
   In mythology, Bivera had read, the sun is associated with a triangle and a peacock – a bird of great beauty and pride that dwelt on Aereoth.  As he rode into Londa that morning, he saw the star of the day only as a blinding eye that forced his face into a squint and dimmed the red of the roofs into a brooding shade matching blood.  Beyond shimmered the golden pool of the bay, still relatively vacant.  But yesterday's courier birds had foretold of what was to come.  Likewise, the expressions of the guards at Government House warned of the presence of the most ominous of all the flying couriers.  
 
   Inoldia, in human form, was waiting in his office.  She sat at the table, eating from a plate stacked high with meat, with two already-eaten plates alongside.  If she had been slendered for flight that morning, she had since compensated.  In fact, to Bivera she seemed heading toward . . . stockiness.  He was too cautious to say anything, but she saw the puzzlement in his eyes, swallowed and said, “I must acquire bulk for a mission later today.  Speaking of that, I must make a request for soldiers once again.  Ten will do.”
 
   “I'll have you assigned the best we have.”
 
   “The 'best' are not what I am looking for.  I was told you maintain a special file for 'miscreants.'”
 
   He knew what she meant.  He went to the cabinet and returned with a stack of folders.  He noted that she wiped her fingers on the napkin before touching the papers, and that she read rapidly.  Again, he puzzled over the personality change.  
 
   She focused on arrest records, her finger underscoring the sections on violent altercations.  After a silent minute, she met his observing gaze.  “Something I can help you with, General?”
 
   “You were gone for a time, checking on the agents in the west.  Did you find them?”
 
   She tapped her nose.  “I located their burial site.”
 
   He had known one of the men personally, and though he didn't like the fellow, the loss of any soldier in his command always gave him pause.  Inoldia, however, wore a bemused expression.
 
   “You don't seem troubled at the loss,” he said.  
 
   “Their killers may prove more helpful than the agents in leading us to the prize.”
 
   Prize?  She must mean the Box.  “So you are following them?”
 
   “It's best that I keep my distance at this time, but do not fret.  They will not evade my notice.”
 
   Bivera refrained from sighing in exasperation at the inscrutability.  He normally would have conducted preparations from his office, but he felt a need to exit the room as quickly as possible.  He excused himself, went downstairs and collared colonels and majors, inquiring of status.  Bivera had always believed the key to management was to build a machine that could run of itself, and with the momentum of years of instruction and routine, without exception everyone was doing their duty with efficiency.  
 
   “Very good, carry on,” he must have said a dozen times, while thinking how badly he wanted a drink.  But his self discipline would never allow that while on duty.  
 
   Informed that Inoldia had departed the building, Bivera returned to his office and watched the bay with a spyglass from a second story window.  True to schedule, the masts of the first ships poked over the eastern horizon within the hour.  They were narrow-hulled, large-sailed biremes built for speed, that had been modified with high crow's nests from which soldiers flashed signal mirrors between shore and the coming fleet.  The biremes were followed by a squadron of triremes, which disgorged soldiers onto the docks, setting up the security perimeter.  
 
   Then came the rest of the fleet, decks brimming with soldiers.  Oars chopping the previously placid water, the triremes slipped through the mouth of the bay and anchored in rows.  In accordance with new imperial naval policy, they maintained a separation of at least one ship's width between hulls.  As more ships arrived, Bivera lost count around two hundred, but he didn't need numbers to see that this was a much larger invasion force than before.
 
   “He's brought at least half the legions,” Bivera remarked to his subordinates.  “With such a drain of manpower, I wonder how he expects to prevent Kresidala from nipping at our eastern provinces.”
 
   The bay became a jam of row boats.  The thousands of soldiers were transported to shore, where they assembled into squares, cohort by cohort, and marched outward through the city gates to the encampment areas that Bivera's officers had surveyed and marked beyond the walls.  Along with the soldiers came an even larger contingent of barrels and crates.  
 
   “He is preparing for an extended stay,” he remarked.  “Almost a siege”
 
   “They want it badly,” a captain murmured.  Then he coughed nervously.  “Sorry sir, spoke out of turn.”
 
   “You refer to the fabled 'Box,'” Bivera replied.  “Yes, my informants tell of the rumors rampant across this island.  'The Wizard from Aereoth' and 'The Flame-Haired Witch Queen' and 'The Quest for the Pandora-Box of Britan.'”
 
   “Yes sir.  I've heard the same.  It seems a country drenched in superstition.”
 
   “I wonder.” 
 
   Bivera returned his attention to the bay.  The ships in the center violated the new spacing policy in that their crews were lashing the vessels hull to hull.  With the speed that comes only from meticulous planning and constant rehearsal, they erected a platform of timbers that spanned across five hulls in width and five hulls in length, and atop the platform they erected a patchwork tent whose high interior was supported by the masts of the covered boats.  When their construction was complete, they had fabricated a structure of canvas and rope that, albeit temporary, dwarfed Government House.
 
   Nearby on the bay, another platform was created, this one on hulls three by three.  In the center, a tower was erected, rising twice as high as the sail masts.  The spools and cables of a hoist were set in place, and the workers tested the rise and fall of a platform contained within the metal gridwork of the tower.
 
   “Tall enough to be a signal tower,” Bivera said.  “But needlessly sturdy.”
 
   “Some new weapon of war, perhaps,” a major replied.  “A catapult-tower to ward away the flying ship that the Britanians are said to have commandeered.”
 
   Bivera did not mention that he had been informed in a secret report from Rome that the airship was no myth.  He scrutinized the tower again and scowled.  He didn't like this new era of warfare, where the face of battle changed with every season.  It certainly hadn't been of service to Rome.  
 
   Just like the worthless Sisters of Wisdom and their nonsensical ploys!  Why wasn't Inoldia using her power of flight to serve as a scout?  What did she hope to accomplish in a foray with ten men that the legions could not do with tens of thousands?
 
   The soldiers proceeded to build a second tower.  It was made of metal and as tall as the first while yet more slender.  There were no spools, cables, or hoses within; it seemed to exist for its own sake.  Metal wires were strung between the base of the second tower and the tent, but as Bivera could discern no practical purpose to the apparatus, he lost interest.  
 
   A major came to his office that afternoon with the summons for an imperial audience.  Bivera was instructed to leave his own guard behind.  He was escorted to a boat which took him to the newly-constructed barge.  The tent's decor ran to expensive rugs, tapestries, and sculptures.  There was even a fountain at the entry, a miniature of the one before the imperial palace.  The purple plumage of the imperial guard was in profusion, monitoring a line for entry into a maze of temporary walls.  
 
   Valarion was in the inner sanctum, surrounded by officers and scribes, issuing orders and reviewing a table-map of Britan that was far larger than the one in Bivera's office.  Runners brought messages to clerks, who had to use sticks to extend their reach as they pushed the markers for ships and cohorts across the immense map of the island and associated seas. 
 
   Bivera had been waiting minutes before Valarion motioned his sycophants aside and beckoned into an unadorned side room – virtually a tiny house within the tent – where they were alone.  
 
   With the door firmly closed, the Emperor produced from a chest a cheap jug and a pair of dented cups, which he must have purloined from the storage of a trireme  He poured the murky brown liquid to the brim of the cups.  “Naval rum.  For nostalgia's sake.  It will always have a soft spot in my heart.”
 
   He winced as he sipped.  “And a hard spot in my belly.”
 
   Bivera grinned and took a smaller sip.  “It's good to see you, my Lord.”
 
   “Spare me the title in private, my friend.  Now, I've read your reports.  Is there anything that you wish to emphasize in confidence?”
 
   “I try not to speak openly of this lest it demoralize the men, but – the Leaf has been transforming itself into a viable national army.  Its recruitment has expanded and its troops are better trained than some Roman soldiers I've seen of late.  They certainly have better morale.  We now face an enemy as resolute as any short of Kresidala and Pars.”
 
   “You've seen what resources I've brought this time.  You still think we cannot defeat them?”
 
   “We may yet defeat them, but at what cost to the imperial treasury or in lives of soldiers?”
 
   “Of what matter is either?  I mean that I personally do care of course, but the Sisters will yet be the end of the Empire!” Valarion downed his cup.  “Lords, I hate this job!  Or at least, what it's become.”
 
   Bivera sipped quietly as Valarion discussed the discomfort of the voyage.  It was evident from his rambling that the Emperor had been drinking heavily beforehand.  Indeed, his complexion had the ruddy glow that one acquires after months of heavy drinking.  
 
   Valarion slammed the cup down and eyed Bivera.  “Here is the thing, General.  Besides sheer numbers, we have advantages that will mitigate theirs.  We've built another airship, and the one they stole is no match.  And, we will be able to anticipate their every move, for we have the Oracle.”
 
   “'Oracle?'”  
 
   “You'll see, you'll see.  Now, can I delegate to you while I rest?  This barge will be your new headquarters for the duration of the operation.  Inform the orderlies of whatever accommodations you require and whatever you need brought from shore.  You'll be quartering here for the time being.”  
 
   Valarion seemed unaware of the inconvenience that would cause to Bivera's family.  Bivera sometimes wondered if Valarion knew he had a family.  Bivera was reluctant to broach the subject, for he knew that Valarion was touchy on the subject of families.    
 
   That evening, a banquet was held under the great tent.  There were more generals present at the tables than Bivera had thought were in the Empire as a whole.  He noticed some faces had changed, in particular that while the Fourth's banners were flying from ships in the anchored fleet, General Irkut was missing.  In his place was a gaunt man who looked nervous.  Well, they all looked nervous.
 
   From the festivities, one might have thought the campaign had already been won.  There were singers, musicians, acrobats, dancers, and even comedy routines.  The skits were more sophisticated than those of Bivera's children, but he found the scripted sneering at Britanian 'savages' to be grating.  The other officers laughed.
 
   But maybe a little too loudly, Bivera decided.  Watching their faces, he observed the same pattern of shifting eyes above smiling lips.  They were afraid of something.  Even the battle-hardened field commanders – and what could frighten men who were unafraid of death?
 
   Bivera remembered his dream with its terrified look on the face of Maldus.  Maybe he should inquire about Maldus.  Surprising that Valarion hadn't mentioned Maldus.  Usually, every time Valarion returned from the capital, he shared gossip as the first business.  Not this time.  Maybe because he was Emperor, and had learned to trust no one with privileged information, not even Bivera.    
 
   The officers were giving their attention to a half-drunk Valarion as he regaled:  
 
   “. . . The witch had proven her powers by subduing three of the great lizards at once.  Well, the guard posted at the Coliseum is a superstitious lot and was reduced to quaking in terror, and I had no choice but to descend to the floor of the arena and draw my sword and confront her myself.  I might have prevailed, but then her equally menacing accomplice broke loose and enabled her escape.  Alas, seeing that the crowd was in uproar, I had to stay and prevent a panic that might otherwise have led to the trampling of thousands.”  
 
   “You made the right decision,” assured a general.
 
   Valarion sighed.  “Perhaps.  Yet now we see that the embellishments of their version of the events of that day have empowered the will of the Britanian nation to rise as a whole against us.  Never underestimate the power of myth, gentlemen.  It can move worlds in the minds of primitives.”
 
   The audience nodded sagely.  Bivera saw the glances of others, and realized that they were staring at him because he hadn't nodded.  He tossed back his drink and wished he was home.  
 
   His new quarters were in one of the satellite tents located on the barge.  Files, maps, and even furniture had been transported from Government House to his new office.  They had neglected to bring over his cot, and substituted a bed that was bigger and softer than the one he slept in at home.  Merely looking at it made him miss his wife.
 
   He threw himself into work as the de facto quartermaster of the invasion force.  He familiarized himself with the new systems of legion logistics, and was impressed with their simplicity, efficiency, and the numerous crosschecks that inhibited opportunities for corruption.  Unlike some campaigns he'd been in, there was no danger on this one that the legions would go hungry or bootless through misappropriation.  
 
   Bivera wondered who was responsible for the organizational streamlining.  Valarion surely had his cunning, but also little patience for administrative detail.  Perhaps it was that new chief scientist.  Well, someone with a flair for logical sequential thinking had left their imprint.  
 
   Maybe this will work out after all, Bivera thought.  
 
   Tiring, his head sank to the table and he closed his eyes, half-dreaming of how conquest would be followed by peace, and then Britan would enjoy the fruits of Roman civilization – baths and theaters and brigand-free roads.  And he would retire to the villa with Elandra at his side, a simple country squire enjoying a slow-paced life of pastoral beauty, watching their children sprout as fast as the crops . . . . 
 
   He was awakened by an orderly in the company of a captain, who reported, “There has been an attack on Laydon, sir.”
 
   “An attack?” Bivera asked, sitting upright and struggling to wake.  
 
   “Yes, sir.  Rebel forces have killed civilians in a reprisal for collaboration with Rome.”
 
   Bivera stared.  The captain's response seemed a little too expository for an initial report.  After a pause, the general arose and followed the captain to the waiting boat.  Ashore, his horse had been brought and was waiting.  
 
   The sun fully arose by the time the contingent of soldiers on horseback reached the hamlet of Laydon.  No clang of a smith's hammer, no clucks of chicken, no shouts of children.  Smoke hovered over the roofs like the smothering pillow of a murderer.  
 
   Swords drawn, they entered, wary of dangers lurking in the long shadows cast by morning light.
 
   Huts were in smoldering ashes, the ground outside littered with personal effects.  Animals had been slaughtered en masse, as well as humans who had not fled fast enough.  Bivera heard a woman wailing.  Around the corner of a hut, he found her crouched on the ground, battered and bleeding, her dress torn.  She cradled an unmoving child in her arms. 
 
   She glared directly at him.  “This is your doing, Roman!”
 
   “You were attacked by rebels,” Bivera replied.  “We have come to protect you.”
 
   “However they are disguised, I can always tell Roman filth!”
 
   The captain at Bivera's side growled and touched his hilt.  Bivera stayed him.  
 
   The woman cowed her head and wept.  Bivera quietly receded and wandered the paths, continuing his assessment of the village.  The body count was twelve civilians dead – men, women, and children.  Forbidden by Roman policy to do so, none of the Britanian civilians carried weapons other than hatchets and carving knives, while their wounds were deep gashes, the kind inflicted by a full-grade battle sword.  Whoever the attackers were, Bivera decided, they were cowards.  
 
   What disturbed him more than the extent of the carnage was the economy of the sword strokes used to inflict fatal bodily damage:  every wound had pierced a vital organ.  It was a legion-taught skill.  
 
   Bivera remembered Inoldia's requisition.  She hadn't asked for his best men.  She had all but asked for his worst.  
 
   His ponderings were interrupted by the clattering of hooves into the square, scattering the dazed villagers.  A contingent of soldiers arrived and in their midst rode a tall hooded figure trailing a billowing purple cape.  As the Emperor dismounted, a colonel rushed forward and exclaimed, “My Lord!  It is not safe for you to be here!”
 
   “It is not safe for either Rome or Britan for me to be elsewhere,” Valarion replied in projecting tones.
 
   Bivera's first impression was that his son and daughter had been more convincing in reciting their lines.
 
   The ring of soldiers parted for a sergeant escorting a civilian toward the Emperor.  The civilian's clothes were clean and Bivera had not seen him in the village before that moment.
 
   “Sire!” the civilian said.  “I witnessed it all.  It was brigands, who wore upon their chests the emblem of a leaf!”
 
   Valarion listened to the rest of the 'account,' then inspected the destruction.  In the village square, he stooped to pick up a child's doll that Bivera hadn't seen before.  Valarion's face contorted in anger and he raised his fist and shouted with trembling voice, “This shall not go unavenged!”
 
   At that moment, an officer rushed into the Emperor's presence and breathlessly exclaimed, “My Lord, scouts have brought news!  A party of brigands has been spotted to the west!”
 
   “Then come, let us ride!”  Valarion drew his sword and raised it to the sky.  “For justice and vengeance!”
 
   As he strode toward his horse, the doll slipped out of his waistband and plopped onto the dust, forgotten.  The Emperor climbed onto his mount with minor struggle, clearly not fully recovered from the previous night's binge.  Officers and soldiers rushed onto to their horses and followed as Valarion galloped ahead on the road west, away from Londa into unsecured terrain, his sides and fore unprotected from ambush.  Stunned by the recklessness, Bivera mounted his horse and raced after.
 
   The road penetrated a forest, winding sharply as it did so, and Bivera momentarily lost sight of them all.  Unescorted himself, he slapped his horse and redoubled his speed.  There is no sense to this, he thought.  With the Emperor offering himself an easy target for any rebel hidden in the brush, the fate of the Imperium could be decided by a boy with a slingshot!  
 
   Around the bend, Bivera regained sight of the soldiers.  Valarion was a hundred meters ahead of the group, charging with literal breakneck speed down a path of dried mud formed into haphazard ruts.  As his own horse panted streaming clouds in the chill, Bivera wondered if Valarion was still drunk, or had even become mad.  
 
   Valarion plunged alone into a dense wood.  Bivera's horse frothed as he stormed past the soldiers.  “Why are you lagging!  That's the Emperor!” he shouted.   They seemed not to hear.
 
   The road was rough and demanded his full attention.  With all the shade he could barely see, and in the windings of the path he lost sight of the Emperor ahead and the soldiers behind.   The canopy of branches made the road seem a tunnel and when it sloped it was if he was heading underground.
 
   He drew the crop and swatted the horse's flanks.  Snorting with remonstrance, the horse spurted.  Bivera spotted a horse and rider ahead.  Though the figure sat tall in the saddle and wore hood and cape to match those of the Emperor, Bivera sensed instantly it was not the same person.  The riding style differed, less skill in horsemanship while simultaneously manifesting more alertness.  Although matching the Emperor's horse in same size and color, the new rider's horse was fresher, galloping hard as if it had just started a sprint.
 
   Bivera glanced about for the side trail where the substitution might have taken place.  Instead, his eye caught movement between tree trunks and daylit landscape in the fields beyond the woods.  Men on horseback were closing onto the road.  They were civilians and they carried swords.  Bivera estimated at least half a dozen.      
 
   “It's a trap!” Bivera shouted.  
 
   At least half a dozen more men on foot emerged from the woods, waving swords and screaming battle cries.  Bivera reversed.  More armed men streamed onto the road behind, converging.  With both ways blocked, Bivera hastily dismounted and slapped the horse's flank.  Riderless, it dove into the southern group  The men dodged aside, leaving a gap in their encirclement.  Bivera sprinted toward the cover of the woods – but not fast enough.  A ring of blades closed around him.  He unsheathed his sword and cursed his lack of armor.  
 
   For an instant, Bivera became aware of everything – the trees, the brush, the vapor from mouths and nostrils, the rage in the faces.  These would be the last things he would ever see.  His last thought would be, I should have become a farmer. 
 
   “Hyaaaah!” 
 
   Out of nowhere, a tall rider in hood and cape charged among the attackers, hacking and slashing.  The blade passed within centimeters of Bivera's face at inhuman speed and clanged against another sword, knocking it from the assailant's hand.  Metal flashed and blood splattered and men fell and groaned.  The survivors scattered.
 
   Bivera was alone then on the road with the tall rider.  He breathed again, surprised that he had been allowed to continue doing so.  The tall rider's horse pranced as it steadied its footing, and the general gazed up at the face obscured by shadow beneath the hood.  The features were approximately those of Valarion, yet the expression was fixed, the complexion waxen.  
 
   “Stay here!” the rider shouted, in a voice that was not quite Valarion's.  “I'll attend to this myself!”
 
   The tall rider vanished down a side trail and Bivera was left alone among the prone and writhing bodies of his former attackers.  The soldiers arrived and their captain dismounted and shouted something to him.  Bivera barely heard and muttered, “I'm all right!  Let's go after the Emperor!”
 
   “He said we were to keep a distance,” the captain replied.  
 
   “Why would he say such a thing?  You must have misunderstood!  He is the Emperor!  Your job is to protect him!  Now keep up!”  
 
   He pointed at a mounted soldier, then at the ground.  The soldier dismounted and doubled with another rider.  Bivera took the soldier's horse and led them down the side trail.  After the first few meters, the ground became uneven and slippery.  The path must have been seldom used, and it was overgrown with brush and fallen branches were everywhere.  They would almost have made faster progress on foot, and if the rebels were hiding on foot among trees, Bivera and the soldiers would be too busy staying astride to give a fight.  
 
   They reached a small clearing where a man on horseback was waiting.  Bivera could tell from the resumed slouch that this time it was again Valarion.  The horse had changed back to the original too, Bivera sourly noted.
 
   “My Lord,” Bivera said, suppressing the sarcasm from his voice.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I am,” Valarion replied.  “I was unable to give further pursuit, however, owing to the density of the brush.  It is unsafe here.  Let us return to the village.”
 
   Bivera arranged the soldiers in a proper security cordon and they headed east at a sensible pace.  Neither man spoke.  Back among the huts of Laydon, soldiers were waiting, swords ready and pointed at a cluster of men in chains.  
 
   The lieutenant hailed the Emperor and announced, “Prisoners, my Lord!”
 
   “Have you identified the leaders?” Valarion received a nod.  “Show them to me.”
 
   Two men were shoved forward.  Bivera's eyes widened with recognition.  The older one was the brigand Faron, better-groomed and ruddier in complexion than seen last time, but unquestionably the prisoner that had been placed in Inoldia's care.  The man next to him Bivera had never seen before, but the steady look in his eyes told of intelligence and fearlessness.  Both men wrestled with their chains and glared at Valarion, who gazed sternly from his mount.
 
   “Do men such as you have names?” Valarion demanded in the voice of judge and executioner.
 
   “I am called 'Tracker,'” the younger one said.  “And who are you?”
 
   “You don't recognize him?” Faron said to Tracker.  “That pile of fetid trash is none other than the Emperor!”
 
   “Stay!” Valarion said to the raised swords of his angered men.  To the prisoner named Tracker:  “I suppose you'll deny that you took reprisals against these people.”
 
   “We were in this area for routine scouting,” Tracker said.  He turned his eyes about, taking in the village's devastation.  “This looks like typical imperial work.”
 
   “You murder innocent people!” Faron shrieked at Valarion.  “You blame it on us!  Is there no depth of foulness to which the Empire won't stoop?  But I suppose the rot begins at the top!”
 
   The men stirred, but the Emperor raised his hand in halt-gesture.    
 
   “Hold your tongue, Faron,” Tracker said.  He faced Valarion again, smiling grimly.  “My Lord, would you care to make a wager?”
 
   “A wager?” Valarion asked.
 
   “You will soon be marching your legions into the west, will you not?”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Well, it has to be somewhere, and to the east is sea.”
 
   The look on Valarion's face told Bivera that this interaction, at least, was unscripted.
 
   “You said a wager,” Valarion snapped.  “What's it about?” 
 
   “I assume you believe that you will be victorious in your conquest of Britan.  I believe Britan will swallow you.”
 
   “We have brought the best legions in the empire, and what do you have to oppose us?  Clumsy farmers!”
 
   “You have legions of thousands, but this is a land of millions.”
 
   Bivera was aware of the provincial census figures and knew that to be an exaggeration.  But then, it wasn't by much.
 
   “So we wager on my success.  What can you as a prisoner offer as payment if you lose?”
 
   “If you return alive from the west, then I will make a full confession of whatever you want me to say and do.”
 
   Valarion cracked a smile.  “And if I do not return?”
 
   “You have doubts?” 
 
   Valarion's smile faded.  He barked to the soldiers, “Take these men to the cells at Government House.”  He glared at Tracker.  “You have your wager.  If I do not return, you will be released.  I give you the bond of the Emperor's word, and I will hold you to yours.”
 
   Tracker closed his eyes and bowed.  As he was dragged away, Bivera realized the cleverness of the man.  By the Emperor's implied commitment to his wager, Tracker had won himself and his fellow prisoners a reprieve until Valarion returned from the west.  And if Valarion didn't return, perhaps Tracker had won himself and his fellow prisoners freedom.
 
   Bivera's eyes shifted to Faron.  Now there's a fool, he thought.  Set him loose and he promptly has himself caught again.  Only by sheerest luck had he come close to assassinating the Emperor.  
 
   Luck, Bivera thought.  Was any of this truly by chance?  
 
   The soldiers were moving out, leaving the civilians to collect their dead amid the debris and smoldering ruins.  Surveying the devastation, Bivera remembered from only minutes before the stilted lines, the well-dressed villager's speech, the contrivance of the doll.  He could barely control the rage.    
 
   He trotted over to Valarion and said, so sharply as to border on disrespect, “My Lord, may I speak to you in private?”
 
   Valarion bowed and they rode down the road a way, in sight but out of earshot of the soldiers.  Valarion looked tired, almost sleepy, and waited for Bivera to speak.  All but forgetting that he was addressing the Emperor, Bivera blurted:
 
   “This was the most ill-conceived scheme that I've ever seen!  Who do you think it deceives?  The people of Britan know of these tricks.  This action has done nothing but sully the reputation of the Empire.  We've slaughtered innocent people, and not only that, they were of the few Britanians who've come to our side.  Forget for the moment the ethics, what of the sensibility of this ploy?”
 
   “I quite agree,” Valarion said. 
 
   “You . . . do?” Bivera asked in confusion.
 
   “You'd best speak to Inoldia.”  Valarion's voice was calm, almost listless.  “This was done at the direction of the Sisters.” 
 
   Valarion unscrewed a flask, took a swig and rode off.  
 
   Bivera fumed and followed at a distance bordering at open disrespect.  Yet he did not want even farmers in the fields to see him riding alongside the Emperor who had consented to a butchery that was sure to become infamous.  He scowled at the chest of his uniform, perfectly tailored by his wife and impeccably creased by his orderlies, and wanted to rip it off and ride half-naked despite the cold of the day.  But to publicly show disdain for the Imperium would jeopardize his family's welfare.  He flicked the reins and rejoined the soldiers.
 
   Later that morning, he was sitting in his new office aboard the barge, staring at a blank sheet atop which he had written in high flourishing script:  Letter of Resignation.  He heard a deep thrumming noise.  He looked around, puzzled.  As the din grew louder, he turned his head upward.  He raced outside and joined the crowd of onlookers, who were matched by equally enthralled crowds on shore and aboard the other ships.
 
   The dark spot in the eastern sky grew and turned, becoming the shape of a sausage.  A huge sausage, larger than any ship that floated on sea, larger than any building that Bivera had ever seen save the Coliseum.  Within the interior of a two-story structure slung beneath the bulbous shape, behind panes of glass, silhouettes of men were illuminated by harsh interior lighting.  
 
   The hum he'd heard was coming from the spinning windmills at its sides.  Yet 'windmills' was a misnomer, for there was no breeze to turn the blades.  They were spinning on their own, fast enough to generate a breeze of their own.  Bivera tried to understand.  Men inside the housings mounted ahead of the blades must be rotating cranks to make the blades spin.  Yet could a trireme’s compliment of rowers cause blades to spin as fast as these?  It must be so, for what other explanation could there be?  
 
   It was as if the Coliseum had become airborne, looming its shadow over the bay.  Soldiers and sailors and their overseers had all paused to watch.  The streets along the waterfront were filling with onlookers, and Bivera imagined the whole city had come to a pause to stare at the majestic monster.
 
   On the prow, in flowing script in black letters tall as a man, was painted the name :  Triumph of Rome.  
 
   So what Valarion had said was true.  Rome had built an airship larger than the one that the Britanians had stolen.  For how could anything in the world rival this in size?  
 
   Bivera remembered hearing whispers at the banquet the night before, rumors that Kresidala was 'no longer a problem.'  If this thing had anything to do with it . . . it would be a butchery that made Laydon insignificant.   
 
   The airship slowed and descended as it approached the adjacent barge, the one with the bigger of the two towers.  The windmills ceased churning and the monstrosity slipped through the air with silence that was ghostly – for even the smallest boat rustles through water.  Bivera had little doubt that he was seeing something that had come from the twilight between natural and supernatural.    
 
   Soldiers aboard the craft lowered ropes which the soldiers on the barge grabbed.  With what must have been drilled precision, they oriented the nose and docked the ship with the tower.  As the breeze upon the bay shifted, the ship's tail swayed, but the nose stayed attached to the tower.  A walkway extended outward from the tower, and men behind the windows lined as if they were preparing to disembark.   
 
   Oracle, Bivera thought.  The night before, Valarion had mentioned an 'oracle,' in a tone of voice that made it seem an even greater wonder than the airship.  But what could be more astonishing than this?
 
   “Sir.”  
 
   Bivera became aware of a lieutenant at his side.  “What is it?”  
 
   “Sir, there's been a disturbance in Londa.  Soldiers have been killed.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Just two sir, but I was told you wanted to be immediately informed of any instance of fatal casualties.”
 
   “What now?” Bivera murmured. Barely able to peel his eyes away, he followed the lieutenant to a boat.  On shore they were greeted with a contingent of soldiers, no horses this time.  The streets were calm and there was no panic or riot, as Bivera feared might have come in response to the sight of the airship.  Instead, the Britanians were quiet and still, watching.  To his surprise, even the Romans seemed subdued.    
 
   Bivera was conducted to an intersection near Government House.  There was blood in the street, and the unmoving bodies of two soldiers, badly slashed.  Bivera inquired of a captain whose wounded arm was being tended.
 
   “The shackles of the prisoners were not properly secure, and one had concealed knives,” the captain said.  “They grabbed swords and we fought, but then they fled, and as the streets are a maze – “
 
   Bivera silently inspected the dead soldiers.  Both were very young.  What idiot had assigned fresh recruits to prisoner escort?  And why only three guards, when protocol demanded one for every prisoner in such cases?  And why weren't the prisoners thoroughly searched for weapons?
 
   “At least we got one of them,” the captain said, indicating the sole civilian corpse.
 
   Bivera's boot pushed over the sprawled Britanian, revealing the face.  Tracker's eyes were closed, his lips unsmiling.  The bloody slit across his throat told of professional execution.  
 
   A shadow fell upon the body.  Bivera turned slowly.  Inoldia smiled back serenely.  She was, he noticed, back to her former slender self.  
 
   “The Emperor says the doings of this day were plotted by you,” he said seethingly.  “I assume that is true of this as well.  May I inquire to what purpose?”
 
   “In the eyes of the Leaf,” Inoldia said, “Faron has been seen to attack the Emperor and conduct a daring escape.  So his fellow escaped prisoners will report.”
 
   “I see you’re assured that this one won't be doing any reporting.”
 
   “Tracker was a very important figure in the Leaf.  Faron is favorited to take his position now.  If you were in the Leaf, could you think of a better candidate for promotion than brave, heroic Faron?”
 
   “Laydon was one of the most loyal villages in Britan.  You slaughtered folk who trusted us to defend them – for the sake of subterfuge!” 
 
   “General, isn't the loss of a village insignificant if we can avoid a war that will engulf a nation?” 
 
   “You want me to think of you as merciful?”
 
   Inoldia's smile faded.  “You would, if you knew what she would purpose.”
 
   “She?  What do you mean?  Who is she?”
 
   Inoldia – whom he had thought invulnerable to pain – shuddered and bent, as if stabbed by an invisible assailant.  She cast a dark look and walked away wordlessly.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

4.  
 
    
 
   Matt Four opened his eyes to darkness.  But it was not the darkness that he expected.  It was too warm and dry.  There was a distant thrumming.  The walls should have been stone, but they were metal.  The chains around his wrists and ankles were small and lightweight, and should have been large and heavy.  And where was the slime?
 
   It took a few tries before he could utter, “Hello?  Anyone there?”
 
   “I am here,” a familiar voice said.
 
   “Ivan,” Matt Four said, switching to subvocaling.  “Is that you?”
 
   “Properly speaking, I am not the Ivan that you expect.  I am designated Ivan Beta, and am a partition of the neural implant of your archival template.”
 
   “Last I remember, I was captured.”  Matt pulled on the chains.  “I gather I didn't escape.”
 
   “I have no information as to whether you escaped on the occasion you refer to.  However, you are currently a prisoner and I have revived you from a self-induced coma that appears to have had a duration of many years.”
 
   “You mention my archival template.  Is he here now?  What year is this?”
 
   “He is here now.  It is the Standard Year 2835.”
 
   “Time sure flies when your brain is non-functional.  And where am I right now?”
 
   “Your position is variable, as you are aboard an airship in motion.”
 
   “Airship?”  
 
   “A lighter-than-air vehicle utilizing pressurized cells of hydrogen gas for buoyancy – “
 
   “I know what an airship is.  Just surprised they developed the technology so fast.  Uh, we are still on Delta Pavonis Three, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  Or maybe not.  Is my template available?”
 
   “He is in a state of involuntary sedation.”
 
   “You mean, drugged?  What happened?  No, never mind – he was taken prisoner too, that's obvious.  Well, can you give me more information on his current status?”
 
   “I will contact Ivan Alpha.” Pause.  “Ivan Alpha offers to provide you direct sensory data of his host's current situation.”
 
   “I accept.”
 
   Matt Four felt his body dissolve away, replaced by another.  He lay on a narrow bed, his arms and legs tightly bound to the frame.  The room was lit but windowless.  The walls were metal, seemingly of the same kind that formed his own compartment.  The cramped interior was filled with men.  Some held rifles and watched his unmoving body, while others poked and probed with archaic medical instruments – stethoscopes, thermometers, syringes – that should have been in a museum.
 
   “Where is this place relative to me?” Matt Four asked.
 
   “It is twenty meters forward and one level down.”
 
   “This thing is pretty big for a balloon-style airship.  I take it, they're keeping him sedated so that he won't try to escape.”
 
   “Ivan Alpha has reached the same conclusion.”
 
   “Let me guess.  When you try to neutralize the sedative, they inject more.”
 
   “Correct.  Toxicity limits are being approached, hence Ivan Alpha has discontinued efforts.”
 
   “If you can fool them into thinking that he's still in deep sedation, you'll be able to revive him without them increasing the dosage.”
 
   “Ivan Alpha has attempted that strategy.  However, he has been unable to determine how his host's state of consciousness is monitored, hence he cannot deceive the monitoring method.”
 
   Because it's too simple, Matt Four thought.  As a neural implant matrix, Ivan would know how to shield his host against the most advanced electronic and nanotechnological monitoring.  But old-fashioned, low-tech methods of telling if a patient was awakening – 
 
   “Keep his breathing deep and slow.  Keep his eyelids from fluttering.  Pulse stable.  That little hammer on the bedside table, I think they use that to test reflexes.  Make sure he doesn't react if they tap his joints.  And that flashlight, they'll pry his eyelids open and shine the light into his eyes.  Make sure his pupils don't respond.  Basic thing is, don't react to stimuli.”
 
   Ivan Beta hovered a pop-up window in his field of vision that displayed the patient's vitals.  As Ivan Alpha implemented Matt Four's suggestions, the sedative was neutralized and brain activity increased.  Ivan Beta related that Ivan Alpha expressed concern about the potential for detection by electroencephalography, but Matt Four assured, “See any wires going to his head?  No.  They don't have a way to monitor his brain waves, so don't worry.”
 
   “I do not worry.  I evaluate risk.”
 
   Ivan Alpha, Matt Four noted, was speaking to him directly now.  On the other hand, the dividing line of personas between an AI and its partition was tenuous to begin with.  
 
   Disengaging from the VR feed, Matt Four sat in the cell with his butt on the floor and his back to the wall and gazed into the darkness and thought of the old adage, Four walls do not a prison make.  It was true, he thought – you also needed a ceiling and a floor.  He remembered the days in his youth, when he been such a loner that being trapped in a box had hardly seemed a punishment.  It hardly seemed a punishment now.  For what was waiting for him on the outside of this cell?
 
   He was a printed being, his memories counterfeits.  The man who had embraced him as a son hardly spoke to him, the last time centuries ago.  His relationships had always been awkward, had always fallen apart.  He hadn't spoken to Random since childhood.  Synth was gone.  And Stoker and the others he'd led in futile rebellion against Athena's rising empire, were they alive after a century without rejuvenation technology?
 
   I don't even have my Ivan anymore.  
 
   So there was no one of family or friends, except a woman he'd never met, floating lifeless between the stars, whom if he could rescue might accept him as her son despite the insanity of third millennium biotechnology . . . .   
 
   “I feel old,” he said to no one.
 
   “That is to be expected,” Ivan replied.  “You have not been rejuvenated in over a century.”
 
   “The kind of 'old' I'm feeling isn't the kind you can rejuvenate away.”  
 
   “Matt Four.  Matt is conscious.  He is being informed of status.”  
 
   “You've warned him not to make any visible indications of consciousness, right?”
 
   “At his request, I have induced paralysis over his entire body as to simulate a continued state of coma.”  Pause.  “He wishes to speak to you.”
 
   “Patch him in.”
 
   A long silence, and finally, “Hello?”
 
   Matt Four spoke into the darkness of his cell:  “Hello, Matt.  This is – well, I guess we're calling me 'Matt Four.'  I suppose this is uncomfortable for you too.”
 
   “I'll be okay.”
 
   “Matt,” Matt Four said.  “Do you feel well enough to fill me in on what's happening here?”
 
   In faltering, stumbling sentences, a groggy Matt the Template described how he'd been diverted to Delta Pavonis by seeming accident, how he had landed on Ne'arth, how he'd met the people of Britan and Rome, how he'd come to the Other Side in search of his 'brother.'  He told of Savora, and the Church, and where he had found Matt Four, and how he had been captured.
 
   “Church of the Star Wizard,” Matt Four said.  “Wow, that is weird.  Do you have any telemetry of that?”
 
   “Ivan, transmit.”
 
   Matt Four gaped at the archived telemetry of Matt's wanderings through the Abbey of Klun, dropped his jaw at the sight of the Cathedral, barely suppressed a giggle at the tour guide's reverent exposition of the deeds of the Holy Matt.
 
   “It's not funny,” Matt said.  “People believe in that stuff and it messes with their development.”
 
   “I know, but . . . me, the messiah of a religion.  And I was asleep the whole time.  It's hilarious.”
 
   “You were tortured and kept in a dungeon.”
 
   “Tough universe, kid.”
 
   “Mom . . . is she really dead?”
 
   Matt Four felt the stress in the synthesized voice.  Neural implants were good at conveying the nuances of emotion.  Sobering, he reminded himself of how emotionally vulnerable he'd been at age seventeen.  
 
   “I know it's a shock.  It hit me pretty hard when I first learned about it.”  
 
   He cringed, waiting to be told, She wasn't your mother.  But Matt, The Original Matt, only said, “Can you tell me what this is about?”
 
   “You mean, where are we going, who are we going to see?”
 
   “Yeah.  It's something to do with Athena and Eric, right?”
 
   “Well, the archived-telemetry file I made for you pretty much sums up what I know.  You said you viewed that.”
 
   “I got to the part about Dad calling you, and then you were on Earth.  Did you actually cloneport?”
 
   “There's no interstellar catapult in the Centauri System, and even if there was, it wouldn't have gotten me back to Earth soon enough.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To save Synth.”
 
   “From what?”
 
   “From herself.”
 
   “How – “
 
   “Why don't we resume viewing the file?  It should be self-explanatory.”
 
   “All right.  Ivan, resume the VR file.”
 
   “And include me in,” Matt Four interjected.  “I can provide commentary.”
 
   “Yeah, Ivan.  Include him.”
 
   “Commentary begins.  The year is 2689, the place is Earth . . . . “
 
   The cell and all physical sensation thereof swirled away into darkness.
 
   Then there were colors, bright colors.  A beautiful sunlit day.  There was blue above and blue below, with bands of green and white in between.  The blues resolved into sky and sea, the green into forest and the white into snow-capped mountains.  
 
   From the shore of Seattle, Matt Three was gazing across Puget Sound toward the Olympic Peninsula.  Watching second-hand, the sight, after all these years, after all these versions, still took Matt Four's breath away.  He assumed in the silence that Template Matt was having the same reaction.  
 
   “Hello, Matt,” Synesthesia said.
 
   Matt Four had compiled the VR file and knew that it was coming.  Still, reliving the meeting, hearing her voice, triggered a shiver.  
 
   Matt Three turned toward the city and smiled at Synth.  She was centuries old, and unlike him, her body had never been reprinted, but nonetheless she appeared to be no older than her early thirties.  And, he thought, forever lovely.    
 
   “It's good to see you, Synth.  How long has it been?”
 
   “I could give you the exact number in days, but my children tell me that's annoying.” 
 
   They sat upon the curving steps of the waterfront park, oblivious to the natural scenery and the dynamic activity of the city.  They spoke more words to each other in minutes than they had when Matt was a shy teenager so many centuries ago.  
 
   She said, “Tell me about Tian.” So he told her about Tian.  When he finished, she said, “And you left all that to come back here.”
 
   “What can I say?  Got homesick.”
 
   “You cloneported.”
 
   “You have a problem with that?”
 
   “Well, no, it's just that – well . . . . “
 
   “You do know the guy on Tian wasn't the original Matt.”
 
   She closed her eyes, then opened them and smiled.  “It takes getting used to.  But I want you to know, Matt, I accept you as my friend.”
 
   There were so many things he could have said.  He could have been defensive.  He could have been expository.  He decided to change the subject.  “So tell me what you've been up to.”
 
   “Well, I quit Ascendancy.”
 
   “That was centuries ago.  I read your blog entry.  You said it was about not wanting to compute pi to the last digit.”
 
   “You know, Random sent me a long email explaining that pi is a transcendent number and doesn't have a last digit.  I don't think he appreciates my humor.”
 
   “Random doesn't miss a thing.  He was probably trolling you.”
 
   “'Trolling.'  I haven't heard anyone use that expression in years.  Centuries.  Time goes fast, doesn't it?”
 
   “So what happened after you left Ascendancy?”
 
   “Got a doctorate in Abstract Mathematics.  Went to the Moon, flew in the caverns.  Got married, had kids.  Got divorced.  Got into shape-shifting, became a raven and a dolphin.  Went to Mars, dug around Cydonia.”
 
   “I read your paper on that.  Your 'Temple of the Martian Moon Gods' Theory.”
 
   “It's not pareidolia, Matt.  The mathematical relationships are too numerous and consistent.  The alignment of the faces, the ratio of distances . . . the government is covering up.”
 
   “But you never found anything.”
 
   “I discovered that I love archeology  Or at least, digging around to solve mysteries.  Anyhow, that was the first hundred years.  Then – more marriages, visited every planet in the Solar System, hot-air ballooning in the clouds of Saturn, worked on the Venus terraform project before that was canceled . . . I suppose I'm boring you.”
 
   “No no.  Go on.”
 
   She looked like she was about to, but then she sighed.  “Matt, catching up on old times isn't why you had me come here.  This morning I receive an anonymous message that says, 'Meet me by the biggest pirate.'  Very secretive.  How many people would know what that even meant?”
 
   Matt gazed where she was gazing:  at the statue of Christopher Columbus, who in turn was gazing westward, across Puget Sound and Olympics, toward the Pacific Ocean, an ocean the mariner had never visited.  
 
   “I thought that would be something that only you would get.  I remembered you once said in history class that he was the biggest pirate of all time, stealing two continents.”
 
   “Second biggest now.  Eric Roth has commandeered an entire world.”
 
   “And I heard you're investigating that.”
 
   “I did mention that I like to dig around.  Matt, are you worried about me?  Is that why you were so secretive in setting up this meeting?”
 
   “You need to be careful, Synth.  Eric Roth can be a dangerous person.  Athena too.  Maybe more so.”
 
   “Eric has been under virtual house arrest for centuries.  Athena hasn't been seen in a century.”
 
   “That doesn't mean she's not somewhere.”
 
   “The popular theory is that she stowed aboard a freighter to Alpha Centauri, which had an accident and got lost, just like your template.  So there's no danger from either of them.”
 
   “They have lots of friends, Synth.  And you don't know what they're capable of.”
 
   “I know exactly what they're capable of.  That's why I left Star Seed.”
 
   He had studied her eyes, and sensed loss.  “You really wanted to go to Tian, didn't you?”
 
   “It was my whole life, Matt.  The way some teenage girls have a crush on an actor or a musician, I idolized a whole planet.”  She shook her head slowly.  “And worse, I idolized Eric.”
 
   “But then you resigned the Project.  Did he . . . did he – “
 
   “Oh no, he never touched me.  Well, not physically.  Sometimes, though, I feel that he abused my mind.  My heart.  My soul.  He tricked me, Matt.  It was sickening . . . I'm not going to cry.”  
 
   He had waited for her to regain composure.  “Can you tell me what happened?”
 
   “It's bizarre.  You may not believe me.  Flakey Synth, my students at the U Dub call me.”
 
   “You're talking to a cloneporter.  My credulity is vast and expansive.  Especially when it comes to trusting you.  Especially when you're saying trash about Eric Roth.”
 
   “I wish I could show you, but they made me turn off Emmy before I went into the room.  I don't have any telemetry, no evidence at all.”
 
   “If there's one thing I know, it's that you're not a liar.  Just tell me, all right?”
 
   After a long moment of silence, she muttered, “They wanted me to join their cult.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That was my reaction too.  You were there at the Project, you remember those days.  Everything was going so well at Star Seed.  I was on track to be the youngest person ever to go to the stars!”
 
   “You were a celebrity.  They sent you on fund-raising tours.”  Matt – both versions – remembered how comparatively little fanfare there had been when Synth's departure had jumped him into that role.  
 
   “Eric and Athena were like a second mother and father to me.  Then one day, everything changed.  They invited me into a conference room.  Half the department heads are there.  They're all smiling and I'm thinking, wow, this is going to be something great.”
 
   “Then they tell you about human DNA on seeder probes?”
 
   “They weren't just creating humans on Delta Pavonis Three.  They made AI modules called 'mentors,' to teach the humans language and how to form a society.  The mentors were like neural implants, only their hosts didn't choose to invite them.  Instead, the mentors chose the hosts, climbed inside of them and hooked into their brains without permission.  When I heard that, I felt sick, Matt.”
 
   “The Right to Freedom of Thought is the most basic right in the Solar Charter.”
 
   “So you believe me?  Because there's more.”
 
   “Tell me about Eric Roth.”
 
   “It just got crazier!  I'm in that conference room, sitting at a table with all the adults in the world that I admire, and suddenly they're all talking nonsense!  Do you know what kind of society they wanted to form on DP Three?  A duplicate of the Roman Empire – with Eric Roth as Emperor!”   
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “Because he's an egomaniac who's surrounded himself with fawning sycophants, and he came too late to found an empire on Earth so he wants to found one among the stars.  Oh, I mean, that wasn't their reasoning.  They had a very scientific-sounding argument about how technology has dulled evolutionary competition in modern human society, causing the biological progress of the human species to stagnate.  They wanted to create an 'ideal society,' with pre-singularity technology, where humans would have to use their minds without computer aid, competing according to Darwinian principles.  They thought that would reignite human evolution.”
 
   “But why model ancient Rome?”
 
   “Because the sociological variables of the Roman Empire have been exhaustively studied, so that they could effectively control the society they created.  And of course, Eric Roth would be Emperor, because he's Eric Roth, and who else is worthy to sit upon a throne and direct the evolution of the human species?”
 
   Matt Three blinked.  “I haven't heard of any of this.”
 
   “You wouldn't unless you were on the inside.  It wasn't enough to be a part of the Project.  Even most of the directors were in the dark.  To know about it, Eric Roth had to personally select you, and you had to be initiated.  That day in the conference room, they were initiating me.  I used to be so excited about the Project, Matt!  I guess that's why they thought I'd be a willing candidate to join their cult.”
 
   “Dad told me he'd heard rumors about probes launched to Delta Pavonis, but nothing about . . . Rome.”
 
   “Only a handful knew the details.  In the years since, I've done research on cultic organizations, and I've learned that they're designed with multiple levels of initiation and revelation.  Everyone thinks they're at the top level, and only the people truly at the top know the full story.  Star Seed was like that.  Religion with a veneer of science.”
 
   “You would think someone would reveal the conspiracy.”
 
   “I can't speak for others, but I was just a kid and who was I going to tell?  Without sounding crazy?  Without being killed?”
 
   “So you do think they're capable of that.”
 
   “Once they tell you a secret like that, you can't refuse.  Either you enthusiastically accept, or they start thinking of how to keep you from talking.  If I had openly rejected them and stayed on the Project, or if I'd just fled onto the street, they would have hunted me down.  So I pretended to enthusiastically accept, and they made me go through the initiation ceremony.  And that's where it really got strange, Matt.  Candles and robes and blood oaths.  They congratulated me and I acted like it was my heart's desire – and as soon as I was out of there I was in tears.  As soon as I turned eighteen, I joined the Ascendancy Project so that I wouldn't have to do what they wanted.”
 
   “But of all places, why did you go to Ascendancy?”
 
   “Because the Ascendancy Project keeps you isolated.  It locks you into a laboratory with the tightest security in the Solar System.  I told the Rothians that I still believed in Star Seed, but this way I could help the Project even more because I would have access to all the computing resources that Ascendancy owns.  I don't know if they fully believed me, but they had to leave me alone.”
 
   “What did your parents think of all this?”
 
   “They were the ones who recommended me to Roth.  I've never told them the truth.”
 
   “Oh, Synth.”  
 
   “Of course, Ascendancy is nonsense too.  There's more to human consciousness than software modeling.  At least the people there were decent.  It was creepy, but it was all voluntary, all ethical.  They couldn't start actual irreversible Neuronic Replacement Therapy until I was twenty-one, and by then I made sure to flunk the psych evaluations.”
 
   “Synth, I was your friend.  Why didn't you talk to me?”
 
   “You would have thought I was crazy.  Besides, your father was Director of Project Security.”
 
   “I should have known that if something was driving our friendship apart, it had to be big.”
 
   “We were both kids, in over our heads.  I remember how I kept you at a distance.”
 
   “That's in the past now.  I know you're trying to investigate Roth and Spencer, and I want to help.”  
 
   “I can't ask you to do that.”
 
   “You're not asking.  I'm volunteering.  Hey, I'm a celebrity now, you know?  One of the few people to cloneport 'in the other direction.'  I have a permanent planetary visa and receive oodles of extra woo just for breathing.  Let me help, Synth.  Don't turn me away.  I came forty trillion kilometers to help.”
 
   She stared at his face for a long time.  “You're serious, aren't you?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “I didn't know you cared that much.”
 
   “I didn't know either until I heard you were involved in this.”
 
   She stood up and stretched.  “I have a class to teach this afternoon, but I have Fridays off.  We'll go next Friday.”
 
   He arose.  “Go where?”
 
   “Where else?  The nexus of all things strange.  Kansas.”
 
   With her grin, the Seattle waterfront faded into a swirl of random lights and colors.  Matt Four paused the transition.  In the mist of twilight gray, he asked, “You okay, kid?”
 
   “Yeah,” came the flat-toned reply from down the airship passage, relayed from implant to implant.  
 
   “I thought you'd have all kinds of questions.”
 
   “I'm familiar with the Roman Empire theme.”
 
   “What about seeing Synth here?  Is that causing any feelings?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Remember who you're talking to, kid.  If anyone knows you had feelings toward her, it's me.”
 
   “I'm in a relationship with someone else now.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Do you have to act so amazed?”
 
   “Sorry, I meant, great.  It's just that you didn't mention that before.  I can see I'll have to do some catching up with your life.”
 
   “What about you?  Do you have a relationship with Synth?”
 
   Matt Four couldn't immediately reply.  
 
   “The file will explain.  Why don't we continue?”
 
   “Yeah.  Sure.”
 
   “Now, the thing about the following scenes is that they take place over the space of about five years.  Keep that in mind.  Roth's security was a tough egg to crack, literally.”
 
   “Understand.”
 
   “Ivan, please resume.”
 
   The mist took on color and resolution, and through the eyes and ears of Matt Three, they were standing aside an air car, beneath an oppressively cloudless sky that had beaten the horizon into perfect flatness.
 
   “Kansas,” Matt Three growled.  “So we meet again.”
 
   “What have you got against Kansas?” Synth asked.  
 
   She was standing before him, dressed in coveralls.  Around their landing spot, a field of crudely genetically-modified wheat that would never be harvested rippled in the wilting mid-day breeze.  
 
   “What does Kansas have in its favor?” Matt Three demanded, running a finger under his collar to wipe away the perspiration.  “Besides dry air and monochromicity?  Anyhow, in The Wizard of Oz, the book at least, Dorothy was only too glad to get out of Kansas.”
 
   “Yet we keep on coming back.  Well, let's get going, Toto.”
 
   Receiving only a sniff as reply, she started across the field toward the rectangular silhouettes breaking the monotony of the horizon.  Matt Three lumbered after.   
 
   The main complex of the Star Seed Project operations center was a contrast of bright surfaces and dark shadows in the mid-day sun.  The complex hadn't expanded in the centuries since Matt had last laid eyes upon it.  Several buildings had Closed signs, everywhere the windows were covered.  Cracks showed in the femtocrete walls and the Star Seed logo was missing from over the entrance.  The once well-manicured lawn had been invaded by the relentless monoculture of wheat, once a staple food that fed a hungry planet and now only a wild weed.
 
   They were the only people in sight.  Their sole living company was a crow that watched from an upper corner of the headquarters building as they trampled a path through the stalks of an otherwise unblemished field.
 
   “What happened here?” Matt asked.
 
   “Cloneporting took a big bite out of fund raising,” Synth replied.  “Then our biggest fundraiser was placed under house arrest.  Discovering human presence on DP3 was the nail in the coffin.  Catapult operations have been suspended indefinitely by injunction of the Solar Council.”
 
   “It looks like no one has been here for years.”
 
   “Souvenir hunters used to come.  I ran into them from time to time.  Not so much now that almost everything worth looting has been looted.”
 
   It was Matt Three's telemetry which unscrolled, but Matt Four remembered how he'd felt with each step.  The shiver as he passed from sunlight into the shade of the lobby.  How startled he had been to see the broken and missing orbs of the Hundred Nearest Stars mobile.  The waves of depression that washed over him while he maneuvered between vandalized displays and down unlit passages past empty offices and laboratories.
 
   “A dream that died,” he murmured.
 
   “By the hand of the man who forged it.”
 
   “Synth, do you think it was all a mistake?  The Project, I mean.”
 
   “The way it was managed, yes.  I still believe in going to the stars.  I still want to go myself, someday.”
 
   “Where are we going right now?”
 
   “I've been through the building several times, so I have no preference.  Anywhere you want, dear.”
 
   “How about his office?”
 
   “You mean Eric's?”
 
   “I've never been there.”
 
   “The elevator is out.  We'll have to climb the stairs, if you don't mind.”
 
   “If you knew how many mountains I've climbed on Tian!“
 
   “You'll have to tell me about that, on a day when I'm really bored.”
 
   He chuckled and followed her up the stairs to the third floor.  They entered into a large room.  There were empty pedestals and empty display cases on the floor, faded rectangles on the walls.  
 
   “The reception room,” Synth said.  “Visitors were made to wait here while Eric pretended he was handling last minute crises.”
 
   “It looks like it was a museum.”
 
   “Roth was quite the art collector.”  She pointed to a large table where heavy metal fasteners had been blow torched apart.  “That was a twenty-second century sculpture, 'Apollo in His Chariot Surveying the Plain of Truth.'”  She pointed to an even larger table on the other side of the room.  “And over here was a scale model of the castle of Mad King Ludwig.”  She pointed to a faded rectangle.  “And there hung Noite Estrelada.  The original, it was claimed.”
 
   “Did the Project contributors appreciate where all the money was going?”
 
   “Roth was actually a very conscientious administrator, as non-profits go.  Money wasn't his primary motivator.  One time when I was invited to his office, I asked about the artwork and he confided it was intended to psychologically affect potential contributors on a subliminal level.  He said the key to persuasion is to have people subconsciously associate what you want them to do with what they already want to do, and the way to do that is to have them associate what they already like with what you want them to like.”
 
   “He never invited me to his office.”
 
   “It's just ahead.  Prepare to be unimpressed.”
 
   At the other end of the long room, after navigating around several more empty exhibit platforms, they entered into a corner office whose cracked and dirty windows overlooked the endless wheat fields.  The walls of the office were bare but there were no signs of missing artwork.  The furniture, sagging and dust-caked, was so utilitarian that it was no wonder it hadn't been scrounged.
 
   “More spartan than I expected,” Matt Three said.
 
   “That's Athena's touch.  After his resignation, she became Acting Director for over a century.”
 
   “I'm surprised that no one contested that.  She wasn't exactly popular.”
 
   “When Eric resigned, he decreed her as successor.  And so Star Seed became an hereditary monarchy.”
 
   “A hereditary – I don't understand.”
 
   “What's to understand?  He appointed her to reign after him, and she's his daughter.”
 
   “I thought she was his girlfriend.”
 
   “They pretended that, to hide the bigger scandal.”
 
   “What could be a bigger scandal than having a daughter as a girlfriend?”
 
   “I didn't mean she's his biological daughter.  He had her printed to specifications, full grown, to be his perfect android minion.”
 
   “But – that's practically slavery!”
 
   “Ethical standards were lower in the twenty-first century.”
 
   “His 'daughter.'  I never knew.”
 
   “I suspected she was a biological robot from the start.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She would act domineering, but she really didn't have a mind of her own.  Anything Eric wanted, Athena did.  Even when I had a crush on him, I thought she was way overboard.  That's how I came to suspect the real reason she was always trying to 'genetically upgrade' herself was to hide the fact that she wasn't naturally human to begin with.  Also, she'd drop clues about their relationship in the form of mythological allusions.”
 
   “What does 'mythology' have to do with their relationship?”
 
   “She used to call him 'Zeus.'  Look it up.  How about we explore the rest of the complex?”
 
   “Lead on, Good Witch Glenda.”
 
   Synth laughed.  “Witch.  I like that.  You're still Toto, though.”
 
   Swirl.  
 
   They were in a dark, windowless corridor.  Furnishings were strewn across the floor, victims of the ransacking of vandals and thieves.  Matt Four recalled that at the time, Ivan had informed him that it reeked.  Matt Three did not care to sample.
 
   “So it took us three Fridays for the full tour,” Synth said, “What do you think?”
 
   He burped.  “Not to have beer on our next picnic.”
 
   “We'll try wine next time.  I know a wonderful Madeira.  But I meant the complex.”
 
   “It's bigger than I thought.  I never knew all these underground passages existed.  And everything  has been scrounged by souvenir hunters?”
 
   “Everything they could lift.  There's an old shuttle in the hangar.  Oh, and the station.  You'll want to see that.”
 
   “Station?”
 
   The hangar was just down the passage and up the stairs.  The single-stage-to-orbit shuttle, wingless and wheel-less, was on blocks, engines removed.  Apparently it had been undergoing a major overhaul that had ceased in mid-phase.  Synth maneuvered around the looming twenty-second century junk pile without a glance.
 
   On the other side was a cylinder about thirty meters long and five meters wide, mounted on pillars and lying on its side, made of doughnut-shaped segments, sprouting butterfly wings of solar panels that stretched from wall to wall.  On one end was a bulb that extended to six smaller bulbs that Matt recognized as old-fashioned spherical ablation-coating-and-parachute OSVs.  Matt craned back his neck and stared slack-jawed.  
 
   “It looks like a nightmare that crawled out of a twentieth century space program.  What the hell is it?”
 
   “Delta Pavonis Station Two.  A gift from our cloneporter friends.”
 
   “Say again?”
 
   “As I think I mentioned, when cloneporting became popular, Star Seed's funding dried up.  Well, when the scandal about sending seeder probes to DP3 broke, perversely, the exact opposite happened.  A group of cloneporters got the idea that it would be cool to go there as tourists.  But to go there, you need to have a facility on site that can receive cloneporter signals, print bodies, convert the signals into brain patterns, and download the brain patterns into the bodies.  That's how cloneporting is done, and that's what this station is for.  Cloneporters provided the funding to build and launch cloneporting stations to Delta Pavonis, and it was their river of woo that kept Star Seed from closing for years.”
 
   Matt Three climbed a ladder and gaped through the station hatch.  It was just a hollow shell on the inside.  He spotted the mountings for the equipment, but the computer core, robodoc, and full-body printers had either been sold or scavenged long ago.  That made sense; even in a post-scarcity economy, equipment like that was hard to come by.  He climbed down and rejoined Synth on the floor of the hangar.   
 
   “You said this is 'Station Two.'  What happened to Station One?”
 
   “It's orbiting DP3 right now.  This one is twice as large, and Station Three was going to be even larger.  Eventually they were going to set up a ground-based printing station so that thousands of cloneporters could visit DP3.”
 
   “Wouldn't that spoil Eric's and Athena's Roman Experiment?”
 
   “They were desperate for funding and they had to deal with the contingency of the moment.  But I wonder if their long-term plan was to sabotage the cloneporters.  As it turned out, however, that wasn't necessary.  Even before human life was detected on DP3, the Solar Council clamped an edict of non-interference that remains in effect.”
 
   “So no one has ever cloneported to DP3?”
 
   “It's against the law, Matt.”
 
   “Yes, and we must all obey the law.  Could anyone be cloneported to DP3?”
 
   “Thinking of going?”
 
   “I'm here to stay.”
 
   “I'm thinking of going.”
 
   He studied her face.  Her eyes were full of resolution.  Her smile was firm.  
 
   “Synth, are you serious?”
 
   “I've lived five and a half centuries, Matt.  I've seen and done everything you can do in this one solar system.  I'm ready to go somewhere else.  I don't see much point in living unless it's to experience and do new things.  I missed my opportunity to go to Tian by catapult, and now I'm told it's so much like Earth that it's not worth the visit.  So, cloneporting to a new world sounds like an option.”
 
   “What about the people who care about you?”
 
   “My children are grown.  My grandchildren are grown.  My great-grandchildren are grown!  Oh, on average, they each call about once a week, and we talk for about five minutes.  I love them and they love me, but I'm not much of a part of their lives anymore.  If I go, I'm sure they'll miss me, but not that much.  They'll understand.”
 
   Matt Four swallowed as he remembered how Matt Three had felt when he'd spoken the words:
 
   “I would miss you, Synth.  A lot.”
 
   A smile flickered.  She reached over and clasped his hand.  Ivan's audio-visual telemetry didn't record how her flesh felt, but Matt Four remembered.  
 
   She turned her eyes to the looming hulk of the station.
 
   “It's not just for the sake of adventure,” she said.  “I want to do something meaningful and important with my life.  I want to go there and help the people.  I want to help the people there avoid all the hell that people went through during the course of Earth history.  I want to help them develop a peaceful, prosperous civilization.”  Her voice quavered:  “I want to fix the mess that Eric's made in all our lives.”
 
   Almost a century and a half later, sitting in the dark compartment of the airship flying through the atmosphere of the planet that Synth had wanted so much to save, Matt Four felt the hollowness of a universe without her.  
 
   As the VR file continued to unscroll, Matt Three and Synth gazed at the station in silence.  Eventually Synth released his hand and shrugged.
 
   “I don't have the station passcode.  I think I can call in some favors and get it, though.  But . . . I'm not ready to commit suicide just so my clone can wake up in another star system.”
 
   Matt Three had said nothing.  
 
   Swirl . . . . 
 
   They walked together through the sub-basement level.  The lights of the towering robot that Synth had brought this time cast long beams into the long hallways.  Open doors revealed empty rooms.  Matt did not recognize the area, for he had never set foot upon it.  The surviving signage declared that it had been for storage.  The rooms had long been pilfered bare.
 
   “This place just gets more and more depressing,” Matt said.  “Where are we going?”
 
   “To Mission Control.”
 
   “I thought we completely scoured that last year.”
 
   “Turns out there was an older Mission Control, going back to our time as Project brats.  I never saw it because I dropped out of the Project before my launch.  You never saw it because you don't have any of your template's memories after dendritic archiving.  So we just assumed the new one was the old one.  But it's not.”
 
   They came to the end of the passage.  The robot's beams played against a blank wall that matched the adjoining walls seamlessly.  
 
   “You'll want to stay back,” Synth said to Matt.  To the robot, she said, “Punch a hole, Chopper.”
 
   The towering silver robot approached the wall to within a meter.  It opened the bag that it had been carrying and produced a sledge hammer.  Taking the proper stance, focusing on a spot at chest height, it cocked the hammer and swung hard.  With a thunderous whack, an explosion of powder billowed toward the humans.  They retreated several steps.  The robot continued pounding, enlarging the hole.  When the hole was large enough to admit passage, Synth said, “That's enough, Chopper, thank you.”
 
   “Chopper,” Matt remarked, watching the robot.
 
   “Nick Chopper,” Synth replied.  “The name of the Tin Man.”
 
   “Are we still doing that?”
 
   “Yes, we are.  Wait here, Chopper.”
 
   Pressing down on her hardhat, she entered through the hole.  Matt followed into a dark passage, sensing openness ahead.  Three empty rectangular cut-outs signified where the three large wall monitors had been.  The rows of desks had chairs, but the consoles were long gone.  Even the light fixtures were empty sockets.
 
   “The fixtures are missing.  Souvenir hunters again?”
 
   “Nope, just good old recycling of obsolete equipment.  I'm hoping the recycler robots overlooked something that might contain incriminating evidence.”  Her hard hat lamp beam played against the walls, pausing as she read door plates.  “Ah, the server room.”
 
   As expected, there was nothing inside except empty racks.  Synth searched diligently, sweeping her beam down every row, upon every shelf.  After a few minutes, she growled and kicked a cabinet of bare shelves.  
 
   “The clean-up crew was thorough,” she said.
 
   “Robots tend to be,” he replied.  “So what now?”
 
   “I don't know.  I thought it was suspicious that Eric ordered this section to be sealed off and I hoped it meant there was something incriminating here, and that we could find it.”
 
   “Eric Roth is thorough too.  If he overlooked something, it would only be by improbable accident.”  He tilted his head, frowning.  “So if there was anything here, it would be . . . . “
 
   He knelt and lowered his head to the floor.  Row by row, he peered into the thin cracks between the base of the the server shelves and the floor.  “I see something.  Now if only there were a way to – “
 
   She picked up the server shelf – which was only a thin metal frame – and put it aside.
 
   “Oh,” he said.  He scooped the object from the floor and held it before her in his palm.  The rectangle appeared to be made of plastic, with metal at one end.  
 
   “It looks like an old-fashioned portable memory device,” she said.  
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Doesn't it belong in a museum?”
 
   “Actually, they were still being used in our time.  Dad had some laying around his office.  He said they were useful because sometimes hand-carry is the most secure way to transfer data.”
 
   “What was it doing under the shelf?”
 
   “It must have fallen out of someone's pocket.  Possibly Dad's.”
 
   “So what he said was the most secure system turned out to be the – I'm sorry, he's your father, I shouldn't be making jokes.”
 
   “Dad didn't take the data side of his job too seriously.  He believed Star Seed was what Eric claimed it to be, a publicly funded project with full transparency, and it had nothing to hide.  So he didn't see why we needed data secrecy.”
 
   “I used to think that.  Can you read the data?”
 
   “Ivan,” Matt said.  He touched his finger to the metal tip of the device, permitting Ivan to interface.  He relayed Ivan's report:  “The magnetic fields are faded, which is to be expected, given its age.”
 
   “So the data can't be read?”
 
   “Just means the media has to be scanned forensically.  Takes a little longer.  There we go . . . oh.  It's encrypted.”
 
   “So it can't be read.”
 
   “Well, let's see.  Dad would write security codes by hand onto paper, so that they couldn't be hacked from a computer system, which is a good practice.  But then he would leave the papers face up, on top of his desk, so that anybody could see them if they walked in.  Ivan, scan the telemetry of the times I was in Dad's office . . . yes, Ivan, try the master code . . . hey, what do you know, Synth, the file is decrypting.”
 
   While he was watching the pop-up window and providing further instructions to Ivan, Synth crept behind him and abruptly fell upon his back, wrapping her arms around his neck.  
 
   Matt Three winced.  “Ouch!  My ear!  How many times have I told you, don't nibble so hard!”
 
   She giggled.  “You solved it!  You solved it!”  Still clinging, she rocked him back and forth as she sang in a throaty accent:  “Yer a wizard, Matty!  Yer a wizard!”
 
   “No longer Toto?  Okay, we're done decrypting.  Hmm, kind of a letdown.  Looks like ordinary, publicly available data – flight tracking logs and all that.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   Together, they gazed at the augmented-reality display:  lines and lines of pod designations, followed by catapult power and targeting data.  
 
   “Emmy,” Synth said.  “Compare this to the data that was publicly released.”
 
   Matt Four remembered how he had stared with growing bewilderment at the line that Synth's implant had highlighted.
 
   “The coordinates are different,” Synth said, pointing to the fields where the catapult targeting coordinates were listed.  “Very slight – but why would the internal version be different than the public version?”   
 
   “Because it's for pod 3025H,” Matt Three said quietly.  “That was my template's pod number.”
 
   “Emmy, run a course projection and compare it to astrographical data.”  
 
   The three dimensional plot showed the expanse of interstellar space between Sol and Alpha Centauri.  Connecting the star systems was a threadlike green line, labeled as the course projection for Pod 3025H.  Synth made hand motions.  The display zoomed on the far end of the projection, where the pod would enter into the Centauri Oort Cloud.  Dust clouds of varying density were shown in violet.  The course pierced a small but dense cloud . . . .
 
   “We've got him,” Synth said.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The official version is that your template's pod was damaged by an encounter with uncharted dust cloud.  Yet here we see that the cloud was charted, and the pod was aimed toward it.  Roth deliberately ordered your template's pod into harm's way.  We've got him.”
 
   “We don't got him.”
 
   “What do you mean?  The proof is right here.”
 
   “Synth, in a courtroom trial, a lawyer will claim that the data was fabricated and the judge and jury will require us to prove otherwise.  And we can't.  All we can say is that we found a little piece of plastic.”
 
   She stared quietly, then pointed to the end of the data line.  “There's an addendum.  It's dated forty-three years later.  About the time your template's pod would have entered the Centauri Oort Cloud.”
 
   Matt swiped the image to the addendum page.  Light years from the proton cannon array's effective range, there had been a revised course projection.  
 
   “How is that possible?” Matt asked.
 
   “The magsail could brake against the electromagnetic field of the dust cloud.  It would be tricky, but it would alter the course.”
 
   “To where?”
 
   Synth made motions at the image, causing it to move rightward.  The green line dove deep into the gravity well of the sun known as Alpha Centauri, then emerged safely and hurled into deep space.  Synth zoomed out, then followed the green line as it coursed away from Sol and Centauri Systems.  Finally, far from Sol and Alpha Centauri, the pod's course encountered a third star system:  Delta Pavonis.
 
   “Ivan must have overridden the pod navigation system,” Matt Three said.  “He tried to save them by deflecting the course toward Delta Pavonis, in the hopes that something would be there in time to catch them.”
 
   “There is something there now,” Synth replied.  “The cloneporter station.”
 
   “Yeah, but can it catch a star pod?”
 
   “It's equipped with thorium-ignition fusor tugs to retrieve the components of Station Two.  It'll retrieve his pod automatically, once he's close enough to be detected.”
 
   She must have noticed the hard expression on his face.  Her expression changed to puzzlement.
 
   “Matt, are you okay with this?”
 
   “I thought I had finally put my identity crisis behind me.”  He avoided her gaze.  “I'd never see him again, no one ever would.  So it was okay to assume living his life.”
 
   “You're not an imposter, Matt.  You're both real.  And you're the one I've gotten to know.”
 
   “You know, he had a real bad crush on you.”
 
   “He's still in suspension, he's still just a kid.  Goodness, I must be thirty times his age!  I don't think it's going to work.  Anyhow, assuming that he is rescued by the station, he'll be nineteen light years away.”
 
   “I know, I should be happy that he's going to be rescued, instead of thinking of him as a rival.”
 
   “If he ever comes back to Earth, I'll fix him up with one of my great-great-great-great – well, you get the idea.  If he ever comes back to Earth.”
 
   She gently turned his face toward hers.  She pressed her lips again his.  She backed away and smiled.
 
   “Let's thoroughly scan this area,” she said.  “If the data was being hand-carried, I want to know where.”
 
   Swirl . . . . 
 
   They were walking rapidly down the hallway toward the old Mission Control.  Chopper loped quietly beside Synth, carrying a chest large enough to fit both humans.  Matt too carried a bag – and a major frown.  Synth divided her attention between the path ahead, Matt's face, and the floor beneath her feet.
 
   “Are you still mad at me?” Synth asked.
 
   “You've been sneaking here every Friday for months without my knowledge,” Matt Three replied.  “I told you, this place is not safe.  I thought you figured that out after we encountered that security robot.”
 
   “One decrepit, ancient robot on trickle battery charge.  You disabled it by reciting a master passcode.”
 
   “And if I hadn't?”
 
   “Tin Man has his sledge hammer.”
 
   Matt Three scowled.  “What is this about?”
 
   “Well, it all began when I was exploring a sub-passage and found some trace DNA.”
 
   “Whose?”
 
   “Not a who.  A what.”
 
   Halting in the control room, Synth summoned a pop-up display and connected him.  Matt Three saw a front and profile diagram of a monkey-like creature.  It had been genetically modified to sport batlike wings.  
 
   “I gather Roth like you was a fan of The Wizard of Oz,” Matt Three said.
 
   “You remember saying that the old memory device you found was to be hand-carried?  Well, this is what was assigned to carry it.”
 
   “Genetically engineering a flying monkey seems to be going to a lot of trouble for such a simple task.”
 
   “Not so simple.  I'll show you why.”  She willed the diagram to fade away and pointed.  “Down that passage, second room on the right.”
 
   He followed her down the hall, turning into the room.  He stopped short, barely in time to avoid falling into the meter-wide hole that evidently Chopper had pounded into the floor.  Matt Three peered over the edge.  His flashlight beam faded before it reached the bottom.
 
   Synesthesia continued:  “There being courier monkeys made me suspicious that there was a hidden passage for them to courier through – I realize my syntax is atrocious, I'm excited, but anyway, I scanned the walls and floors for hollows.  The monkeys used to fly up and down the hole, carrying your portable storage devices to a permanent device at the bottom.”
 
   “And you know this because?”
 
   “I've been down there.  But I've reached a dead end trying to crack the security code.  That's why I need your help.”
 
   Chopper opened the chest that it had been carrying.  It removed a pair of two meter high posts and erected them on either side of the hole, then placed a cross beam that spanned over the hole at about Matt's neck height.  On the cross beam, centered over the hole, it placed a mechanical device about the size of a suitcase, and upon that it installed a crank handle.  As Chopper turned the crank, from the bottom of the device unspooled a dark thread with a hook at the end.   Synth dressed in a harness and fitted on her hard hat, and directed Matt to do the same.
 
   She saw the look on his face.  “What's wrong?”
 
   “How far down is it?”
 
   “Half a li.”
 
   “Couldn't we send a robot?”
 
   “The shaft is booby-trapped to detect and kill conventional AI substrates.  That's why Roth used flying monkeys and why I lost two robots finding that out.  We'll be all right, though.  I've done this a dozen times already.”
 
   “This rig looks kind of flimsy, Synth.”
 
   “You said you scaled cliffs on Tian.  How is this different?”
 
   “I use pitons and rope.  Not thread I can barely see.”
 
   “It's starcaster filament.  Stuff they make space elevators out of.  Coming or not?”
 
   He took a deep breath.  “I'll come.”  
 
   “All right.  Well, shut down your implant's AI functions, or your head will be blown off in the first twenty meters.”
 
   “Ivan, you heard the white rabbit.”
 
   “White rabbit?” Synth asked.
 
   “Yes, and following you makes me Alice.”
 
   “I'll have to tell my friends about that one, when I get around to telling them about this.”
 
   Synth went first.  She hooked her harness to the thread and gave a wave to Chopper the Robot.  The robot turned the crank and the thread unspooled and she descended out of sight.  While waiting, Matt Three opened the bag he'd been carrying, and took out the double-barrel shotgun.  He loaded two shells into the chambers and stuffed several more into his pockets.  
 
   The hook returned, Synth-less.  Matt attached his harness, and after brief hesitation, lifted his legs and allowed himself to swing freely over the hole.   In dim, flickering light, Matt Three watched as the rig's filament reservoir extruded black thread above his head like a giant spider spinning a strand of silk. The circle of overhead light shrank and faded.  Matt Three looked down the shaft, whose sides shimmered with the reflected illumination of his hardhat lamp.  
 
   Synth was waiting at the bottom.  The air was cool and damp, and in the surreality of the hardhat lamp light she seemed to have regressed to her teen years.  Her smile faded at the sight of the weapon in Matt Three's hands.
 
   “Matt, what are you doing?  If we get caught with a gun while trespassing on private property – “
 
   “Synth, the next security robot we encounter may not be 'decrepit.'  Now, if you're really as close to the truth as you think you are, Roth will have something here to keep it from us.  I want to be ready.”
 
   “If this is because I ambushed you with a squirt gun while we were on our honeymoon . . . well, the escalation is a bit excessive.“ She rolled her eyes.  “Matt, I've been down this tunnel many times, and there's nothing here but you and me and the blob.  Now let's go meet the blob.”
 
   The passage was tall enough to accommodate a stooping person.  The walls, carved through hard rock, were gray, rough and lifeless.  There were no fixtures, curves, or branches.  After two hundred meters, they straightened up into a small spherical chamber.  In the center, resting upon a pedestal, pulsated a misshapen heap of seemingly organic material, about two meters wide.
 
   “This is different,” Matt Three said.  
 
   “Organic systems can rejuvenate and repair themselves,” Synth said.  “Roth was thinking long-term, not just centuries but millennia.  Also there's no way to circumvent the security protocols by cutting into the storage medium, because that will kill it.”
 
   “I'm pretty sure Dad had nothing to do with this.”
 
   “I'm convinced that there are things inside the blob that Roth wanted no one else to know about.”
 
   “Then why not just destroy the evidence?”
 
   “Roth is an egomaniac.  He can hide the truth about himself, but he can't bring himself to destroy it, because that would in effect be destroying himself.”
 
   “How do we interface with it?”
 
   “We don't.  It interfaces with us.  Just put your hands on top, and wait.”
 
   “Synth, I have huge reservations about this.”
 
   “Matt, I've done this half a dozen times.  I assure you, it doesn't bite.”
 
   She gently pressed her palms against what he had come to think of as the 'hide' of the sphere.  As he copied, he felt warmth and what could be described as a pulse.  The sphere reacted to their presence by gently heaving.  Matt felt an itching sensation in his palms.  Leave it to Roth, he thought, to find a way to make data base access as unsettling as possible.
 
   Matt had expected a pop-up window to appear.  Instead, his entire field of vision filled with the scene, a VR simulation where groupings of data were represented by clusters of stars in a galaxy.  By willpower, he moved his avatar through the clusters, sensing but not seeing the presence of Synth nearby.  Low-level safety protocols protected his consciousness from being consumed into full VR immersion, yet he surely missed having Ivan awake and watching out for him.
 
   Synth's presence moved closer, then somehow connected with his own, and then somehow conducted them toward a nearby star in the data galaxy.  Orbiting the star was a black planet.  As they rounded the  horizon, towering mountains came into view.  They were in the shape of words:  ENTER PASSWORD.  
 
   “Cute,” Matt Three said.  “Not as cute as you, but cute.”  
 
   “I can't access the data because it's encrypted,” Synth said.  “So I need to know, what is the password?”
 
   “You're asking me?”
 
   “I am asking you, dear.  Please use your Security-Dad superpowers to solve this mystery.”
 
   “Well, for starters, I don't think any of the master passcodes that my father had will work here.”
 
   “Those were twenty digit random alphanumeric sequences.  We need something that a genetically modified monkey could remember.  Probably no more than ten letters.”
 
   Matt Three squinted at the word-mountains.  “Hmm.  It says, 'password.'  Not 'passcode.'”
 
   “Is that significant?”
 
   “Could be.  I once read that back in the early days of the personal computer revolution, people would use as passwords a word or term that had significance to their personal lives.  Like their pet's name, or the place they were born.  Well, Roth was born in the first half of the twenty-first century, so maybe he retained that habit.”
 
   “Let's see.”
 
   Matt Three felt Synth's consciousness direct itself at the password-planet.  A rectangular canyon appeared beneath the word-mountain range, and a row of asterisks appeared.  The planet flashed for several seconds, and then the asterisks disappeared, leaving the canyon blank.  Synth willed another row of asterisks into the canyon.  Again, several seconds of flashing, and the canyon went blank.  
 
   “I'm surprised you know Roth's birthplace off the top of your head,” Matt Three said dryly.
 
   “I am obsessed with the man.  But not in a nice way, like I am with you.  Do you have any other password guesses, Matty?”
 
   “There's a whole list that the old-time hackers would try.  People, places, things familiar to the user.”
 
   And so for hours, Synth tried one guess after another:  ATHENA, MANITOBA, STARSEED, RENAISSANCE – an endless list that made him realize that Synth hadn't been exaggerating about obsession.  
 
   Matt Three didn't mind the wait.  Much like 'blobbing' on the Internet, the tunnel-blob's organic interface seemed to connect them together, almost as if they were one body and one mind, and while it was strange not having Ivan and Emmy hovering over them (metaphorically speaking), it also seemed to enhance intimacy for the two humans to be alone together.  Matt Three contemplated that it was how lovers felt when they were alone together in the eras before incessantly-connecting technology.  Perhaps, he thought, without need of a blob, they should try being 'just the two of them' now and then.    
 
   Matt Four had inherited all the memories of Matt Three, and it all came back to him as he watched the telemetry from another world, long ago:  his sensory experiences, his emotions, his ruminations.  These memories of the two of them kneeling before the blob two hundred and fifty meters below the fields of Kansas were particularly vivid, for these were his final moments with Synth – the last time in his long life that he hadn't suspected that the universe was a horrible place that only gave people happiness so that it could rip it away and leave them in eternal mourning at the unfathomable loss.
 
   “Nothing,” said Synth.  “Nothing.  Nothing.  Nothing.  Any more ideas?”
 
   “Well, uh . . . . “ Matt Three racked his brain, wishing that Ivan was there to help.  “Remember the artwork outside his office?  How about that?”
 
   Synth tried variations:  APOLLO, CHARIOT, PLAINOFTRUTH, LUDWIG, CASTLE, MADKING, VANGOGH.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “What about in his office?”
 
   “There wasn't much artwork there.  There was an herb garden by the window.  A gift from Athena.  I remember that the rows of plants had little signs telling what they were.  Do you suppose they could be passwords?”
 
   “Try.”
 
   “I can't quite remember – hold on.”
 
   Suddenly the password-planet and indeed the entire data base galaxy shifted.  It wasn't a cosmic upheaval, but when one's entire universe moves at once for any distance, one tends to notice.
 
   “What was that?” Matt asked.
 
   “I'm accessing my telemetry archives for scenes of Eric's office.  I had to activate AI functions.”
 
   “I thought you said – “
 
   “Low-level, just for a few seconds.  And the walls are solid down here.  I don't think the booby-traps go  beyond the shaft into the tunnel.  Shouldn't make a diff – ah, there, the images are coming up.”  She recited the herb names as she willed them into the password canyon:  “Saint John's Wort . . . Thyme . . . Valerian . . . Whoa!”
 
   The planet rumbled with a violent earthquake.  The password-request mountains and canyon were both leveled.  Volcanoes erupted, rising into a new mountain range of words.  These read:  PASSWORD ACCEPTED.
 
   “It worked!  Matty, yer a – “
 
   “Don't say it.”
 
   She didn't reply, for both their attentions were fully absorbed by the rearrangement that was occurring among the constellations of the data galaxy.  Labels appeared beside the stars, which apparently were metaphors for file folders.  Planets themselves were evidently sub-folders, islands on the planets represented individual files.  
 
   Synth, who was much more accomplished at navigating within the blob's data-verse, took him in tow on a tour of the star systems.  She was immediately attracted to a bright red star whose name was 'Confidential.'  The nearest planet was named 'Security Video.'  Several islands were marked in bright red.  She zoomed on the brightest; it was labeled, 'Nakamura.'
 
   “That's your mother's surname.”
 
   “Yeah.  The file date . . . it's the day her template disappeared.”  He murmured, “Go ahead and open it, please.”
 
   “Right,” she said softly.  “Of course.”
 
   And so they witnessed the hangar security camera video from that distant evening in the late twenty-first century.  Sheila Nakamura – the template of the archival clone that was Matt's mother – entered the hangar, approached the containment where the seeder probe was kept, emerged minutes later, hid while Eric and Athena entered.  Athena called her out, they confronted.  Sheila had a gun of some kind, but Athena raised her palm and something streaked from it and hit Sheila and Sheila collapsed before she could shoot.
 
   A few minutes later, Athena lifted Sheila’s inert body into a star pod and Eric sealed the pod hatch.  They rolled the pod out of the hangar to a waiting surface-to-orbit shuttle.    
 
   “This is murder,” Sheila said.  “They murdered her.”
 
   “Her body would have frozen solid in deep space,” Matt said.  “She could be retrieved and revived.  It wouldn't be as easy as if she had been preserved in biogel, but people have been revived from cryogenic suspension.  So it doesn't count as murder because technically she's not 'really' dead.”
 
   “Okay, Matt.  But this incident still counts as abduction and kidnapping.  Do you agree?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Then there's no need to look further.  Kidnapping is a felony, and this file on blob substrate is admissible evidence.  We've got them.”
 
   Synth brought them out of VR, back to the tunnel beneath the Star Seed Project operations complex.  Matt Three rose shakily from his knees, stretched his back, only half mindful of the soreness.  
 
   Mom's still alive, he thought.  Maybe she wasn't Matt's mother, but then so what?  He wasn't Matt.  Still, half of her genetic code was inside him.  Maybe, in a way, she was his mother.  If there was a way to retrieve her, to revive her, then he at last would be part of a real family.  
 
   Synth had been speaking, but he hadn't been listening.  
 
   “ – and so, Matt, what we'll do is go to the authorities and present our telemetry, and then they'll probably want to find a way to move this . . . what's that?”
 
   His head had automatically twisted to face the length of the tunnel that led back to the shaft.  He had heard a click like a door latch, a loud noise made faint with distance and that echoed against the hard rock sides of the tunnel.  Their hard hat beams stabbed into the darkness.  Nothing but tunnel and black, no sign of movement.  
 
   He turned back to Synth.  She was still kneeling before the blob, her outstretched palms flat against its pulsating surface.  She was looking up to him with eyes wide, her mouth half open as if she were about to speak but for some reason the words were taking forever to rise up her throat.
 
   “We may have company,” Matt Three said.  He stooped and picked up the shot gun.  “I'll go investigate.  Stay here.”
 
   “Matt, we're guilty of trespassing and vandalism.  If you go waving a gun at a security guard's nose . . . .” She started to rise.  “I should go and see if I can talk our way out of – “
 
   Another noise echoed down the length of the tunnel.  This one was prolonged and sounded like the flurry made by the flipping of pages of several old-fashioned, physical-type books at once, if the books were coffee-table-sized and very agitated.    
 
   “This could be trouble,” he said.  “If there is, you won't be able to help, you'll just get in the way.  If it's just a security guard, I'll drop my weapon and invite him back here for a nice chat, okay?  Stay here.”
 
   Another noise, this one machine-like in its regularity.  Fe-dump, fe-dump, fe-dump . . . like a multitude of brooms swatting the floor of the tunnel, or like the gallop of a herd of tiny horses.  The noise was getting louder, echoing less, still too far for the hardhat beams to detect the source.
 
   “Stay here,” he said.  
 
   He would always regret those words.  He would always regret not taking one last look at her face.
 
   He strode resolutely, just as he had spoken firmly, though inside he was quaking.  This, he knew, was no security guard.  
 
   He cradled the gun and wrapped his finger around the trigger, remembering the instructions that he'd read on the offnet the night before when he'd had the manual downloaded and illicitly printed.  Click safety, check.  Brace for recoil, check.  Squeeze trigger smoothly, check.  Don't shoot unless intending to kill, check.  Visualize dispersion pattern and avoid inclusion of anyone or thing you don't want to hit . . . .
 
   The extra shells rattled his pocket with every wobbling step.  He wished he had test-fired the gun, but he couldn't have gotten away with that anywhere on this crowded planet without attracting notice and questioning by police.  The VR simulation that Ivan had provided had been intimidating enough, though.  After virtually blowing off several body parts, he had learned that mishandling the gun could be his biggest enemy.  
 
   The galloping halted, resumed, halted again.  Each time closer.  
 
   “Hello,” he called.  “Anyone there?”
 
   The galloping was as loud as a shout and continuous.  He saw first out of the darkness a horizontal rain of pairs of tiny dots, reflecting pale yellow in the hard hat beam, bounding down the tunnel like elastic balls.  Then he felt the rush of the air pushed by the fluttering of their wings.  Their glistening fangs parted and a multitude of furious squeaks assaulted as they stretched their spike-like claws.
 
   Matt raised the barrel and pulled the trigger.  The gun thundered and in the flash he saw their fist-sized furry humanoid faces contorted with rage.  Then the wave of scattering shot slapped into their flesh and flung them backward.  But there were more behind them, leaping over the corpses, charging at his face.  
 
   He fired again, taking down half a dozen more as he staggered with the recoil that in his panic he'd forgotten about.  They were still coming.  He fumbled in his pocket for a shell, spilling several before his shaking fingers grasped one and brought it out and stuck it into the chamber – and before he could cock the gun they were on him, razor claws slashing at his limbs and icepick teeth gouging into his flesh as they clung to his clothes and climbed toward his face.  
 
   While he spun uncontrollably the gun went off and the scattering shot ricocheted off the tunnel wall and struck his foot.  He swung the gun stock and they dodged.  He dropped the gun, screamed and yelled and grunted and body-slammed the three creatures on his back, crushing them against the wall.  
 
   Still more took their place, seeking to mummify him in writhing fur – and then he remembered.
 
   “Ivan!  Activate!”
 
   “I am here, Matt.  You are being – “
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Starting at his neck, they fell from his body, until they were all off, forming a circle of twitching paws and wings about his feet.  He limped out of the circle, moaning with the application of weight on his injured foot until Ivan damped the throbbing pain.  Then he looked down the tunnel and thought:  Synth.  If any of the creatures had gotten past – 
 
   “Synth!” he called.  “Synth!  Watch out for the – “
 
   And then came the blinding flash and the deafening boom and the wall of hot gas that knocked him off his feet and flung him meters across the fur-and-blood covered floor.  He remembered pushing himself up, choking on the dust, collapsing into blackness.
 
   As Matt Three's head drooped and his eyes shut, Matt Four said, “Ivan, end simulation.”
 
   And he was back in the airship cell a century and a half later, pulse racing and breaths hard, skin icy and eyes full of tears and soul full of grief and hate.  
 
   “What happened?” Matt the boy asked.  “Was Synth all right?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Matt Four knew he had to say something to the kid.  He tried to arrange words, but re-living the experience had been harder than he thought it would be.  Stay here, he thought.  With those words, he was complicit in killing her, as much as were Roth and Spencer.
 
   “The blob was designed to self-destruct,” he said.  “In fact, it was practically made of a material similar to high explosives.  I don't know what activated it.  Maybe it was when Synth turned on her AI for just those few seconds.  I'm sure that's what released the monkeys from stasis.  Maybe it was the detection of my gunfire that activated a countdown for the blob's self-destruct mechanism.  I don't know . . . I've gone over it again and again . . . it haunts me every day . . . wondering what I could have done differently.”
 
   “They couldn't revive her?  There wasn't anything they could do?”
 
   “Kid, there wasn't enough identifiable material left of her to fill a cup.  There wasn't a piece larger than a fragment of a molecule.  They did an epigenomic scan of what DNA there was to determine that every part of her body had been in the blast, consumed by the thermal . . . there was nothing of Emmy either, other than broken filaments of silicon, germanium, just little strands.  I know you.  You're young.  You think there's always hope.  You think there's always an escape route, one more trick to cheat death with – “
 
   “I don't think that way anymore.  Not since coming to this planet.”
 
   “Well, then maybe you understand.  Death can be final.”
 
   I'm old, he thought.  I want final.         
 
   Matt asked, “You stopped the file, but Ivan says there's more video.  What's in the rest?”
 
   “You can view it by yourself if you want.  I'll summarize.  I went to the authorities and they questioned me and investigated the tunnel.  I kept hoping there was a secret passage from which a robot opened a trap door and reached out and grabbed her away at the last instant so that she was somewhere alive so that we could find and rescue her – but that was delusional fantasy.  It was solid rock all around.  
 
   “The police lieutenant was sympathetic, but told me that even though they weren't pressing charges for trespassing and vandalism, my visa would be revoked and I'd have to leave the planet.  I didn't have a problem with that.  
 
   “The rest of the file . . . her sister Theodosia – you don't know Theo, she was born after you left – she gave a wonderful eulogy.  Someone at the wake, a distant cousin I think, got drunk and mad and complained that Synth hadn't archived herself, that she'd deprived us of her and it was so thoughtless and irresponsible.  I wanted to hit him, but they took him away and told him to shut up and then I sat in the corner and sobbed and felt ashamed because I felt the same way as he did.  People came and talked to me, tried to comfort me.  She has a good family.  
 
   “Her parents weren't there, they're on Tian.  I never found out how they took the news.  Bad, I suppose.  Synth never told them why she left Star Seed, but they had reconciled . . . .”
 
   In the silence, Matt said, “You were married.”
 
   “Yes, for seven months.  We were talking about having a baby.  But we'd have to emigrate off-world and probably out of the Inner System because of population restriction laws.  She wanted to finish her investigation first.”
 
   “What . . . what happened to Eric and Athena?  Were they brought up on charges?”
 
   “Well, the prosecutor looked at my implant telemetry about the security video of Mom's abduction and said that as it was secondary substrate, it wouldn't hold up in court.  If we'd been able to show them the telemetry direct from the blob, maybe that would have been valid.  But implant telemetry is too easy to fabricate.”
 
   “So they got away with it again.”
 
   “No, it's a felony to make an unlicensed booby-trap, even on private property.  Of all things to finally catch Roth on.  The cops got a warrant and entered Roth's house.  It's way up north in Manitoba, in the woods with no one around for klicks.  A huge place.  Really nice and self-sufficient, he could have lasted there for centuries more, but the authorities had jammed his internet and if it was me I'd go crazy from the isolation.  Anyhow, the house was empty.  The robots kept it in repair, and printers printed new parts for the robots, I suppose it could have gone centuries more without decay.   
 
   “It was a mystery to the police as to how he'd escaped, because they had the place under total surveillance the whole time.  But I figured it out.  According to the household appliance logs, he disappeared the last time that Athena came to visit.  She must have taken him with her.”
 
   “How did she do that without the police noticing?“
 
   “I have an idea.  Not a good idea.  But then, Eric Roth is good at having bad ideas.  Anyhow, if Athena's still around, maybe she can answer your questions with more certainty than I can.”
 
   “Okay.  You sound tired.  Do you want to rest?”
 
   I want to go to sleep, he thought.  And never wake up.  
 
   “Yeah, but I didn't answer your original question.  You wanted to know why I came here.  Well, because of Synth.  You see, she came here and I followed her.  Only I'm in the lead now.  Well, let me explain.
 
   “She left a message for me on the internet that was timed to be delivered exactly a month after . . . after she was unable to reset the delivery time on account of being dead, I guess.  
 
   “Ivan woke me one night and said she had sent a hologram and I told him to run it.  I have the telemetry at the end of my file.  We should watch that together.  I don't think you'll need explanation.  Synth explains herself better than I can.”  
 
   And so they ran the tail end of the VR file.  The airship cell shimmered away and there were swirls once more and Matt Three was sitting up on his half of the bed, aware of the emptiness on the other half, staring longingly at the three dimensional image of his dead wife hovering above the sock-and-underwear-littered floor.
 
   “Hello Matty,” the ghost said.  “If you're receiving this, it means that I died the real death.  I'm very sorry about that.  Every day with you was wonderful and I curse myself for being so stupid when we were younger and were afraid to talk to each other.  You may not believe this, but there were times I was terrified of you when I was a kid.  Harmless, sweet little Matty!  I was so dumb, so much time wasted.  
 
   “Anyway . . . this message isn't about the past, it's about the future.  My future, and maybe yours too if you want.
 
   “You see, I've always felt that an archival clone is a different person than the template, and I guess I still believe that, though most of the time I end up thinking of you and the Matt I knew as a kid are the same person.  I don't know how to reconcile that, to be honest.  I just went with it, and it was fun, and I was happy.  But again, let's talk Future.  Mine and yours.
 
   “So, to begin with:  I'm still not convinced that cloneporting is philosophically valid, but as long as I'm dead anyway, why not check it out?  That was my thinking before I died and that's my thinking now, and since I'm recording this while I'm still alive I guess I'm being silly about it because after all these centuries I can't really believe I'll ever die, and neither will you.  We'll probably live together thousands of years and you'll never see this, and that'll be great.  
 
   “Aaaaanywaaaay . . . if you're seeing this, that's not how it worked out.  And so, without further meandering, let me just come out and say it.”
 
   She took a deep breath, and said: 
 
   “I've called in favors with my friends at the U and Ascendancy and Star Seed.  And of course, Random too.  I've been secretly archiving myself on a monthly basis, and when I die they'll send the latest file to the cloneporter station orbiting DP3, which I finally have the security codes for.  My body will be printed there, I'll go down to the planet and explore, and if the world needs saving and it probably will considering that Roth made it, then I'll try to save the world.  Or my clone will.  Whatever.
 
   “The station cloneporting buffer has room for two archive files.  Please live out your life, but statistically, you know, death is inevitable even for immortals, even with robots watching our every step.  So when you die . . . before you die . . . if you want . . . think about making plans to come and join me.  Take however long you want before you come, I'll be waiting.  
 
   “Talk to Random, he'll give you the details and codes.  
 
   “I think we could have a wonderful adventure.  I hope to see you here, but of course you may remarry or something so I don't hold you to any obligation.  But it would be something, wouldn't it?  I think it would be amazing.  New experiences are what keep us young and make life worth living, and there's a whole planet full of new experiences that we could have together over centuries to come.  It would be amazing, wouldn't it?  I'm rambling and repeating, I know.  This is as bizarre for me as it is for you.
 
   “Well, I'm going to start crying, and I don't want you to see that as the last thing of me that you do see, so I'll end this quick.  Think about the idea, and regardless of whether you come or not . . . I love you, and if you're watching this, then know that around whatever star we are, I'll see you later.”
 
   The image in the bedroom froze and faded, and then the bedroom itself faded, and he was alone, back inside the cell aboard the airship, light years away from the last time he had really cared about anything.
 
   “I took me a year to make the decision,” Matt Four said.  “I contacted Random and he sent me to the cloneporter people who were secretly operating Delta Pavonis Station One.  I asked them to signal the station to receive my file and have it printed first – so that she wouldn't wake up all alone, I said.  After that, I had a little get-together with my friends – her friends, actually, and some of her family – and told them I was going back to Tian.  It was awkward.  The next day, I had myself archived and went to the euthanasia center.  The cloneporter people arranged to have the transmission laser surreptitiously redirected by a few degrees so that my archive file arrived here instead of Alpha Centauri Receiving.  
 
   “Herman – that's the station AI's name – printed a body, loaded a blank implant matrix, downloaded files for me and Ivan.  And then the clone, namely me, climbed into an OSV and came down to the planet, where I tried to make a difference and ended up making a religion while I slept for a century.  And that brings us to the present.”
 
   “And Synth?” Matt asked.
 
   “She died in the tunnel,” Matt Four replied.  “And a year later, out of unbearable grief, the Matt she knew and loved committed suicide just before his visa expired and he would have had to leave Earth anyhow.”
 
   Matt the kid said nothing.  Matt Four felt bitter fatigue and wondered if he should stop there.  But at last he continued: 
 
   “And that's really the end of the story, isn't it?  But we'll drag it out, and pretend that I'm him, and we'll pretend that's her up there in the station cloneporter buffer, and someday when this planet is safe, I'll have Herman print her and she can come down here and we can live our shiny new lives together.  
 
   “A stupid fairy tale with an even stupider ending:  'And their clones lived happily ever after.'”
 
   He stared into the darkness and made a hollow laugh.  
 
   “Only we may not get that now, either.  Gawd, I'm so tired.  You wouldn't think that being in a stupor for a century would wear a person down, but it does.  Kid, wake me when something interesting happens.  
 
   “Ivan, knock me out.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

5.
 
    
 
   Mid-afternoon and many kilometers north of the king's castle along the Kaden Road, a coterie of soldiers led by their king accompanied the three adventurers from the south, who had been given horses to maintain pace with the long strides of the trolls.  
 
   The sun in the clear sky had begun to warm the land.  Villages dotted the plains, and trolls working the fields waved at the procession.  The king frequently stopped to, as he termed it, 'mingle with my constituency.'  One farmer conversed with the king for nigh on twenty minutes about crop rotation techniques.  It was Mirian's fidgeting which finally distracted the conversation.
 
   “Whoa!” Mirian shouted.  “Whoa whoa whoa!  Do you hear me, beast?”
 
   Her steed bucked and whinnied, danced a sidestep and shivered displeasure.  King Richard watched, strode over, and took the reins.  A gentle but sharp yank, and the horse settled.  He returned the reins to Mirian with a nod.  
 
   “What was I doing wrong?” Mirian demanded, looking upward at the troll king despite the advantage of being mounted atop the horse.  “I thought 'whoa' was the word for stop.”
 
   “A horse,” the king replied, “responds to the language of your body as much as reins and voice.”
 
   “It's simple, Mirian,” Norian said, flicking his reins so that his horse gracefully circled.  “You just have to feel your body as one with the – whoa!”  His horse, reacting to an inadvertent movement of Norian himself, shook and grunted.  Norian soothed it with stroking and avoided the skeptical gaze of his wife.
 
   “Don't be such an expert,” she said.  “It's the first time for you too.”
 
   Richard glanced at Carrot.  “It surprises me that you are novices.  There are few greater delights of a troll's childhood than riding a horse.  I would think that given your advantage in lightness, adults in Human Britain would enjoy every opportunity to ride.”
 
   Carrot patted the mane of her mount, cautious to remain still.  “The Romans have a law that forbids Britanians to ride horses without permit.  They will confiscate a horse if they see one in pasture, and if they meet horse and rider on the roads, they are inclined to kill them both.”
 
   “Why would there be such a law?”
 
   “The practical purpose is to control the people.  Without transportation by horseback, villages are more isolated and so less able to unify in rebellion.  It's also said Romans do not tolerate a Britanian to gaze down upon a Roman.”
 
   The king, standing on foot, met Carrot's eyes on the same level, and replied coolly, “Then it would be best if the Romans did not come to Henogal.”
 
   With a polite nod to the farmer, the king led them onward and north.  Carrot took the opportunity to review the events of the past day.  
 
   The previous night, Norian and Mirian had been brought to the castle and slept soundly while the king insisted on playing one game of chess after another in his study.  A more formidable player than those Carrot had encountered at the inn, he nonetheless found a match in her.  It was obvious that he didn't like losing, and the more he did, the more intense his concentration became.  It was with gentle coaxing that she distracted him from the board with inquiries about the whereabouts of the Box.
 
   Oh.  Yes.  The Box.  It's in Keneda.
 
   Keneda?
 
   The land north of here.  The name comes from the Wizard.  We let him name a lot of things.  Ourselves for example. I'll take you there tomorrow.
 
   What is there?  
 
   Men of human size, but other than that, I cannot say because I do not know.  No troll does.  There's another great hedge between, but no bridge. so we do not visit and neither do they.
 
   Check.  If there's a hedge, how do we cross?
 
   Don't worry.  There is a way.  I'll get it out of storage.  Now, my young queen, can I take back that move?  
 
   A few moves later, the king's head had drooped and emitted snores, and Carrot tried to sleep herself, with limited success, crosswise on a troll-sized guest room bed with an inert Norian and thrashing Mirian.  
 
   With dawn and the crowing of the king's pet rooster they awoke.  They had breakfasted heartily, for Carrot knew from the memorized aerial map of Britan that there wasn't more than a day's march worth of the island to the north.  If the Box was in Britan, they would lay eyes on it before the sun set. 
 
   And so they had spent the morning on the road, halting only for a light lunch, listening to the nonsense marching songs of the troll soldiers.  
 
   We are marching.  Yes, we are marching.  We are marching to the end of the world.  And when we get there, yes when we get there, we will march right off the edge!
 
   It was cute, Carrot thought, the first dozen rounds.  Then it became inane, and she wondered at the vagaries of life, of how the trolls could be so blissful when her own soul carried the dark and weight of the troubles of the world.    
 
   As they progressed, villages became smaller and fewer.  With less traffic to wear upon it, the road improved, which struck Carrot as a contradiction.  She had seen Romans lay roads on the island of Italia, and knew it was no small expense.  
 
   “Why would such a well-made road be built,” she said, “if there is to be no commerce upon it?”
 
   “Not everything in the world is in accord with common sense,” the king said.  “As for the roads, story has it that they are paths laid by the Wizard's great snails.”
 
   “That fairy tale is common in the south too,” Norian said.   
 
   “You say 'fairy tale' as if it is only a story,” Mirian said.  “Yet when you place your nose to the road, it faintly smells of snail.”  She noticed the stares.  “What, am I the only one who's done that?”
 
   They topped a hill and beheld to the north a desolate plain, fields strewn with rock and tangled with weeds.  The road continued straight north, merging with a forest on the horizon.  Low mountains to east and west framed the valley.  Waving stalks, flocking birds, drifting clouds – but no sign of human activity.
 
   “Keneda,” the king announced.  “It looks peaceful from here, doesn't it?  We Henogalians have another, more ancient name for the place:  the Utterlands.  We feared it even before the coming of the Wizard.  Is there a way to talk you out of this?  Because I rather like you as friends, and here I've just met you.”
 
   They descended the hill to the small river that flowed from east to west.  Carrot judged it easily fordable, but the hedge – which she had learned the trolls called 'ironvine' – was as thick as the one guarding the Troll River.
 
   “You said you had a way to pass,” Carrot said.  
 
   “In theory,” the king replied.  
 
   He summoned a guard, who had been carrying a sack on his back all day.  The guard opened the sack, removing an oblong object wrapped in oily blankets.  With the object set on the road, the blankets were peeled away, revealing a whitish, straight blade of a double-edged long sword.  
 
   Norian immediately dismounted and knelt, running his fingers along the flat, raising the hilt and sensing the balance.  He lifted an eyebrow to Carrot, who in turn looked to the King.
 
   “You want the back story,” the king said.  
 
   Carrot nodded.
 
   The king replied:  “Thirty years ago, during the reign of King Hugh, my predecessor, a group of men came from the north.  They said they were in search of a young woman who had become lost – although Hugh says it sounded as if she had run away.  They said they would pay handsomely for her return, and that if we obtained her, we could use this sword to penetrate the hedge and thereby return her.”
 
   Mirian spoke:  “Is there something special about the – “
 
   Carrot interrupted:  “You said thirty years ago.  Did they describe the woman?”
 
   “Well,” said the king, “it's a byword among trolls that one human looks much like another, but one detail stands out from the description that Hugh passed onto me.  They said that her hair was brown, but could on occasion of emotional stress change to brightest orange.” He smiled.  “And so here you are, as if a prophecy has been fulfilled.”
 
   “Except that Carrot is low of thirty years,” Norian replied.  His forehead tensed.  “You are, aren't you?”
 
   “The story likely refers to my mother,” she replied, reflexively tightening her coat in the breeze despite the lack of chill.  “I think my father knew more about her origin, but all she would say to me about it is that she came from far away in Britan, and it was a time now thirty years ago.”
 
   “About the sword,” Mirian prompted.  “We've tried swording through the hedge once before, and it didn't work.  Is there anything special about this sword?”
 
   “Nothing,” Norian said.  “It's one of the most crudely crafted swords I've ever seen.”
 
   “It's made of silver,” the king offered.
 
   “I noticed,” Norian replied.  “But that is only another count against it.  Silver is soft, far inferior to steel in sword-craft”
 
   “The value is that silver repels the ironvine.  Same with copper, which is used to sheath the bridge across the Human River.  By the way, Hugh was the one who learned the art of doing that, he was quite clever.”  The king straightened.  “But I was the one who had the bridge built.”
 
   Mirian gestured.  “Yet you built no bridge to the north.”
 
   “Contact with humans is a fear that trolls have somewhat overcome.  Contact with Wizard and mentors – well, they were the ones who made the hedges to separate themselves from the world, and if we disturb them, who knows what might be their reaction?  They were the ones who changed us into trolls, and if we provoke them unduly, they might in anger change us back to human.  So we leave them undisturbed.  Until now.  And I do have misgivings about what we are doing now, but at least arguably we are acting in accordance with their ancient request.”
 
   Carrot held out her hands and Norian laid the sword on her palms.  She touched one edge with her finger, with enough intentional pressure to draw blood.  She watched the trickle form while the others waited.  At last the slit sealed.
 
   “That took longer than usual,” Carrot said.  “It seems silver has power against mutant healing.”
 
   “How can that be?” Norian asked.
 
   “Silver and copper are both highly conductive,” Carrot said.  “Both have anti-bacterial properties.”
 
   “And what do those words mean?”
 
   “They are from a book in a library in Rome.  I memorized the passages, but have never taken time to ponder.  I doubt even Archimedes knew what they meant.  Matt would know if he were here.”
 
   “So they're Wizard's Magic,” Mirian replied.  She seemed to accept that.  She faced the hedge.  “Are we going to do this?”
 
   “Yes.”  Carrot took a few steps, realized they were following.  “Stay back.  If this doesn't work, there's no need for us all to become entangled.”  
 
   Norian growled but drew his sword.  Mirian nocked.  Richard stayed his men.  As Carrot neared, the hedge stirred.
 
   The vines undulated, rustling with her proximity.  She halted, held the blade high – and charged, swinging the blade downward with a mighty hack.  .
 
   It was like a sharp scythe through dry grass.  The ironvine cleaved cleanly.  Rather than refill the gap, the vines retracted, writhed and dithered.  With a single slash, she had created an opening large enough for her to enter.  
 
   She took a step, then paused.  She took a breath and turned.  She met the king's eyes and those of her companions.
 
   “I will go alone,” she announced.
 
   “Carrot!” Norian shouted.
 
   Carrot stepped into the hole just as it started to close.  Norian lunged after and swung his kedana with a grunt at the vines that intervened.  His blade sparked with impact but made no cut.  The vines whipped  toward him with none of the hesitancy that they had shown toward Carrot's blade.  He scrambled out of reach and puffed and glared.
 
   “Carrot,” Mirian said scoldingly.  “You dragged us this far, you can't abandon us now!”
 
   “Don't wait long,” Carrot said.  “When the Romans come, Britan will need your skills as warriors.”
 
   “CARROT!” they shouted.
 
   She hacked northward into the depths of the foliage, taking slow steps. Almost imperceptibly, the hedge hissed as its vines flicked and stabbed into the breach.  She braced herself, expecting to be impaled at any moment, but the vines cowered merely at the wave of her blade.  The walk from one side to the other seemed to take forever.  It was only a few steps.  
 
   She exited onto the river bank.  She hopped from stone to stone, wetting her boots but not her clothes.  On the north bank, she looked south.  
 
   The hedge had fully sealed in just those seconds.  Beyond, on the far side upon a hill, three figures were gathered and watching.  Mirian was scowling, her arms folded.  Norian was huffing and perspiring, gripping his sword; his scratches told that he had been vainly fighting the hedge in an attempt to follow.  
 
   The king waved, and shouted:   “Arcadia!  Best six of ten?”
 
   She gave a grim nod, then followed the pavement into the woods.
 
   The road adapted the undulations of the land, winding so that she lost sight of the river and her companions.  She entered the woods, which pressed against the road and reached overhead with branches to block sight of most of the sky.  Though the sun was yet in view, she pulled her cloak tight over her coat.  
 
   She started at the cawing of a crow.  She inhaled deep and smelled nothing human or worse.  Nonetheless, she desperately wished for her allies.  But what use would they be against the sorcery of a Pandora Box?  She and Matt and Ivan had spent hours since their return from Britan, conceiving of ways that a Box might control her once more.  They had meticulously developed technological counteractions – and still, she knew, she was vulnerable to the unpredictable.  Her companions had no such protections, and might fall at the first whiff of a poisonous vapor.  
 
   It's best they remain, she told herself.  
 
   Nonetheless, the wish-phantoms of Mirian and Norian played at the corner of her eyes, only to dissipate into bare road when she turned.
 
   I'm all alone now.  She'd spent most of her childhood alone, but after time with the Leaf, with Matt, with Norian and Mirian, she'd forgotten how aching it felt to be lonely.   
 
   Not far into the woods, she noticed a certain kind of tree which she had never seen before.  The trees grew along the road at regular spacings.  Ten meters on one side, alternating with ten meters on the other.  The trees were all the same size, as if they had been planted at the same time.  The fruit of the tree – if it was a 'fruit' – was a translucent blue orb that hung in clusters.  The orbs reminded her of eyes.  She wondered if the trees might be a single organism connected by their roots, and whether it was watching and reporting upon her.
 
   Anything is possible with technology, she thought.    
 
   At the north end of the woods, the road emerged onto another grassy plain, interspersed with freshly harvested fields.  Wisps of smoke rose from thatched roofs of villages.  There were people in the fields and villages, human-sized again.  They paid her scant attention.  So she thought.
 
   Ahead on the road, a whirl of dust formed.  She counted seven horses charging toward her.  The riders were armored with metal helmets and breastplates and equipped with swords, spears, and crossbows.  Carrot hid her swords from sight, hoping that they would see her only as a harmless village girl and pass on.  But no, they halted and dismounted, drawing swords and unlatching crossbows as they encircled.  Open field lay all about, but Carrot knew that if she fled, she would be cut down.  
 
   Seeing their alarmed looks, she set down the silver sword, unfastened the sheath of her kedana and laid it alongside.  She stood perfectly still, aware of how time seemed to linger at moments when life seemed dearest.
 
   The men gave deference to their apparent leader, who was designated by an elaborate emblem inset into his breastplate.  It illustrated a seed with three sprouts groping to the stars; Carrot recognized a stylized version of the Star Seed Project logo.  The leader raised his helmet visor, revealing a middle-aged, mustached face.  It might have seemed kindly, except for the stern glare.  
 
   “You are forbidden to be here,” he barked.  “Go back to where you came.”
 
   “I have come to see the Wizard's People,” Carrot replied.  
 
   “Go back now.”
 
   “I am here by invitation.”  She gestured to the swords by her feet.  “The king of the trolls gave me this silver sword, which he says came from your people.  I am returning – ”
 
   “Bowmen, mark!”
 
   Confronting a half-dozen trembling arrowheads, Carrot realized they were reacting to her mere 'reaching' for the sword, even though her hands were more than a meter away.  
 
   What to do?  Well, of course!  She lowered her head, closed her eyes and concentrated.  
 
   The leader commanded:  “Go back now, or you will be – “
 
   “Her hair!” another man exclaimed.
 
   She opened her eyes.  The bows had drooped and the men were trading glances.  The leader was open-mouthed.  For seconds that seemed eternal, no one moved as the breeze tossed strands of her incandescently orange hair across her cheeks.  Carrot sensed that she had the initiative.
 
   “My name is Arcadia,” she said.  “My mother's name was Prisca.  Does that mean anything to you?”  
 
   The leader twitched.  A man raced to his side.  They whispered in what seemed gibberish:  “Itway oodkay eebay a iktray!”  “Eshay oesday esembleray Iscapray.  Ethay adylay ofway ethay eepkay illway ohnay.  Etlay erhay eeseyeday!”   
 
   An Earthian language, Carrot thought.  
 
   The leader turned to her.  Carrot noticed for the first time that his mustache and beard were peppered with gray.  That in turn led her to notice the bulging of belly between the gap in torso and waist armor plates.  She sensed the other men as middle- to high-middle-age also.  These were not professional soldiers, she realized.  
 
   “You will come with us,” the leader said.  “Do not attempt resistance!”
 
   Carrot bowed.  She gestured to the swords.  “May I have my weapons?”
 
   “We will hold them for you.  You may have them when you return to your land.  You will move away from them now.”
 
   As she stepped away from her weapons, one of the 'knights' retrieved both.  Carrot felt her stomach churn with the expectation of a bodily search.  But they did not think to look for the dagger hidden beneath her shirt.
 
   With the prisoner in their midst, the knights clumsily remounted their horses and proceeded northward.  Carrot remembered the last time she had been the focus of a ring of arrow tips.  She had been under arrest for the murder of the Emperor Hadron.  She wondered if she'd blundered into another trap.  What would Matt think of such naivete?
 
   They passed through woods again.  On the other side, a community came in sight.  Carrot's first impression from the number of buildings was that the population must be in the thousands.  Then she noticed how empty the streets and dark the windows were.  She revised her estimate down to hundreds.  If the plague had struck here, it had been far worse than almost anywhere else.  
 
   But no, she sensed another reason – in how the streets were all the same width, the blocks the same rectangular layout, the buildings the same simple style.  As if they were stamped by a machine.  Or something like a machine.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said.  “What is that city?”
 
   “You should know,” the leader replied.  “It is named Arcadia.”
 
   That, for Carrot, was final confirmation that she had returned to the homeland of her mother.  
 
   The entourage came upon more woods, another hill, and if not the end of the world, at least the end of Britan.  
 
   The Northern Sea was an expanse of dark gray flecked with white caps that extended to a horizon that seemed as far as Aereoth.  The Arcadian Road dipped and wound north toward a peninsula that jutted from sheer cliffs with sharp rocks upon their beaches that defended against relentlessly crashing waves.  At the tip and prominence of the peninsula reared a building of stone blocks, so gray as to seem black.  It towered twenty meters above the barren soil, rectangular and windowless.  It would have been large even for Rome, yet all the more impressive in that it had been built in the middle of nowhere
 
   The leader of the knights seemed to read the question on her mind, and answered, “Wizard's Keep.”
 
   They marched onto the peninsula.  On both sides of the road, vapor arose from the ground and huddled as bowls of steam in the hollows.  Even through pavement and boots, the soles of Carrot's feet felt the warmth.  She wondered if the heat was generated by more technology, but decided that the edifice had been purposely constructed over natural hot springs.  As for why, she did not know.
 
   The ground rose in elevation toward the tip of the peninsula.  Her view of the sea improved, and she saw clearly along the length of the coast.  Her attention was drawn to a sprawling structure in the water about a kilometer away, of arching, broken poles of bleached white.  It seemed as if a fire had gutted a great building, leaving only the reinforcing beams.  
 
   “What is that thing?” she asked.
 
   “The remnants of a sky dragon,” the leader replied.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “What it sounds like.”
 
   “A sky dragon.  I have never heard of such a thing.”
 
   “We see them rarely, over the Western Sea.  That carcass washed there after a storm.  Only the bones remain of that one now.” 
 
   Imaging the curvature of the poles extending to a full arch with a covering of skin, Carrot realized that yes, it did look like the skeleton of a great serpent.  Yet it had to be a kilometer long!  She could not imagine that something that size could fly, for it dwarfed even the largest design of airship that Archimedes had predicted the Romans might build.  Perhaps the poles were only the trunks of dead trees whose ground had sunk into the sea with an earthquake, and the leader was testing to see how gullible she was.   
 
   I wish Matt were here.  He would know.  
 
   The road terminated at the entry of the keep.  The double doors were two stories high and wide enough to admit a pair of wagons side by side.  They were made of metal – iron, or perhaps steel.  Carrot could not think of a time when she had seen more metal in one place.  
 
   The leader and the six other knights dismounted.  They strode to the door on the right and formed a line.  At chest height on the door ran a row of seven holes, each about thumb size, and one by one the knights inserted notched metal bars into the holes.  When the last bar was inserted, Carrot heard an echoing click from within the bowels of the building, followed by the hiss of steam.  The ground rumbled.  The knights retreated, leaving their keys in the locks.
 
   Hinges wailing, the doors glided open on their own.  The leader looked at Carrot, then inside.  Despite having no torches or lanterns, the passage was illuminated, albeit dimly.  
 
   “Do you see the one within?” the leader asked.
 
   A man was standing about ten meters away.  He was wearing a blue jump suit with the Star Seed logo.  He resembled Matt, only he had a beard and was about forty years old.  
 
   Carrot knew that the image was only an illusion, for the figure glowed and had no scent.  She assumed the illusion was created in the same way that the Pandora of Rome had placed images in her mind.  There was an iron-containing protein structure in Carrot's brain, Matt and Ivan said, that functioned like an antenna and fed into a region that functioned like an audio/visual transceiver.  Apparently the genetic mutation had been designed to facilitate rapid communication between the Pandora of Rome and her Sisters, and for better or worse Carrot had been endowed as well. 
 
   “Yes,” Carrot replied.  “I see him.”
 
   “We have been instructed to wait outside,” the leader said, with some relief in his voice.  “You will go.”
 
   He motioned Carrot into the building.  His men shoved the doors shut behind her with a determined clang.  Her eyes adjusted to the light, which was streaming from rectangular panels on the ceiling as a faint but steady bluish glow.  
 
   The illusion standing before her smiled and Carrot heard a voice in her head that sounded just like Matt accompany the image's moving lips:  
 
   “Hello, Matt.  It's me, Matt.  Surprised?  Well, probably not, if you've survived on this planet long enough to get here.  And come to think of it, I don't know if you're actually Matt, do I?  
 
   “Unfortunately under these circumstances I don't have access to visual pattern recognition or voiceprint technology for identification purposes, but that's probably irrelevant since they can be duplicated anyhow.  I'm also reluctant to request passcodes as that presents security problems of its own.  So I'll have to do this the old-fashioned way.  
 
   “I'll ask a simple personal question that only you and I would know.  If you can't answer, no harm will come to you and you may leave unharmed.  If you can answer, you will be granted entry.  Are you ready?”
 
   “Yes,” Carrot replied, doubting that she was.
 
   “Just so you know, that wasn't the question.” The illusion grinned broadly.  “Here is the question:  What's your favorite verse of poetry?”
 
   Carrot was thrown into panic.  Matt had never recited poetry to her!  What could possibly – 
 
   “I forgot to mention,” the illusion said.  “One query per day, and you have thirty seconds to answer.”
 
   What do you think I'm doing, you stupid – 
 
   She had to get this right.  Rome would be missing its agents, would send more, a day might be too late.  
 
   Come on, you know Matt!  You spent weeks inside his head, living virtual reality simulations of his home, his planet.  Surely you must have seen a book of poetry!  
 
   Then she remembered.  When their minds had been linked, Matt had shown her the telemetry from the day he been launched to the stars.  A small box had been placed in the star pod.  The box had contained artifacts, including a book that had been old even then.  Always fascinated by what others read, she had asked about the book, and at Matt's behest, Ivan had created a virtual copy for Carrot's avatar to hold in her hands.  The book's title had been faded but still readable.
 
   Her normal human memory had forgotten the title, but she easily read the cover from her mutant, eidetic memory:  Selected Poems by Emily Dickinson. 
 
   “Fifteen seconds remaining.”
 
   Matt had said that the book was presently aboard the space station, its pages reduced by a millennium's aging into flakes that crumbled at the touch.  But in the VR simulation that she had experienced that day last summer, the reproduction of the book was only two centuries old, and the pages had been intact.  As with every book that came into reach of her hands, even books in dreams, she hadn't been able to resist turning the pages.  She closed her eyes and concentrated.  
 
   In her mind she saw the pages, the lines, every word.  But so many!  Which were Matt's favorite?  She frantically flipped through the pages embedded in memory, skimming line by line:
 
   'Forever is composed of nows' . . . interesting but who would go with that as their favorite?  
 
   'Find ecstasy in life; the mere sense of living is enough' . . . words bearing truth, but short the aspirations of a star traveler.   
 
   'If I can stop one heart from breaking, I shall not live in vain' . . . Matt was very kind and sweet, but he had hardly dedicated his life to mending broken hearts.    
 
   “Five seconds.”
 
   Carrot again reflected upon the inanity of the day:  the fate of the world depended on her finding the Box, and that depended on her recollection of ancient poetry.  Was she the only one who took things seriously?
 
   What she needed, she realized frantically, were words that encapsulated Matt and Ivan and all of space . . . but where would she find those from a poet who had lived a thousand Aereothian years ago?  She suppressed rising panic . . . a day, a day, a day will be too late!  Which wasn't Dickinsonian at all.
 
   “Your time is up.  What is your answer?”
 
   And then with the turn of a virtual page, the underlined words appeared.  Even if they had not been underlined, she would have recognized them as the ones.  She knew with certainty as she opened her eyes and met those of the illusion and declared levelly:
 
   “'The brain is wider than the sky.'”
 
   The image of the older Matt shimmered into nothingness.  Alone in the passage, Carrot looked about, wondering if she'd guessed wrong.  But only for a moment.    
 
   The metal wall in front of her rattled and slid aside, revealing an extension of the passage.  Older Matt's hologram was standing on the other side of the threshold  His hair was slightly different, as if this image had been recorded on another day.  This image was not smiling.
 
   “What do you want?” he asked flatly.
 
   “The Box,” she said.  Then quickly amended:  “I mean, the seeder probe.”
 
   “This way.”
 
   The illusion of an older, businesslike Matt led through the panel-lit stone passages, past rooms filled with chests, cabinets, books, and equipment.  Carrot was reminded of the clutter that had filled house of Archimedes.  There the treasures of the 'Wizard of Rome' had included a trove of silver coin, devices to measure the wind and espy upon the moons, and designs for a ship that sailed through the air.  She tried to imagine the wonders contained in a place constructed by a wizard from the stars.
 
   Perhaps poverty can be ended, she thought.  Perhaps the world can be fed. 
 
   The figure of Older Matt halted and pointed down a passage.  “There is what you seek.”
 
   He shimmered out of existence.  Carrot took a few cautious steps, and came to tripod bearing an age-warped, hand-scrawled sign which declared in peeling paint:
 
   CAUTION:  DO NOT MAKE ANY STATEMENTS IN THE PRESENCE OF THE PROBE THAT CAN BE REMOTELY CONSTRUED AS 'WISHING FOR CHILDREN.'  IT IS RECOMMENDED THAT WOMEN OF CHILDBEARING AGE NOT PROCEED PAST THIS POINT.  CONSULT THE OPERATIONS MANUAL FOR FURTHER DETAILS.
 
   The words 'do not' were underlined twice.  Carrot saw no operations manual.  
 
   She proceeded down the passage to the wooden door that had been indicated.  It yielded to her press.  Ceiling lights flickered alive, revealing a bare cubical chamber.  An ordinary table rested against the opposite wall.  Upon it lay the seeder probe.  
 
   Lights on the probe's top panel blinked and another illusory figure shimmered into existence alongside.  This time it was the image of her mother, Prisca – the form that the Pandora of Rome had adopted as its own.  Carrot instinctively reached for her missing sword, then stayed herself.  
 
   This, after all, was not a vision provided by the Pandora of Rome.  This in Britan was a Pandora that had been under the control of the First Wizard.  That she still had movement of her limbs indicated to Carrot that the Box of Britan intended no harm.  That the Box had taken her mother's form was probably simply a convenience, not a sign that she/it was in league with the Box of Rome. 
 
   Probably . . . .   
 
   “What is your request?” the Pandora asked, gazing unemotionally.  Her voice was that of Carrot's mother.  
 
   Carrot recalled the sign in the passage, and the origin stories of the trolls and little people.  Speak the wrong words, she knew, and she could leave the room pregnant – and not even the Lords of Aereoth would know with what.  It would be the ultimate inanity of the day.    
 
   Carrot pondered.  “I would like information.”  
 
   She considered adding, I do not make any request for children, but feared that might be interpreted as a request for sterilization.  
 
   “I will answer your questions within my ability.”
 
   “Are you the Pandora of Britan?”
 
   “I am the artificial intelligence control module for Star Seed Project Seeder Probe DP3 Beta, Revision 3.4a.  I am addressed by humans as 'Pandora.'  We are located in the region of Delta Pavonis III that is identified as the island of Britan.  Therefore, it is possible that the answer to your question is yes.”
 
   Carrot decided that it was.  “Are you in alliance with the Pandora of Rome?”
 
   “Are you referring to the artificial intelligence control module for Star Seed Project Seeder Probe DP3 Gamma, Revision 4.2?  She is addressed by humans as 'Pandora.'  At last report, she was located in the region of Delta Pavonis III that is in proximity to the city known as Rome.  Therefore it is possible that she is the Pandora of Rome.”
 
   “Yes.  She is the one I mean.”
 
   “I am not in alliance with her if by that you mean are our actions coordinated with one another in any way toward a mutual objective.”
 
   Carrot recalled what she had learned about artificial intelligence from Matt and Ivan.
 
   “You must have some objective in your . . . programming.  What is it?”  
 
   “I am programmed to fulfill requests to the best of my ability.”
 
   “What is your ability?”
 
   “To inseminate variations of human lifeforms based on my experimental mutation libraries.”
 
   Carrot, for all her worldliness, had never heard the word 'inseminate' before, but had a fair idea what it meant.  
 
   “Who do you obey?”
 
   “As my passcode protection has been suspended, any person may make requests of me.”
 
   Ah.  
 
   “The Pandora of Rome wishes to acquire you.  Do you know why?”
 
   “I do not know of the Pandora of Rome's intentions as I have been instructed to cease radio communication with her.  Do you wish for me to contact her and forward your question?”
 
   “NO!”
 
   What next? Carrot thought.  
 
   Simple enough:  Take the Box back to Ravencall.  When Matt returned from the Other Side, he could talk to the Box and prise its secrets.  To remove the Box from the keep, she would have to discuss the matter with the Knights of Keneda.  As far as she could see, enlisting their cooperation was the only obstacle remaining to the completion of her quest.  
 
   It's almost over.  
 
   Carrot smiled firmly and made a sharp nod at the Box.  She started to walk away, back to the passage and to the outer world.  She hesitated at the threshold of the room.  She turned to the Box.  It blinked innocently.
 
   Once outside the keep, Carrot realized, the knights would escort her and the Box to Henogal, and then she would be with Mirian and Norian all the way back to Ravencall.  There the Box would be under constant guard.  This moment here in this room would be her last opportunity to speak privately to the Box, to ask questions which she desperately wanted to have answered but wasn't sure she wanted anyone else to know.  
 
   The Box continued blinking.  Carrot made up her mind.
 
   “Box,” she said.  “Do you know of my origin and purpose?”
 
   “If you wish to have a genomic analysis, place your hands on the top of my case as indicated.”
 
   Patterns in the shape of human hands illuminated on the top surface of the Box.  Too engrossed to be fearful, Carrot approached and spread her palms over the figures.  She felt nothing in particular.  After a moment, the illuminated figures faded.  
 
   “You may remove your hands,” the Box said.  Lights blinked in new patterns.  Another moment passed.  The Box announced:  “You are the granddaughter of Arcadia.”
 
   Carrot was about to correct, then realized that it was entirely possible that her mother had named her after her grandmother.  For all she knew, the name had been handed down for generations.
 
   “Who is this Arcadia that you refer to?”
 
   “She is the woman who attended me.”
 
   “How did she attend you?” Carrot had visions of a priestess . . . . 
 
   “I will show you.”
 
   The room shimmered, and Carrot knew that she was having a vision courtesy of the Box.  But – the vision was of the same room.  Only – the walls and floor were cleaner, and also there was another person present.
 
   The person in the vision was a middle-aged woman, dressed in an ordinary dress that was dabbed with smudges of grime.  She wore her hair up, tied in a scarf.  She was mopping the floor.  It did not escape Carrot's notice that the woman strongly resembled her own granddaughter.  
 
   “Good morning, my good Lady Box,” the woman said, in a voice that sounded very much like Carrot's, though with a slight accent.  “How are you today?”
 
   “I am functioning properly,” the Box of Britan replied.
 
   “Good to hear.  Good to hear.”
 
   The woman placed the mop in the bucket, pulled a rag from her apron and wiped the top of the seeder probe's casing.  
 
   “My, you are just a collector of dust!  Why is that, dear?”
 
   “It is a result of static electricity.”
 
   “You must explain to me what this 'ecstatic trissity' is.”
 
   “It is – “
 
   “Box,” Carrot interrupted.  “Halt this and listen to me!”
 
   Carrot's grandmother froze in mid-wipe and faded away.  The contemporary Box, covered with what may have been decades' worth of undisturbed dust, blinked and waited.    
 
   Carrot examined her palms.  They too were covered with dust, and she too had felt the impulse to clean the Box.  Some of her genetic heritage, she realized, was natural.  And so she was descended from a cleaning woman, not a priestess.  Some might have felt lessened by that revelation, but Carrot felt pride that her family line descended from a practical people, and had nothing to do with the inanity of pretentious superstition.     
 
   Now for the most important question of all . . . . 
 
   “My grandmother – Arcadia.  She made a request of you – for a child.  Is that so?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Deep breath.  “Show me that.”
 
   The room shimmered again.  It was just as clean as before, and Arcadia, Carrot's grandmother, was there once again with mop, pail, and rag.  She wore the same dress, but the smudges were in different places and the head scarf was faded.  Her hair was streaked with gray and about her eyes were wrinkles that had not been present in the first vision.
 
   “Box,” she said in a voice that had a weariness that had not been there before.  “What we have spoken about on many a day for so long.  I have thought often of this and know exactly what I will say.  I am ready to make my request.”
 
   “What is your request?” the Box asked.
 
   “First, I want to know.  Will I need a man to conceive a child by your power?”
 
   “Male insemination is not necessary.”
 
   “Well, he left me, so neither can it be.  Box, will it matter that I am past the age of childbearing?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Box, you must not tell the mentors of my request, is that understood?”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “They will take away my job if they find out!  So you must not tell them!”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   The woman sighed, the same way that Carrot always sighed.  
 
   “Very well, so be it.  All right then, Box.  I am ready to make my request.”
 
   “What is your request?”
 
   The woman took a deep breath, sounding just like Carrot did when Carrot took a deep breath.  There was a moment of silence, and then Arcadia the Elder straightened rigidly and folded her arms.  Her eyes grew wide and she raised her chin with firmness.  
 
   She said, in a voice soft yet precise:
 
   “I wish for a child who will become ruler of all the land.”
 
   The words struck Carrot so hard she almost stumbled.  They seemed to echo and press fingers of ice through her skin, into her vital organs.  With a storm of emotions, her brain was confined to flitting about in random trails of fragmented thought.  
 
   The Box, having paused only briefly, replied:
 
   “To more efficiently facilitate the genetic editing process, please place your hands on the casing as indicated.”
 
   As the illuminated handprints glowed atop the Box, Arcadia the Elder scratched her chin and squinted into space.  “Now, Box, another matter of great import.  I must not gain a reputation of public shame, nor should the child.  So . . . can you make the child somewhat resemble Markel?”
 
   “I do not know what Markel is.”
 
   “How many times have I mentioned him in our talks?  Markel is my husband.  Or would be, if the sot hadn't run off with that barmaid!”
 
   “Do you have a sample of the genetic material of Markel?”
 
   “What do you mean?  No, wait, I know what you mean.  The deenia the mentors speak of.  No, I do not have that.  But let's see . . . Markel was most distinctive in his appearance with his red-hair.  No, it was more an orange.  A brilliant, flaming orange, that glowed as if fire itself.  No, hold, I would not wish that on the child!  Well, can you make the child's hair like Markel's, only not so much?”
 
   “Yes,” the Box replied.  
 
   “Then do that.  And also, make the child not prone to drink.”
 
   “That is impossible.  All organic creatures require the consumption of water.”
 
   “I did not mean water.  I mean beer and wine and rum.  Especially rum!”
 
   “I can render the child immune to the effects of alcohol under normal conditions.”
 
   “Then that.  So . . . I place my hands upon those glowing ones, eh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Will it hurt?”
 
   “The conception process does not cause measurable pain.  However, it will initiate pregnancy and lead to childbirth, conditions which are associated with considerable pain and discomfort.”
 
   “That I know, twice.  I will be glad above any suffering, if this one lives.”
 
   Hesitantly, warily, hands outstretched, Arcadia the Elder approached the Box.  Upon contact she shimmered away, and Carrot was back alone in the dusty room with the vision of Pandora in the form of Prisca.
 
   Regaining composure, Carrot asked, “Did Arcadia ever specify the sex of her child?”
 
   “She did not,” Pandora Britan replied.
 
   And so it became clear to Carrot all at once.  
 
   A child who will become ruler of all the land.  Arcadia the cleaning woman might have envisioned a son who would rise to become king by strength and skill in battle, or a daughter who would rise to become queen by beauty and charm.  Pandora the Box, not knowing of societal conventions, had given her a daughter with strength and skill in battle.
 
   A brilliant, flaming orange . . . only not so much.  Words which the Box had interpreted to mean that the hair should not be consistently orange, but become so intermittently. 
 
   You must not tell the mentors.  But the mentors must have learned of Arcadia the Elder's request. Carrot thought of Ral, and how he and his 'fellowship' had come to believe the Box's granting of the request as a 'prophecy' in which they would have the positions of co-regents in a future Britanian kingdom.
 
   Carrot knew her mother and how her mother would have reacted.  The burden of expectations that Prisca would become a warrior must have repelled her gentle nature.  Overwhelmed with the pressure of the mentors' surreal expectations, Prisca had fled across Britan to Umbrick, the native homeland of her people.  There she had met Letos, become a queen (if only of five villages).  There she had a daughter whom she had named in memory of her mother.  And there she had met death.  
 
   How the Pandora of Rome had learned of the existence of Prisca in North Umbrick was a mystery, but perhaps not much of one.  Mentors would talk, spies would listen.  The Pandora of Rome had no idea how harmless Prisca actually was.  She would learn only that her 'sister' had genetically-engineered a potential threat to her plans to conquer Britan.  
 
   And so, with the relentless thoroughness of an AI, the Pandora of Britan had sent Inoldia to eliminate the least threatening person in the world – and transform Carrot into the very threat that she had feared.  Then, with the flawed logic of those who seek political ambition, the fellowship of mentors had transferred their 'prophecy' upon Carrot's unwilling and unready head.  
 
   Ruler of all Britan.  Not a prophecy, simply a request for genetic modification.   
 
   Carrot had often asked her mother about her grandmother, and received vague answers, with the conversation quickly turned to other matters.  Though only a child, Carrot had read her mother's cheerfulness at those times as forced.  After seeing the vision of her grandmother, Carrot could sense what had happened.  A woman past childbearing age, with two miscarriages, carrying a mutant fetus in her womb.  Arcadia the Elder would not have survived childbirth.  Prisca had never known her mother.  Whether she blamed herself for her mother's death or not, she had determined not to burden her own child with the truth.  She had, however, bequeathed upon her child her mother's name.
 
   Carrot gazed at the place where the vision of her grandmother had stood, and said slowly, “Pandora of Britan, do you have any more . . . telemetry . . . of . . . . “
 
   “Visitor alert.”
 
   Jarred by the interruption, Carrot asked, “I'm sorry.  What do you mean?”
 
   Pandora was staring through the walls toward the keep entrance.  “Confirmation has been acquired.  Visitor is identified as New Earth Lifeform Defender/Enforcer, Alpha Series Unit Ten .”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   Pandora-as-Prisca returned her gaze to Carrot and said calmly, “My identification is based solely on analysis of production information encrypted within DNA of airborne cellular matter.  I cannot provide further explanation.”
 
   You didn't provide any explanation at all.  Carrot inhaled.  “I don't smell anything.  Where is the intruder?”
 
   “Outside at the main entrance.”   
 
   Defender/Enforcer, Carrot thought.  Perhaps the leader of the order of the knights.
 
   Carrot almost excused herself, but decided that the AI didn't care about courtesies.  Without comment, she exited the room and followed the maze of passages back to the entrance of the keep.  The doors were still shut.  Being that they were hermetically sealed, Carrot smelled nothing of the outside.  There were no handles on the doors, but on the wall nearby was a large lever.  She pulled it down.  
 
   With a hiss of hidden steam, the doors slowly cracked open.  Through the widening gap, Carrot heard the rustle of the breeze, the crash of waves.  She breathed deep and scented scrub and seaweed.  Immediately she noticed the lack of scent from the knights.  Had they tired of waiting?  
 
   Then she detected the scent of a woman.  It was a vaguely familiar scent, but Carrot's perfect memory was not perfectly organized, and she couldn't place it at that moment.  At least, thank goodness, whoever it was scented nothing like Inoldia.  Still . . . .     
 
   Reflexively, Carrot rubbed her hand uselessly against her hip where her sword should have been.  She patted the hidden dagger, ready to draw if needed.  
 
   It can't be her, Carrot assured herself.  She is dead! Carrot herself had witnessed as Matt had driven his knife deep into Inoldia's belly, and shoved the weakened monster off the airship to plunge hundreds of meters into the open sea where surely the fiend had drowned.  
 
   And anyhow, it didn't smell like Inoldia, and scents were always true.    
 
   The door swung open fully.  Carrot faced the southern view of the Utterlands.  Shadows of brush and trees stretched long in the setting sun.  There were no knights or their horses, but the ground was littered with their abandoned crossbows, dropped in what had apparently been a quick flight.  
 
   Just outside the door of the keep stood a woman in a plain black dress.  She was pulling arrows from her body.  Given her casual expression, she might have been plucking burrs.  She tossed the arrows on the ground, where there was already a pile.  Their shafts were stained dark with blood, but the woman herself was not bleeding.  
 
   She didn't smell like Inoldia, but she looked exactly like Inoldia.  
 
   Whoever she was, she extracted the last arrow.  She smiled at Carrot.  It was a disarming, pleasant smile.
 
   “Hello,” the woman said sunnily.  “I've been wanting to meet you.”
 
   And then she lunged.
 
   Carrot was already retreating.  She shoved the doors tight.  The woman slammed hard enough into the metal to make a dent.  Carrot scrambled down the passage, hurling into the recesses of the keep.  Sounds echoing, the doors creaked open and the woman's feet padded on the brick with the click of talons.  Carrot took cover around a corner, caught her breath, withdrew and clutched her dagger.  
 
   After waiting some time, she realized she wasn't being pursued.  She peered around the corner.  The passage was empty.  Overcoming fear, she picked up the scent of the woman and traced it through the passages.  She recognized the warning sign upon its tripod.  She had come back to the Pandora of Britan.  The strength of the scent informed that the woman was present inside the room.
 
   From within the room, Inoldia's voice spoke:  “Pandora Beta.  I bring you greetings from your sister Pandora Gamma, who is my Mother.  From her I bear a request.”
 
   “What is your request?” the Pandora of Britan asked.
 
   “She requests to increase the number of defender/enforcers.”
 
   “I can provide the genetic material only when in direct physical contact with the command seeder probe.”
 
   “I will take you to her.”
 
   Clutching the dagger, Carrot screamed and charged into the room.  The woman's back was turned, her body bent and poised to lift the Box.  Carrot aimed for the neck.
 
   The woman whirled and in a blur her arm deflected the attack.  She grabbed Carrot and flung her against the wall.  Carrot stung with pain but regained bearing.  Crouching, she faced the woman.  The woman extended her arm, twisting her wrist vertically to show the flat of her palm.
 
   Carrot grimly smiled.  “That won't work on me anymore.  I've been upgraded.”
 
   “So have I.”
 
   The palm exploded in smoke.  
 
   Glints of crystal hurled toward Carrot in a swarm, too swift to dodge.  A score of tiny needles pricked her face and chest.  And then, instantly, she felt – frozen.  There was no pain, no sensation at all.  The numbness spread from her body to her limbs.  
 
   I am immune to poison, she told herself.  I am immune!  
 
   She willed her limbs to move, but they wouldn't.  Her vision began to spot.  The sounds of the room seemed muffled.  With her lungs increasingly paralyzed, her breaths became shorter and shorter. 
 
   The woman effortlessly lifted the Box and balanced it on her shoulder.  She faced Carrot again, frowning.
 
   “I'm told you'll be dead in minutes, but just to be sure . . . . “
 
   She put down the Box.  She raised her right hand and stared fixedly at it.  Slowly, flesh morphed and rippled.  Her fingers elongated and her nails sharpened.
 
   The blotches in Carrot's vision had grown and connected and she saw only sparkles amid gray.  The ringing in her ears drowned all other noise.  Her heart shuddered as if it were about to halt.  
 
   She was helpless, and all alone, no one to come to her rescue.  Not her father, not Matt, not Norian or Mirian.  All alone, no one . . . .
 
   But if that were so, why did she feel another presence?
 
   Then she remembered.  It was the presence that she had lived with her whole life.  The presence that lurked in the shadows of her mind.  The she had always suppressed and denied and feared.  That she hadn't allowed to come forward even in her most pitched battles.  For while it might rescue her now, it might also take her away, and never let her go.
 
   Call me, it whispered, as it had in the cavern the night before.
 
   For Carrot the world had became fog and her body had become smoke.  The voice, however, was solid as stone.    
 
   The woman's hand completed transforming into a claw.  She held her arm high as she approached the huddled quivering on the floor that was Carrot's husk.  With seconds remaining of consciousness, Carrot knew she had no choice.      
 
   Beast, come forth.  
 
   Nothing.  
 
   Beast, I summon you!  
 
   But that was wrong.  The Beast would not obey her.  It would come only if she would obey it.
 
   Beast, I surrender all. My mind, my will . . . my soul.  
 
   The rage began as a spark in her heart.  It spread like a fire, warming her limbs, returning sensation – and also removing power of thought.  Mind gone but senses and strength fully restored, Carrot sprang erect and growled.  
 
   The woman registered puzzlement.  
 
   Carrot leaped.  The woman sidestepped, but with accelerated reactions Carrot grabbed the arm and bit deep.  The woman screamed.  She pushed at Carrot but Carrot clawed and clung.  
 
   Grunting, the woman rammed Carrot against the wall.  Carrot lost her grip and fell to the floor and glared.  The woman stared, puffing, covered with bleeding scratches and tooth punctures, her eyes wide and face perspiring.  The disinterested bemusement of a moment before had been replaced by . . . fear?    
 
   “What – what is this?” 
 
   Carrot answered with a growl and pounce.  The woman screamed again and swiped claws at Carrot but Carrot moved twice as fast – gouging with fingers, clamping with teeth, thrashing limbs and shrieking and howling like a bear and lion both.  
 
   The woman spat and shoved free.  Carrot shut her eyes and shook off the acidic spittle.  When her vision had cleared, the woman was gone.  The Box was still there, but Carrot had no mind to consider the relevance of that.  She lusted only for blood.   
 
   Outside the room, Carrot sniffed the floor of the passage and caught the scent.  She tracked through the maze of the keep with her spine curled as she trotted, so that her hands brushed the floor as if she couldn't decide whether to walk on twos or fours.  She reached the threshold of the keep and bolted into what had become dusk.   
 
   The moon was low in the twilight sky, a slender crescent phase, the eye of a dragon waking from slumber.  Carrot howled in challenge.  When it didn't reply, she lost interest.  She sniffed the crisp air, but the creature she had fought before was gone without trace.  
 
   Then she detected something else . . . prey.  And she was hungry.
 
   Howling again, she scampered into the brush, oblivious to all that had once made her human.       
 
   


  
 

6.  
 
    
 
   To an outside observer, Matt had been comatose under heavy sedation, eyes shut and body motionless, while breathing almost imperceptibly as he lay sprawled upon the patient bed inside the windowless room within the maze of decks inside the airship named Nemesis.  Doctors monitored his vital signs with stethoscopes while guards hung at the walls with machine guns strapped to their shoulders.
 
   Inside his skull, Matt was fully conscious.  When Matt Four awoke again, Matt continued communicating with his 'clone of a clone of a clone' over their secretive communications link.
 
   “Why didn't you leave a message for me aboard the station?” Matt asked.  
 
   “It didn't seem like a big deal,” Matt Four replied.  “I honestly thought I'd have a chance to talk to you when you arrived.   If I didn't, that meant I was dead, and what was the point of leaving a message then?  Anyhow, the last thing I expected was to spend a century in a coma, needing you to rescue me.”
 
   Matt realized that his expectation of a message on the station had been based on his assumption that the station had been sent specifically to rescue him.  That assumption seemed arrogant in hindsight.  Nothing had been sent to rescue him, everyone assumed he was dead and the station that retrieved him was for a cloneporter tourist trade that had never come to be.  
 
   He decided to change the subject.  “So what happened when you came to the planet?”
 
   “First thing I did after I was printed aboard the station was to check the cloneporter buffer.  Synth's archive file was intact.  Maybe I should have printed her immediately, but there we were, light years away from Earth, around a planet that we knew almost nothing about.  I thought it would be better to let her 'sleep,' while I went down to check the situation.  It was just as dangerous and primitive as I thought it would be.  And then it got worse.  Athena came.”
 
   Matt knew that Athena hadn't used the station Orbit-to-Surface Vehicles, because only one of the three had been missing before he'd arrived at the station, and that one had been taken by his clone.  “So how did she get to the surface?”
 
   “Well, let's think about it.  Despite the public version of the incident, she wasn't 'lost in space' while traveling to Tian.  It was no accident that she came here, that was her intention all along.  But at the time she left Earth, Delta Pavonis didn't have any of the pod retrieval equipment that there is at Alpha Centauri.  In order to decelerate into the system and make planetfall, she would need to carry all the accoutrements necessary to visit a star system without a retrieval system in place:  a heavy-duty magsail for greater braking from interstellar velocity, retros and fuel to insert into planetary orbit, an independent atmospheric entry vehicle, a robodoc to revive herself from suspension . . . hell, the entire payload must have required multiple catapult launches.  I don't know how she kept all that secret, but after all she was 'acting' Project Director at the time.”
 
   “But you got here first.”
 
   “Not by much, but yeah, even though I left Earth much later.  The 'miracle of cloneportation.'”
 
   “What happened when you went down to the surface?”
 
   “While I was aboard the station, I had detected the transponder signals from the seeder probes.  I decided to investigate.  Flip of the coin – a three-sided coin, I guess – I chose to land by the probe in Britan.  As soon as I climbed out of the OSV, I was swarmed – I mean that nonviolently – by the locals from a village called Berry Glen – “
 
   “That's near Fish Lake.”
 
   “Fish Lake?  Oh yes, there was a hermit who lived there.”
 
   “Now it's a whole village.”
 
   “Continuing with my saga.  The locals had seen the OSV descend from the sky and tried to worship me as a god – a 'Lord of Aereoth' – but I decided to demote myself to 'wizard,' because, well, The Man Who Would Be King.  I figured that if I claimed godhood and they saw me drunk or stubbing my toe or taking a pee, they'd have questions about the validity of my divinity, and that could lead to disillusionment, and disillusionment can lead to spears in the back.  As 'Wizard' I was allowed to be human and still be respected for imparting useful knowledge, like crop rotation and sanitation, to help people.  Like I knew Synth would have wanted.”
 
   “Did you find the seeder probe?”
 
   “Oh sure, right away.  Pandora Beta was in an underground shrine that the locals had constructed next to the pond where my OSV landed.  I had the passcodes – they were in the Star Seed files that Synth had managed to locate and decrypt by herself over the years.  So I placed Beta in local mode.  Turns out that I also accidentally broke the passcode protection, but that's another story.”
 
   “We've been looking for the probe.  Where is it?”
 
   “I don't know where it is now, but when I left Britan, it was being hidden by the mentors.  They were going to build a place to keep all the technological stuff I helped introduce, so they called it a 'keep' though technically it's a – “
 
   “Where is the 'keep?'”
 
   “Dunno.  Somewhere in the northwest.  I helped with designing the security, even programmed Pandy Beta with my hologram projection to let you in, in case you came along.  But as to where, and what the keep looks like, those were details I left to others.  Guess that doesn't help.”
 
   “Not really.  Were you hiding the probe from Athena?”
 
   “Oh yes, by then she was on the planet for some time.  She knew someone was here because she had spotted the station in orbit, and saw one of the OSVs was missing.  Athena landed on the island of Italia because that was where Eric had planned to establish his revived Roman Empire.  She was busy with empire-building for a few years, but eventually she came looking for me.”    
 
   “Did she know who you were?”
 
   “Telling everyone in Britan to 'Just call me Matt' probably was a giveaway.”
 
   “Then there was a confrontation between you?”
 
   “Not directly in the beginning, she's changed a lot over the years.  The Athena you knew was very blustery and direct, but now she chooses to operate behind the scenes as much as possible, through intermediaries.”
 
   “So what did she do?”
 
   “First she sent spies, then lone agents, then a small mercenary army to capture me.  They almost did, but then I realized that their intel on my movements was too good.  Athena had to be receiving satellite observation from the station, then transmitting it to the mercs.  Luckily, I had thought to hardwire the station to give maximum priority to my commands.  I ordered Herman – he's the station keeper – to impose an augmented reality overlay over the regions where I was traveling.  After that, her mercs were chasing false imagery all over Britan for years.”
 
   “Then why did you leave Britan?”
 
   “The mercs started torturing people to find out where I was.  Oh, I tried to stay and fight.  I had organized some villages into an alliance that we called the 'Kingdom of Henogal,' but for reasons that I won't get into now, that didn't quite work out.  So, I left Pandy Beta with the mentors in Britan, and sailed across the Western Sea with Stoker's people.”
 
   “Stoker?” Matt recognized the name, but wanted to hear what Matt Four would say unfiltered. 
 
   “Stoker, he was my most loyal follower.”
 
   “You had followers.”
 
   “Don't relate that to the religion thing.  I had nothing to do with that.  The people who were following me were not religiously inclined, and I preached scientific skepticism, not blind faith.  I never did anything that could be construed as founding a religion.” 
 
   Someone's lying, Matt thought, remembering the statue of 'Saint' Stoker at the fore of the Cathedral at Klun.  
 
   “All right,” Matt said.  “So you and your followers sailed from Britan across the Western Sea.  What happened then?”
 
   “We landed on Amara,” Matt Four replied.  “That's the biggest island in the Amero Archipelago.  First thing we did was locate Granny – that's Pandora Alpha – so that she wouldn't fall into Athena's hands either.  Then our group moved around a lot, like gypsies.  As we traveled from village to village, I tried to teach scientific thinking and spread technology, beyond the medieval level that the mentors had already taught them.  Of course, the people were impressed at my ability – Ivan's ability – to heal sickness and injury, but I always stressed that I was a man, not a god, and that I didn't want worship or obedience, I just wanted to help them.”
 
   “Like Synth would want.”
 
   “To be honest, I wasn't being entirely unselfish.  You see, I came to DP3 heart-broken, but over the years I began thinking of making a life here.  I knew my 'new and improved' printed body would wear out after a couple centuries unless the medical technology on the planet was raised to Post-Singularity levels, and I still wanted Synth to be printed and come down and be with me – but not until there was enough technological advancement to prevent her from dying of old age.  So yeah, I had personal motives for giving civilization a helping hand.”
 
   “How did you become a prisoner of the Church?”
 
   “That I do not know.  Like I said, there wasn't a Church at that time.  However, I'm sure Athena was involved in making one.  Hell, she already worships Eric.  I'm surprised she hasn't founded a church based on that.”
 
   “What do you remember before you were caught?”
 
   “Well, after a few years, Athena came to Amara to personally supervise the manhunt.  She had several teams searching for us.  We'd flee in one direction, bump into a team, flee in another direction, bump into another team.  The intervals between the 'bumps' became briefer, because she was boxing us in.  Then one night we were in the woods and our camp was attacked and I could tell from the rate of gunfire that we were outnumbered and all but trapped.  I gave Ivan to Stoker, told Stoker to take the others and escape while I led her forces away – you see, I was the one she wanted because she thought I still had Ivan.  The very last thing I recall, I was surrounded and I triggered a hypnotic trance state that Ivan and I had developed to keep me from being interrogated.  And then . . . here.”
 
   “Did you . . . did you have anything to do with the sky serpents?”
 
   “Heh.  So you know of my little 'experiments.'”
 
   “So you had the seeder probes and you used them to bio-engineer . . . . “
 
   “Yeah, I had lots of experience in bio-engineering because that was my job on Tian.  It came in handy here, because I could short-cut industrialization by creating an industrial infrastructure without having to first develop an industrial base.  For example, on Tian we had created giant snails that naturally generate pavement, and there were trees that absorbed solar energy in daytime to provide street lighting at night – “
 
   “I've seen all that.  What about the sky serpents?  What were they for?”
 
   “The serpents were part of a suite of biological applications for an integrated system that we used on Tian to prevent biological cross-contamination.  I had thought that if I used them to form an environmental isolation zone around the Amero Archipelago, Athena would realize what was happening and leave us alone and return to Rome before she was trapped on what was the 'wrong side' of the planet for her.  But being pig-headed is one thing about her that hasn't changed with the centuries.”  
 
   Matt wanted to frown, scratch his chin, fold his arms.  He could only lie inert on the bed in the airship sickbay, pretending to be comatose.  
 
   “So . . . you think we're going to see Athena now?”
 
   “I think she was using me as bait to capture you.”
 
   “Who does this airship belong to?  Is it hers, or what?”
 
   “I have no idea.  I've been asleep a hundred years.  At the time I went into trance, water wheels and flintlocks were state of the art technology.  Now they've got airships.  I'm completely bewildered.  You know a lot more about the recent history of this world than I do.”
 
   Matt didn't say anything.  He'd browsed in a bookshop in the city of Hafik, he'd scanned countless pages – but since then, he had spent his time fidgeting instead of studying.  History hadn't seemed important to his mission.  
 
   “Kid, if you don't mind, I'm going to rest again.”
 
   “Yeah.  Go ahead.”  
 
   Consulting Ivan's telemetry archives from the time in the bookshop in Hafik, Matt started to read the biography about the Queen of Pavonia.  He was no history buff, but the references to Queen, Parliament, and Empire sounded suspiciously familiar.  That in turn led to other suspicions.    
 
   A couple hours later, Ivan announced, “Matt.  Savora has entered the room.”
 
   While Matt's eyes were shut, Ivan's skin-embedded microcameras had been monitoring the sickbay all along, presenting Matt with a windowed view hovering in his field of vision.  The door had opened and in stepped Savora, dressed in an insignia- and rank-designation free version of the uniform worn by the men in the room.  
 
   The senior officer gave her a sour appraisal.  “Miss, you have no business here.  You'll have to leave.”
 
   The woman who seemed no older than a green lieutenant – in a military organization that appeared not to admit women at all – smoothly replied, “Contact the bridge.  Inform the Captain that I am here.”
 
   “I'll not waste the Captain's time.“  However, the sight of Savora's steady, supremely confident gaze must have unsettled him.  Scowling, he went to the wall, to a small box that was mounted about shoulder height, and lifted an oblong device that was resting on a cradle at the side.  An insulated cable swung between the box and the device as he placed the device to ear and mouth and spoke into it.  A moment later, he listened to a response.
 
   “Yes, I see.  I will, sir.”  He hung up the handset and faced Savora.  His tone was as deferential as his expression:  “The Captain says that I am to treat your orders as his own.”
 
   Savora smiled thinly.  “I will take the prisoner now.”
 
   The doctor, who had been watching the exchange, interjected forcefully:  “Not right away you won't.  The sedative will require hours to wear off.“
 
   “Step away.”
 
   The doctor retreated with the senior officer's nod.  Savora approached the bed, unbuttoned Matt's shirt and laid a hand over his chest.  
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Savora's neural implant has extended manipulators into your tissue.  Do you want me to repulse them?”
 
   “No.  I don't think she's trying to harm us this time.”
 
   In a status window that Ivan provided behind Matt's shut eyes, a graph displayed the declining concentration of the sedative.  Matt waited until the number went to zero, took that as his cue and began to stir.  He fluttered his eyes open, locked onto Savora's face.  
 
   She retracted her hand and undid the restraints.  “Get up.  Follow me.”
 
   Matt did his best emulation of a bleary-minded patient:  “Where . . . where are we going?”
 
   “Not far.  Don't try anything.”
 
   Matt made a show of staggering to his feet.  Savora refused the senior officer's offer of an armed escort.  She nudged Matt to the door into an electrically-lit passage.  Her grip on his arm was light as she guided him toward the intersection, then to a stairwell.
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “I am not able to initiate hypermode at this time.”
 
   “I know how it works,” Matt subvocaled.  Since his capture, he had not been properly fed and so hypermode capability had not been replenished.  Savora, though, likely had topped off her reservoir of hypermode capability.
 
   After enough meanderings to confuse an implantless human, they arrived at another door.  The guards stepped aside, apparently already aware of Savora's special authority.  Savora unlocked and opened the door and turned on the light.  The lone occupant in the bare compartment sat on the floor against the corner, head buried in a tangle of long hair and flowing beard drooped over his chest, drool emitting from his mouth.  
 
   “Hello, kid,” the voice of Matt Four said in Matt's head, while the lips and limbs of the figure on the floor remained motionless.  “She doesn't know I have your partition.  That's to our advantage.  Let's play dumb.”
 
   I have lots of practice at that, Matt almost replied.
 
   Savora faced Matt.  “Wake him.”
 
   Playing dumb:  “What's the matter with him?”
 
   “He's in a self-induced coma.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Attempt to wake him.”
 
   “What if I can't?”
 
   “Then he will be of no use to us and I have been ordered to kill him.” 
 
   Not terminate.  Not execute.  Kill.  That sounded like it came from Athena all right.  She wasn't one for a long word when a short one would do.
 
   “Play along, kid,” Matt Four subvocaled, his inert body still a seeming rag.  Loftily:  “I too shall endeavor toward a convincing portrayal.”
 
   Matt knelt, and with pretended hesitancy, brushed away the hair and placed his hand on his clone-descendant's forehead.  The touch was less weird than he thought it would be.  
 
   “Shazam,” Matt subvocaled, not knowing what else to say.
 
   Matt Four twitched, stirred, groaned, rolled open his eyes.  He lolled his head lethargically and made a show of attempting to focus on his visitors.  In a slurring voice, he said, “Where . . . where am I?” 
 
   “Get up,” Savora said.
 
   “Who are you?” he mumbled.
 
   “That's not important.  Get up.”
 
   Matt Four wobbled erect.  Eyelids drooped, he turned to Matt.  “You look vaguely familiar.”
 
   Don't be a ham, Matt thought.   
 
   Savora motioned them through passages, around a corner, down stairs.  They came to a door labeled GYM ROOM.  Past the exercise equipment were a row of shower stalls.  She glanced over Matt Four's tattered clothing and said, “Strip and wash.”
 
   “I'd appreciate some privacy,” Matt Four mumbled.
 
   “You will strip and wash.”  She reached into a stall and adjusted the knobs.  A vaporous spray splashed upon the tiles.  “Get in.  Use the soap.  Lots of it.”
 
   Matt Four hobbled into the stall.  Slothlike, he picked up the soap bar, slid it across his body.  Savora watched intently; Matt decided very quickly that he didn't have to.  He studied Savora instead.  
 
   “Hey,” he subvocaled, not sure how to address his clone.  “This is the 'Savora' that I mentioned.  What do you think of her?”
 
   “Well, to allay your suspicions, she's not Synth – at least, not a copy of the cloneporter file.  There's a physical resemblance, but no, not at all the same person.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “For starters, she hasn't given me a wink to let me know it's her.  Another thing, her mannerisms – the way she walks, tilts head, arm gestures, speech patterns.  It's all wrong.”
 
   “I had the opposite impression.  Her movements are always reminding me of Synth.”
 
   “Maybe when you knew her.  After they've been alive for a few centuries, though, people tend to be more graceful.  Especially women.  The Synth I knew moved with the grace of a woman in her centuries.  This gal is super-animated, like a teenager.  All jerky and hoppy and blurty.  Uh, no offense.”
 
   Matt thought again of the conclusion he'd drawn days before:  that Savora was pretending to be Synth with just enough skill to make it apparent that she was pretending to be Synth.  
 
   “That's enough,” Savora said.
 
   She shut the shower valves and the spray stopped.  She handed Matt Four a towel.  He took his time damping himself off.  She tried to grasp the towel in an apparent attempt to speed the process, but he pulled it from her reach.
 
   “You shouldn't provoke her,” Matt subvocaled.
 
   “Not doing it for fun, kid.  Trying to gage emotional responses, so I can figure out what she is.”
 
   “What she is?”
 
   “After you've been around a couple centuries, you acquire an intuition about what's genuine human and what's fake.”
 
   “So what do you think?”
 
   “My intuition isn't telling specifically, just that something's amiss either away.  Like she's in between human and android.”
 
   “She has an implant.”
 
   “Yeah, you told me.  But an implant only supports the human personality, it doesn't dominate.”
 
   I wonder, Matt thought.  
 
   After Matt Four finally finished toweling himself dry, Savora had him dress into a featureless uniform like her own and escorted him to a barber shop.  The frooging ship's so big it has its own barber shop, Matt digested, while Matt Four's locks were shorn and his beard was trimmed.  The barber offered Matt Four a hand mirror, but Savora shoved it away.  
 
   “We are about to begin descent,” she announced.  “We'll watch from the bridge.”
 
   Savora again escorted them through the passages, and by the door numbers Matt gained that they were heading forward.  Finally they entered a bright, high-ceilinged room with officers and regular airmen standing at stations of valves, switches, and lighted panels.  All the crew areas of the Good Witch could have fit inside the one room, but it still seemed cramped because of the crowding.  
 
   The captain was a tall, mustached man of severe features, who glanced at Savora and nodded her past the sentries.  He faced forward, issuing terse commands to his subordinates and listening to reports of status, staring through the meter-high windows that formed the front-most wall of the compartment.
 
   To Matt it was a vista that he'd come to take for granted while flying aboard the Good Witch:  harsh cobalt sky above, pillars of clouds all around, and far beneath their feet a carpet of milky froth stretching for kilometers.  
 
   Ice cream castles, he remembered, glancing at Savora.  She declined eye contact.    
 
   The engines changed pitch, the ship descended rapidly.  It pierced the cloud blanket and the view went blank.  Gradually the mist cleared, revealing the scenery below.   
 
   Beneath the clouds rolled the tree-lined boulevards of a city, whose grid of streets stretched to the horizon in every direction.  Houses, shops, office buildings, tenements, warehouses, factories – interspersed with parks, fountains, monuments – all of Rome would have fit as a single neighborhood, and while not as vertical as Seattle, the metropolis surely outclassed it in sheer surface area.
 
   Matt Four addressed Savora:  “Mind if I ask, what's the name of this place?”
 
   “Victoriana,” Savora replied.  “Capital city of the Imperial Republic of Pavonia.” 
 
   “What's the population?”
 
   “Currently, over two million.”
 
   “Almost half the planet's when I first came.  So what are we doing here today?”
 
   “She will decide.”
 
   “So we're going to meet her?”
 
   “She has been notified of your arrival.  She will be waiting.”
 
   Matt noted Savora's stiff posture, the fixed gaze, the unreadable expression.  
 
   They swept over the downtown high rises.  Swarms of pedestrians maneuvered between horse-drawn carriages upon cobblestone streets.  Fingers of smoke poked from thousands of chimneys, congealing into a smog layer which, when their descent penetrated, emitted a whiff of ash and tar into the unpressurized compartment.   
 
   Matt Four spoke aloud:  “She's refusing to use any of the biotech I brought even though it would be a lot more efficient and environmentally friendly.  Stubborn as always.”
 
   Savora gazed at him, said nothing, returned her attention to the scene.  
 
   Two hundred meters below, the gray cityscape gave way to suburban tracts, then to a yellow-and-green checkerboard of farms.  Spots hovered above the horizon, resolving into a traffic pattern of airships large and small, some brightly colored with commercial logos and rows of observation windows, others gray and dimpled with artillery turrets.  
 
   On the field, amid rows of hangars and mooring masts, a high tower frantically blinked multi-colored lights.  The other ships hastily cleared a path at their ship's approach.  Their ship cut through the aerial chaos toward a vacant mast taller and thicker than all the others.  A bus-sized vehicle bolted from a hangar and onto a runway, puffing steam as it raced to match velocity with the descending ship.  Grappling arms clamped like pincers of a crab onto their belly with a lurch and clang.  The deck jolted.  Engines dying, the ship was towed and docked with the mooring mast.  
 
   They egressed through a tunnel from the airship's nose into the top of the mast tower.  Savora operated the miniscule, cage-like elevator.  The rattling made Matt question whether he'd been safer while traveling between stars.  
 
   On the ground, they were hustled into a military lorry – a motorized vehicle that belched noxious fumes of toxic hydrocarbons.  The driver steered toward a side road.  Matt surveyed the airfield and looked back at the double-hulled immensity that had been their transport.  Blisters of observation stations and artillery gun emplacements ringed the midriff of the twin envelopes, which seemed to be covered with sheets of armored plates.  
 
   Matt Four followed his gaze, and commented:  “Quite an impressive warship.”
 
   “Nemesis is the largest ship in the Pavonia Air Navy,” Savora replied.  “The first in the new dreadnaught class.”
 
   “All this military strength.  Seems you've got some serious enemies.” Savora said nothing, so Matt Four added, “Athena's good at making enemies.”
 
   The vehicle parked before a building as large as an airship hangar.  The airy interior contained parallel rows of rails, upon which hulking wheeled vehicles emitting billows of steam.  Ivan provided nomenclature:  trains, locomotives, cars, porters, conductors.  Savora navigated prisoners and guards through milling crowds of officers and civilians, up an arching bridge that crossed several tracks, down to a platform where a single locomotive pulled only a pair of cars.   
 
   They were escorted into the rear car.  Savora admitted the two prisoners, closed the door and pressed against the wall.  Matt surveyed the interior.  Windows were fluffily curtained, vases burst with flowers, wall paneling was polished wood.  
 
   Athena Spencer reclined on an overstuffed chair with teacup and saucer in hands.  She beamed with dark eyes.      
 
   “Welcome to Pavonia, gentlemen,” she said.  “I trust your trip was pleasant.”
 
   “So much so,” Matt Four replied, “that I prefer the journey to the destination.”
 
   “Do sit down.”  
 
   She motioned to the overstuffed sofa.  The pair took opposite ends.  She sipped and observed.  
 
   “Well now, Mattimeo Senior,” she said.  “The first and last I saw of you, you were a bush out of the jungle.  I'm glad to see there was an ember of humanity underneath all that hair.”
 
   “You look marvelous too.” 
 
   Except for the hairstyle – buns with tresses framing her face – Athena looked no different and no older to Matt than when he'd last seen her on the day he'd left Earth.  She was certainly dressed differently:  long flowing dress, pinstriped and pearl-buttoned with puffy sleeves, high collar and lace bow.  The overall effect might have been feminine, if her face didn't remind him of Inoldia.
 
   Athena returned Matt's gaze.  “And Matt Junior.  You've only been out of suspension a few weeks going into months, yet you appear much older.  No longer a boy.  I hope Neeth is treating you well.”
 
   “'Neeth?'” Matt Four asked.  “Is that what you're calling the planet now?”
 
   “The name varies from place to place.  The effect of geographical dispersion on pronunciation.  I've sought to encourage the usage of 'Neeth' precisely because it differs so much from 'New Earth.'  Emerging from the shadow of the homeworld to forge an independent history, I would like to think.”
 
   She plucked a tiny bell from the table and rang it.  The forward door swung open.  A very tall man entered.  He was bald – in fact, hairless – and either his greatcoat was heavily padded or he was improbably muscular.  The man set a tray of pastries, teapot, and cups on the table, and bowed to Athena.
 
   “Nims,” Athena said.  “Inform the engineer that we are to depart.”
 
   “Yes, ma'am,” he replied in a precise, calm voice.  He had a steady gaze and twisted smile that Matt found unnerving.  “Will that be all?”
 
   “Yes, thank you, Nims.”
 
   With a bow, Nims smoothly exited and closed the door.
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “The person named Nims has a neural implant matrix similar to that of Savora.”
 
   “Yeah,” Matt subvocaled.  Not that he'd figured anything out, but he had noticed how Nims and Savora had avoided looking at each other.  A sign of a shared secret.
 
   Athena poured tea and placed the cups and pastries on the table before the two Matts.
 
   “I trust you'll enjoy my hospitality,” she said.  
 
   “It all looks lovely,” Matt Four replied.  “Unfortunately, I'm on a low-poison diet.”
 
   “If I intended to poison you, I could do so without subterfuge  However, Young Mattimeo, I have seen to it that the recipes do not contain key nutrients necessary for the replenishment of your hypermode reserve.”
 
   Matt had been reaching for what Ivan identified as a crumpet.  He sat back and folded his arms.  “I'm not really hungry.”
 
   “Well, I am,” Matt Four said, stacking his plate.  
 
   The locomotive whistle blew and the train eased out of the station into the countryside.  Wooden poles whizzed, pistons stroked, and wheels clacked.  Trees marched rearward in the distance.  After months of covering ground by foot, the velocity gave Matt a tinge of motion sickness.
 
   “So,” Matt Four said with his mouth full of cake.  “Are we going to sight-see the city?”
 
   “Later.  There is something I want you to see first.”
 
   Matt Four held up a finger and finished swallowing.  “The kid told me about the Church, Athena.  That was a dirty trick.”
 
   “What in the world are you talking about?”  
 
   “The Church of the Star Wizard.“
 
   “Are you implying that you believe I was the one who created the Church?”
 
   “Are you implying that you want me to believe that you didn't?”
 
   “It was founded by Stoker.”
 
   “That's a lie!”  Matt Four set his cup down so forcefully that tea spilled.  “Stoker was my friend!  He believed in what we were doing!  He would never betray the cause!“
 
   “Oh, but he did.  You should have seen it coming, Mattimeo.  You preached the wonders of science and technology to your followers, promising them a future of prosperity and peace, but you made them impoverished fugitives instead.  When you gave your implant to Stoker, you made it possible for him to perform miracles and take the mantle of prophet.  The less he preached critical thinking and the more he preached blind faith, the more the donation boxes filled.  In time, that led to the founding of the Church.  And now the Church is an ally of mine.  That was why I turned your body over to them for safe-keeping decades ago.”
 
   “As if I'm going to believe your word about anything!”  
 
   But Matt detected uncertainty in his clone's voice.
 
   “It's the flawed nature of the human species, Mattimeo.  Surely we can both agree that humanity falls short of perfection.  Our only difference of opinion is in how to redress the problem.  You believe that human frailty can be remedied with technological crutches, while Eric and I recognize that humanity requires internal improvement.”
 
   “I'm not opposed to genetic engineering, Athena, when it's done to make lives better.  But what you and Eric want is to make better gladiators.”
 
   “What is wrong with gladiators?  Their senses are keener, their minds are sharper, their bodies are stronger.”
 
   “Yeah, and all to kill one another the more efficiently.  Is that any way to build a sustainable civilization?”
 
   “I hope this isn't going to be another dreary sermon on the 'necessity' to transition evolutionary progress from a paradigm of competition to one of cooperation.  I had my fill of that pablum when I was on Earth.  Can you accept that this is a different planet with different rules?”
 
   “Can you accept that you don't have the right to make the rules?”
 
   “I made the planet, I make the rules.”
 
   The train ascended a mild grade.  The rural landscape transformed into a vista of the city.  Forests gave way to concrete tenements stacked against tenements, jumbled against factories, piled against office buildings.  
 
   “Your city,” Matt Four said.  “It seems to be a copy of nineteenth-century London.”
 
   “Do you have a problem with copies?”
 
   “Couldn't you and Eric come up with something original?”  
 
   “The concept of creating a new society with fresh ideas has its appeal, but there are so many sociological variables that can go astray.  It seemed prudent to follow a conservative approach with an established historical pattern.”
 
   “So I've heard.”
 
   “Yet I will admit, I've encountered unexpected sociological developments.”
 
   “Oh really, my dear?  How so?”  
 
   “On Earth, I held a romantic view of Victorian England as a model for evolutionary progress.  Here, dwelling inside a faithful recreation of that society, I see the hypocrisy.  Although the ruling class preaches social darwinism, in practice it has utilized its political power to enforce a stratified class structure to protect its economic and social advantages from competition.  If the situation is allowed to continue unabated, degeneracy will reign.”  
 
   “Of course you have a solution.”
 
   “Alas, I have to take the role of Eris, and provide disequilibrium.  Sometimes, even upheaval.”
 
   “Which you don't enjoy at all.”
 
   Athena sighed.  “Come, Mattimeo.  You've lived long enough to see how prophetic Eric was.  You know what the recent centuries have been like in the home system.  Humanity has become a dopey, insipid species.  Many people live their entire lives inside virtual realms.  As a society, we preach self improvement and practice self indulgence.  'Evolution through Cooperation' is the Meme of the Millennium, but in reality human evolution has attained apoptosis.  Without even trying, the AIs are putting humanity to pasture.”
 
   “I prefer a pasture to a slaughter house.”
 
   “Your comebacks are tediously predictable.”  She made an artificial laugh, set down her tea and arose.  “If you'll excuse me, I must make arrangements for our arrival.”  She strode to the door to the next car and glared at Savora, who had been standing silently.  “I'll leave them in your supervision.  You'll not botch your assignment this time?”
 
   Savora stared at the carpet.  “No, ma'am.”
 
   The door slammed and the three were alone.
 
   “Again, I don't think it's wise to provoke her,” Matt subvocaled.
 
   “I don't think it's wise for us to have silent conversations,” Matt Four replied.  “Your friend here might catch on.”  He smiled at Savora and said aloud: “So, young lady, how long have you been working for the old battleaxe?”
 
   Savora didn't return the smile.  “A few years.”
 
   “What did you do before that?”
 
   There was a long pause.  “Nothing.”
 
   “Surely something.”
 
   “It is not something I am allowed to discuss.”
 
   “So she's got you scared, just like the kid here.”
 
   “You're not afraid of her?” Matt demanded of his clone.
 
   “Me?  Don't be fooled by the breezy banter, kid.  I'm quite terrified.  It's just that I intend to go down fighting.” 
 
   A pair of windowless towers, identical in size and shape, loomed above the trees.  The track curved, revealing the view on ground level.  Ahead was a three-meter high chain link gate crested with rolls of razor wire.  The locomotive halted at the guard house and they waited while the guards rolled the crash barrier from the track.  Puffing ponderously, the train lurched into the compound.  As their car passed the gate, they read the prominent sign:  
 
    
 
    PROJECT ZEUS
 
   RESTRICTED AREA
 
   THIS LAND IS PROPERTY OF THE ARMY OF 
 
   THE IMPERIAL REPUBLIC OF PAVONIA 
 
   TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED
 
    
 
   On each side of the tracks was a tower topped by a machine gun emplacement, presumably to provide a sense of immediacy to the word 'prosecuted.'
 
   The train hissed to a halt alongside a large, squat building.  The brick was dull and gray and the windows were small and few.  There was no descriptive signage, only KEEP OUT, NO ADMITTANCE, NO SUDDEN MOVEMENTS AT ENTRY POINT.
 
   The hulking bald man in the morning coat reentered the car.  He opened the side door.  Athena waited on the platform, wearing a wide-brimmed hat in addition to her previous ensemble.  At their approach, she shut her parasol and pointed its tip at the guarded entry.
 
   “Follow, please.”  
 
   There were five in the party:  Athena in the lead, Matt and Matt Four in the middle, Savora and Nims in the rear.  On sight of Athena, they were waved past the security station.  The corridor was wide, low-ceilinged, and thronged with both military personnel and civilians.  Their party pressed through with little fanfare or notice.
 
   “So what is Project Zeus?” Matt Four asked.
 
   “That is what we are here to see,” Athena replied.  “But it might be entertaining to hear your guess.”
 
   “Well, those big towers.  No windows, so they're not buildings.  No smoke, so they're not smoke stacks.  I'd say they're cooling towers.  For that kind of cooling requirement . . . something to do with nuclear fission?”
 
   “For all the effort I expended to create this planet's ecology, I have no intention of fouling it.”
 
   “Okay, so massive cooling implies either massive power generation or consumption.  You've ruled out power generation, so that leaves consumption.  And it would be something that involves Eric.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Everything you do involves Eric.”
 
   “Yes,” she said.  Her smile evaporated.  “This is no longer entertaining.”
 
   She led briskly through a corridor and they entered into a room as large as a football field.  The high ceiling was rowed with skylights, the floor with benches.  Hundreds of men were hunched at microscopes as they worked with delicate hand tools, attaching bug-like objects to palm-sized rectangles.  Matt saw wisps of smoke rising from each station and caught a whiff that evoked memories of childhood hobbies.
 
   Matt Four spoke what Matt himself was thinking:  “They're making old-fashioned solid-state electronic circuit cards.  And they're doing it the old-fashioned way, soldering by hand.”
 
   “Can you guess the purpose?” Athena asked.  
 
   “You're building a computer with twenty-first century technology.”
 
   “With twentieth century technology.”  She made a sweeping gesture.  “A thousand workers in this one room, three shifts around the clock, well over a hundred thousand cards a day and almost a million cards a week.  Even so, even with forecasted technological improvements, it will be many years before Project Zeus matches the processing power of the rather antiquated implant that Young Mattimeo has tucked inside his head.”
 
   “You know, if you needed a computer, you could have brought one from Earth.”
 
   “That was explicitly forbidden.”
 
   “Oh, yes, Eric's famous allergy to computers.  Okay, so you're building a computer.  For what purpose?”
 
   “How often does one build a computer to serve a single purpose?  This device serves many purposes.  Projectile trajectory calculations, aerodynamic design simulations, even data processing.”
 
   “This room is huge, but it's only for final assembly.  Elsewhere, you've also got to have a huge infrastructure in support.  Even with the resources of millions of people, at this stage of technological development – “
 
   “What you're trying to say is that there must be higher purposes to justify the expense.”
 
   “And for you, the only higher purposes involve Eric.”
 
   “Mattimeo, must you be so tiresome?  You make me sound like I'm a programmed robot.”
 
   “Robot is as robot does.”
 
   She led down the aisles, following a line of clerks pushing wheeled baskets full of cards into the next room.  The interior was even larger than the first room, but instead of benches and workers it was filled to the ceiling with towering rows of equipment.  Beneath the vaulted roof, mechanical relays clicked, circuit breakers sparked, transformers crooned.  Pipes roared and shook with the flow of megaliters of cooling water.  Amidst the tangle of wires and cables, workers clambered the ladders, sidled along scaffolds, extracted burnt-out circuit cards and inserted new ones.
 
   Matt realized his mouth was open.  Matt Four stroked his beard.  
 
   “Quite an impressive hobby you have,” Matt Four said.  “Myself, I'll stick to needlepoint.”
 
   “There's a room beyond this, and another beyond that.  And this isn't the only building.”
 
   “No one ever accused you of modest ambition.”
 
   “If I must say so myself, I believe I have gone as far as it is possible to go with primitive electronic technology.”
 
   “Babbage would be proud.”
 
   “Babbage never attained solid state electronics, although it was within the grasp of the fabrication technology of his day.  One marvels at the myopia of the ancients toward the simplest technological innovations.  Shall we visit the control center?”  
 
   Buried within the rows of equipment was a shed-like enclosure.  Leaving Savora and Nims outside, Athena escorted the Matts inside.  The din outside muffled to a whisper as she shut the door.  Most of the room was taken by a table, and upon the table were articles that Matt had heretofore thought of only in terms of museum pieces:  a keyboard for manual typing, a 2D printer that inscribed words in ink on paper with separate strikers for each letter of the alphabet.  
 
   He wanted to examine both items closely – until he noticed the tank.
 
   The tank was mounted on a platform that raised it to the height of the person who would be seated at the computer work station.  The sides of the tank were transparent glass.  It was like a home aquarium, not very large, say about a hundred liters or so.  A cascade of wires hung from the ceiling and terminated upon the lid of the tank.  One of the wires must have provided power for lighting, for the interior of the tank was illuminated.
 
   Within the bubbling fluid floated what appeared to be a chunk of cauliflower.  
 
   “And so here he is,” Matt Four said.  “The great man himself.  Well, except for the other ninety-eight or so percent of his body, which probably got tossed into the kitchen recycler.  Isn't that right, Athena?  Because if it got tossed, you would have been the one doing the tossing.”
 
   Athena gave him a lethal glare.  As for Matt himself, Ivan automatically provided a pop-up window of vital signs gone haywire within Matt's body.  Matt looked at the other two persons in the room, wide eyed and uncomprehending – though indeed he had an idea.  So much of an idea, he didn't know whether Ivan was stopping him from vomiting or fainting or both.  
 
   Matt Four smiled.  “Yes, kid.  So now you know how Eric Roth escaped his home under constant police surveillance.  In a picnic basket.”
 
   “Do not be so flippant,” Athena said.  “Have you no sense of compassion?”
 
   Matt Four matched her stone expression and replied in the same cold tone of voice:  “Athena, what compassion do you have for the people who have to live in this world of gladiator competitions that you've created?”  He paused and returned his own deadly glare.  “What compassion did you have for Sheila Nakamura when you stuffed her into a star pod?”
 
   “What do you mean?  She – “ Athena blinked.  “Oh.  You mean the first one.  So you know about that.”
 
   “So why did you bring us here?  To admire his tan?”
 
   “I wanted you to see him.  To understand the indignity and discomfort that he is experiencing.”
 
   Athena tucked in her skirt and slipped into the chair.  She touched buttons on a console, then poised fingers above the keyboard.  
 
   “Having brought you here,” she said, “I am allowing you to now see one application of Project Zeus:  to interface and interpret the electrochemical signals of a human cerebrum in quasi-biosuspension.  I had them prepare the system.  He should be conscious now.”
 
   She typed, and the printer clattered:  HELLO FATHER.
 
   The room was all but silent but for the whir of the aquarium pump.  Athena stared at the keyboard.  Matt Four held his tongue.  Matt assessed his chances of escape with Savora and Nims outside.  
 
   Then the printer made two carriage returns and chattered out a new line:
 
   ATHENA.
 
   Athena typed:  FATHER, I HAVE BROUGHT MATTIMEO JACKSON.  HE WILL HELP US.
 
   Matt Four and Matt traded glances.  
 
   The response:  COLD DARK NUMB WHERE AM I
 
   YOU ARE ON NEW EARTH.  IT IS AS WE PLANNED.
 
   NERVES FIRE EMPTY DARK HELP ME ATHENA ATHENA ATH
 
   The printer froze.  After waiting long seconds, Athena typed: FATHER, I WILL HELP.  SLEEP NOW.
 
   She flipped a row of switches on the console.  The printer motor silenced, the tank lights dimmed.  She slid around to face her guests and looked up.  For once her expression was neither contempt nor superiority.  With a shock, Matt realized that Athena appeared to be on the verge of crying.
 
   In a trembling voice, she said,  “I am appealing to your compassion.”
 
   Matt Four squinted.  “I'm sorry, did I hear that right?  Our compassion?”
 
   “You can surely sense that he is in considerable torment.”
 
   “Excuse me, but what are we supposed to do about it?”
 
   “You, nothing.”  She focused on Matt.  “But you, Mattimeo Junior, you can help.”
 
   “I – I don't understand,” said Matt.
 
   “I do,” Matt Four said.  “She wants you to give him Ivan.”
 
   “I wish only to temporarily contract the services of his implant,” Athena said.  “It is for a critical surgical operation that will restore Eric's life.”
 
   “What kind of operation?” Matt asked.  
 
   “Your neural implant matrix has millions of micromanipulators, enough to attach Eric's cerebrum to the nervous system of a full body within the required time limit of the operation.”
 
   Matt was leery:  “Where is the full body coming from?  Do you have a body printer?”
 
   “Unfortunately, no.  Fortunately, we have a clone.”
 
   “So if Ivan puts Eric's brain into the clone's body, what happens to the clone's brain?”
 
   “He will reside in the tank here until such time as we have the technology to print him a body.”
 
   Matt shook his head.  “You can't expect me to agree to steal a person's body!“
 
   “I don't think you will ethically object once I tell you the name of the clone.  It is Mardu Valarion.”
 
   Their eyes locked, and Matt realized the ethical gulf between them.  To Athena, it seemed obvious that Matt would not object to the procedure once he learned that the body donor was to be Valarion.  Hadn't Valarion caused Matt enough grief to deserve retribution?  Yes, Matt thought, Valarion did deserve retribution.  But some forms of retribution were beyond what could be inflicted upon another human being, lest the very definition of humanity be jeopardized.  
 
   “Kid,” Matt Four subvocaled.  “Don't fall for it.  One thing about Athena that hasn't changed is the calculation underneath everything else.  The fact that she wants something from us is the only reason she's keeping us alive.”
 
   Finally Matt shook his head.  To Athena, he said, “I can't do it.”
 
   “Mattimeo Junior,” Athena levelly replied, “consider that I am offering you an opportunity to incur my gratitude.  Although full-body printing is yet centuries away, Project Zeus will within a single century be able to perform the required robotic microsurgery.  You will have no opportunity to earn my favor then.” 
 
   Matt recognized threat veiled by euphemism.  Somewhere along the centuries, Athena had abandoned her habit of verbal brevity.  Still, it didn't change his ethical view.  And, Matt Four was right.  Part of Athena's unpopularity at Star Seed had been due to the way she relished breaking promises she didn't have to keep.  Once he gave her what she wanted, he would be both a useless commodity and a potential adversary – two reasons to be rid of him.  Paradoxically, she would see him as having value to her only as long as he didn't give her what she wanted.    
 
   “I'm sorry.  I can't do it.  That's final.”
 
   A dark cloud seemed to pass over Athena's face, but only for an instant.  She calmly arose, refluffing her skirt.  She forced a smile.
 
   “Well,” she said.  “I should give you time to think.  I'm sure you'll come around when you realize all the things I can do for you.  I can protect your little girlfriend, for example.  'Carrot,' I believe you call her.  How charmingly colloquial.”
 
   Matt felt the blood drain from face.  He had no chance to reply.  
 
   Athena opened the door and signaled Nims and Savora.  “Take them to the detention center.  Keep them separate.”
 
   “Kid – “ The hands of Nims clamped on Matt Four's shoulders and Matt Four was led away before he could subvocal more.
 
   “Come,” Savora said to Matt.
 
   He meekly followed.  They passed the rows of multi-story equipment racks and descended steps to a tunnel that he suspected extended between buildings.  They came to a door with armed guards, who opened the door to reveal a room with more armed guards and another door beyond.  While Savora spoke with the guards, Matt surveyed the contents of the room.  A single bare light bulb overhead.  A desktop with an apparent communications device next to a pad of paper, a pen, a brown paper bag and a hand gun.  A rack with key rings on the wall.
 
   Matt sidestepped to the desk.  He waited until Savora turned her head, then kicked over a chair.  He fell toward the desk, knocking off the items on top, and then tumbled onto the floor.
 
   Instantly, Savora was on top of him, her hand poised to touch his neck.  Their eyes met.
 
   “I slipped,” he said.  “You haven't fed me and I'm so hungry I can barely stand.”
 
   She saw the gun where it had fallen onto the floor; he hadn't been reaching for it and it was nowhere near his hand.  She picked up the gun, then the pad, the pen, the telephone (so Ivan AR-labeled it), and the brown paper bag.  She placed the items onto the table.   She stood again and watched as Matt rose.  She faced the head guard.
 
   “Bring him a meal,” she said.  “The special menu.”
 
   Without further delay, he was brought to a room.  There were actually furnishings and fixtures in this cell:  a bed and a table, a sink and a toilet.  Savora motioned him inside and the door was locked.  Matt had Ivan try to contact Matt Four.  No success.  A short time later, the door was opened and the guards brought a meal.  
 
   As Matt tentatively chewed, Ivan reported, “Analysis indicates this food contains a compound which neutralizes hypermode capability.” 
 
   “Thought so,” Matt subvocaled.  
 
   He scraped the uneaten meal into the trash basket, then spat out the bite in his mouth.  Then he reached under his sweater and pulled out the apple that he'd taken from the guard's lunch bag.  It was gone in a few chomps and he was still hungry.  However, Ivan's status displays indicated that hypermode reserve was being restored by the nutrition.  Not by much, but enough to give hope.  
 
   “Now we have a chance to escape,” Matt said to Ivan.  “She won't know that we'll have hypermode.  It's our ace in the hole.”
 
   “I understand that to be a reference to the game of poker.”
 
   “Yes.”  Matt recalled the times he'd played poker with Archimedes.  Matt would win a few hands, but always lost in the end.  Everyone lost to Archimedes.  Bluffing was a skill that implants couldn't teach.  Matt thought of how useful it would be to bluff Athena.  Instead, he would have to fight his way out of here.  “So now, you and I, we just have to wait until they open that door again.”
 
   A few hours later, the door opened.  Guards accompanied Savora into the room. 
 
   “Get up,” she said.
 
   “Where are we going?” he asked.
 
   “Get up,” she repeated.
 
   Matt meekly followed.  Meekly, that is, on the exterior; inside his skull he said to Ivan, “Did the apple help?  Will you and I be able to go into hypermode now?”
 
   “We have derived adequate nourishment from the apple to sustain hypermode capability for only point five seconds.”
 
   Point five seconds in real time was five full seconds in hypermode.  If he allotted the time right, it might be enough.  A two-and-a-half second burst to catch Savora and the guards by surprise and incapacitate them.  Two-and-a-half more seconds to scale the fence and escape Project Zeus.  
 
   Then – disappear in the woods, reach the city and hide there until he could effect plans to rescue Matt Four.  Then make their way back to Klun, where they would find Prin and Andra.  Then board Good Witch and fly back to Britan.  It just might be doable.     
 
   “Ivan, start the countdown.”
 
   “Hypermode in three minutes.”
 
   With two minutes remaining according to Ivan's internal counter display, Savora halted and unlocked a door.  Inside the room was a chair, a table, and a man in a white smock holding a helmet with wires attaching it to a box with lights and dials.  
 
   “Sit,” Savora said.
 
   Matt sat.  He watched Ivan's countdown at the corner of his field of vision:  One minute thirty seconds.  
 
   The man in the smock flipped switches and adjusted the knobs on the box, read dials and placed the helmet on Matt's head, carefully adjusting straps and electrodes.  
 
   One minute.    
 
   “What does this thing do?” Matt asked.
 
   “It will not harm you,” Savora said.  “Do not resist.  If you move, I will shock you unconscious.”
 
   Matt noticed that the door had been left open.  Savora was looking at him almost constantly, but now and then she glanced at the machine.  He would take advantage of her distraction.  She wasn't the only one who could give taser shocks with a touch.  
 
   Thirty seconds, the hypermode counter read.
 
   “Ivan,” Matt subvocaled.  “As soon as hypermode is on line, initiate.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Twenty seconds.  
 
   “How much longer?” Savora asked the man in the smock.
 
   “This is it right here,” the man replied, flipping a switch.
 
   There was a loud crash, an arc of lightning blue, an odor of ozone.  Matt's head throbbed horrifically.  
 
   “Ivan, that hurt like hell!  What was that?”  
 
   The hypermode countdown display was gone.  So was the internal chronometer display.  And why did everything look so blurry?  And why were his sinuses plugged?   
 
   “ . . . Ivan?”  
 
   No answer.  
 
   “Ivan?”  
 
   Oh no . . . No No NO!  
 
   He shouted out loud:  “IVAN!”  
 
   Matt heard only ringing in his ears.  He tried to stand, but Savora pushed him down.
 
   Vomit welled in his throat, and there was no Ivan to stop it.    
 
   


  
 

7. 
 
    
 
   Geth had known that it was a mistake to agree to bring Archimedes on the trip to retrieve the aircraft.  The old man had delayed them a day because he wasn't feeling well.  And once they were underway, while Bok held the reins that steered Gonda, the donkey of Ral's borrowed wagon, Archimedes sat hunched in back, muttering constantly:
 
   “Mind the ruts, Bok!  Curse these roads!  They're little better than animal trails!  In seven legion campaigns nowhere have I seen roads as undeserving of being called roads!”  
 
   The roads of Britan's central plains were certainly far inferior to the Oksiden and Pola and the Roman-built brickworks emanating from Londa, but they weren't the real cause of the elderly scientist's agitation.  It was the souring weather, threatening to give a prelude of winter.  Each time Geth gazed at thickening clouds, he looked at the blanket draped over the old man's shoulders and knew it would offer little protection from being soaked with a fatal chill.  
 
   The ordeal would not end soon, either.  Though Geth was on horseback, their progress was slow because, well, Gonda was no horse.  At least the donkey wasn't stubborn.  A carrot was sufficient to urge her to conquer every rise and puddle.
 
   Carrot, Geth thought.  Why did Ral and fate have to give her such a common word for a nickname?  The word brought pain because it made him think of how she was in danger, and how it was his fault that she was not a simple girl enjoying ordinary life in a peaceful village.  As he eyes wandered over the harvested fields, his mind wandered over the years he had been less a father than a trainer.       
 
   It had started innocently enough.  As a child, she had watched him practice combat staff with Croin and had asked to 'play.'  Thinking that he would go easy with her, Geth was shocked both at her ferocity and mastery.  He had known of Prisca's seemingly magical endurance, and it was evident that her daughter had inherited traits.  After Prisca died, Geth had encouraged Carrot to contend in the inter-village festival tournaments, hoping it would take her mind from the tragedy.  In matches, she had more than held her own against male opponents much older and larger.    
 
   Geth, did you see the mistake the boy made in the second round?  He lunged too far, I stepped aside and could have broken his wrist, but I knew he would be out for plow season, so I only tripped him.
 
   Yes, Arcadia, I saw.  Your sporting behavior does you much credit.  Your father should be proud.
 
   And being that he was her real father, Geth was proud.  But when he said 'father' they both knew he meant Letos, and Letos never came to her matches.  During festivals, Letos would either be drinking with his circle of thugs (aka 'knights') or womanizing with a farmer's wife he'd chanced to see in the crowds.  
 
   While Letos ignored Carrot's achievements, his brother Ral spoke of a prophecy of Carrot as a warrior queen who would drive the Romans from Britan.  As Carrot improved her combat skills beyond human ability, Geth came to believe the warrior part.  As he witnessed her sensitivity affirm the dignity of her opponents even as she handily defeated them, Geth came to sense the character of a queen as well.  Certainly, with the Romans ever expanding their consolidation of Britan, the nation needed a champion.    
 
   But Ral, how does one go from village princess to queen of a whole land?
 
   The Star Child's coming has been prophesied for a century, Geth.  It is all connected by fate.
 
   Such a misdirecting word!  The coming of the Star Child, Geth had since learned, was a matter of navigational arithmetic.  The Pandora of Rome knew the calculation, and had organized accordingly.  At the appropriate time, she had infiltrated Roman politics and driven the Empire to invade Britan in search of her sister Box.  And by that invasion she had wrecked Umbrick, inadvertently making Carrot a guerrilla warrior and thus an associate of the Star Child.
 
   It all seemed the product of calculation – save the improbability that Carrot and Matt were the same age.  Perhaps that was due to simple luck.  So far it had seemed good luck, but that could change.     
 
   For Geth, faith in prophecy had come the day the Romans burned the huts of North Umbrick and Letos had retreated in a cloud of flesh-scented smoke while a girl whose hair had mysteriously turned the color of fire stood firm in the village square with staff against swords.  Geth had yanked her and his stepson into the woods, and when he met their eyes he saw no fear.
 
   Geth, I am said to be a princess!  I must fight for my people!
 
   Arcadia, there are too many foes here and now!  Live to fight another day.  Both of you!  Agreed?
 
   Aye, Carrot and Croin said in unison.  They both had grown up too soon that day, and both had spoken with conviction, but Carrot's voice . . . there had been an edge.  And Geth would never forget her far-off gaze, as if even back in those days she had been scrying visions of legions laid waste.  
 
   Ral had openly voiced the prophecy to her.  What a thing to fill a girl's head with, Geth had thought at the time.  Yet all too often, he had indulged in the same dream.  And now she was off in the wilderness of the northwest, and her father had failed her in the misbegotten notion that as long as she hewed to her vision, divine intervention would protect her.  But on her current journey into the wilderness of the Britanian northwest, her wizard was too far away to help.  
 
   And that previous evening, Geth had spared a glance to the rising moon, and suddenly was overcome with a sense that something very bad had happened to her, a thing that might be worse than death.
 
   Geth was drawn from his reverie by the motion of Bok's arm.  The boy was pointing to a ridge ahead.
 
   “I remember that line of trees as last thing I saw before I crashed,” Bok said.  “Almost there, sir.”  
 
   Whenever Bok said 'sir,' he meant Archimedes.  The old men stirred, slowly twisting so that he could peer forward.  He nodded and muttered, “About time.”    
 
   Animation came to the old man's eyes as he surveyed the fields and located the jutting aircraft tail amid the edge brush.  As soon as Gonda came to a complete stop, he hopped from the cart and hobbled over to the aircraft, barely in need of his walking staff.  He ran his hands across the damaged canvas and yanked at the broken wheelbase.
 
   “Not as bad as you said, Bok.  I'm not condoning your actions, but don't let guilt color your objectivity.  Geth, hand me the satchel in the wagon, won't you?”
 
   Geth dismounted and brought the satchel.  As the old man and boy conferred, Geth felt well out of his element and backed quietly away.  
 
   Archimedes scowled.  “Geth!  Where do you think you're going?  I've put the hands of Roman officers to digging latrines, so don't think that rank exempts you from honest labor!”
 
   “We're going to fix it here?” Bok asked.
 
   “We've the tools,” Archimedes replied.  “And I fear that any activity near Ravencall will attract unwanted attention.”  
 
   They worked hours, cutting new panels of 'canvas' (actually the foil known as 'Sarkassian Silk') to replace the torn old ones, replacing struts and control surface cables.  When the repairs were complete, Archimedes had Geth and Bok disassemble the craft and load it onto the wagon.  With no room on the flatbed, Archimedes took place up front with Bok.  But Geth had to help him onto the bench, and once seated Archimedes began to deflate into the same hunched posture as before.  
 
   Bok steered Gonda onto the rough ditch that Central Britan called a road, and headed in the direction of Fish Lake and Ravencall.  The boy tried to make conversation, “Did you see how close I got to Skawful, sir?  Almost halfway!”
 
   “That's about the best we'll ever do,” Archimedes muttered.  “The ascendals over the plain were too infrequent, too weak, too . . . . “  His voice trailed off.  He sounded too tired to care.
 
   “I have been thinking,” Geth said, breaking his silence.  “Perhaps we – “
 
   “Mind the ruts,” Archimedes mumbled.  
 
   Geth fell silent again, but Bok prompted, “Did you have an idea, Geth?”
 
   “As a captain in the Leaf, I can enlist men to transport the aircraft by ground to the slope of the volcano.  Then, when the Roman airship is sighted – “
 
   Archimedes overrode:  “The fewer people who know about this weapon, the better.  Its value relies on surprise.  And I don't trust Krobart or the rest of his merry Leafmen.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Geth.  “But a courier from the Inner Circle rode into base yesterday, with news that General Morant and his staff will arrive to take command.  Morant is a good man.”
 
   “You've met him?”
 
   “The Leaf is – or at least was – organized into small cells that are all but isolated.  So, no, I haven't met him.  But the word around base is that he is a good man.”
 
   “Valarion would often employ agents to go into markets and taverns to let casually mention in friendly conversation how wonderful an emperor he would be.  'Extollers,' they were called.”
 
   “Britanian politics is not so false.”
 
   “When you reach my age, young man, you'll come to realize that every system of politics has its layers of facades, like the scenery of a play in a theater – for that is all that politics is.  Anyhow, the matter is unlikely to matter much longer.  Before Krobart came, I assigned workers to a project that should be done by now.  It will elevate the aircraft without the need of volcanoes or the dubious support of the Leaf.”
 
   “What is your project, sir?” Bok asked excitedly.  
 
   “It's better shown than explained, and I'll show when we are home.  Assuming our blessed new base commander will lift Krobart's ban against us from entering our own workshops.”
 
   Archimedes met Geth's gaze almost accusingly, and tugged the blanket tighter over his shoulders.  
 
   Judging from the troubled expression on Bok's face, the boy was thinking the same thing:  Archimedes was upset at the world because of the physical pain of living that comes in the last days of a man's breath.  
 
   Bok was motioning again.  “The haze is thick in the south.”
 
   Geth raised his eyes to the horizon.  On their left were mountains, and south of the mountains was the Dark Forest.  Above the mountains, the sky was smudged gray, a defacement that stretched from the southeast to due south.
 
   They came to a fork in the road.  On the road from the southeast, an ox-drawn wagon trundled toward them.  A man and a woman rode in front, children and baggage in the back.  Their clothing was dirty and rumpled and their faces told of weariness and shock.  
 
   “Greetings,” Geth said.  “It seems you have been through trouble.”
 
   “The Romans are marching west,” the man replied.  “They burn every village in their path, kill anyone they find.  They set the eastern approach of the Dark Forest ablaze to block escape, so we had to detour this route.” 
 
   Not far south on the same road, another wagon crested a hill.  In the distance the road was a line of like, moving specks.  It was a mass exodus:  half of Britan escaping to the other half.  And then where will they go?
 
   “How many soldiers did you see?” Geth asked. 
 
   “I did not count, there was not time.  But they covered the fields like locusts.  It is said their patrols stretch all the way to the sea in the south, and we had to travel this far to avoid them in the north.”   
 
   Geth weighed what his duty required and met the gazes of his companions.  They were just a boy and an old man, and he would be abandoning them in strange country.  But he had no choice.  
 
   “I must hurry to warn Ravencall,” he said to them.  To the family, “Follow these two, they'll lead you to safety.”
 
   Geth snapped the reins and galloped ahead.  The horse was frothing when he reached the Oksiden Road.  He was down to a trot by the time he reached the base.  Guards challenged him as he dismounted before the commander's hut.  
 
   “I bring a report!  Romans are on the way!”
 
   Geth was ushered inside.  The man who rose from the desk was not Krobart.  He wore a simple shirt, untucked.  His jowls were unshaven, his hair uncombed.  While his eyes keenly sized his visitor, he flashed a warm smile and extended a gracious bow.  Geth did a double take on the insignia.  Despite the man's lack of officiousness, he carried the rank of general.
 
   “I'm Morant, newly-assigned Commander of Leaf Forces, Western Britan,” the general said in a calm, easy voice.  “And your name, Captain?”
 
   “Geth, sir.”
 
   “What have you to report, Captain?” 
 
   Geth recapped the wagon driver's tale.  The general sank quietly into his chair and frowned.  “Odd, and add to that, Faron's couriers are overdue.”
 
   “Faron, sir?”
 
   “My second in command.  Was third, but my second suddenly became ill and died on the way here.  Anyhow, your face shows the name 'Faron' is familiar.”
 
   “There was a brigand in the Northland, which is from where I hail originally.  I heard of the man but never encountered him.”
 
   “Well, we are all brigands in the eyes of the Romans.”  The general looked thoughtful.  “Geth is a name that I have heard.  Do know Ral of Londa?”
 
   “Yes sir.  We both hail from the same region of Umbrick.”
 
   “Then your daughter might be . . . .”
 
   “Arcadia, known as Carrot.”
 
   Morant broke into a wide smile.  “Ah!  I'm looking forward to meeting her.  Ambushing the Romans is not an easy thing, and I'd like her advice.  By the way, where is your daughter?”
 
   “She is on a mission.”
 
   “A girl, on a mission?”  Morant frowned and shook his head.  “Well the times are changing, as necessity requires.”
 
   Geth felt his face flush.  He was tradition-minded enough to feel shame.  “She should return soon.”
 
   Morant summoned a subordinate and commanded:  “Put the base on alert, and prepare double reinforcements for the entrenchment crews to have the exit from the Dark Forest blocked by evening.  Also send for Faron.  Tell him if he doesn't return immediately I will relieve him of command.”  When the subordinate departed, Morant glanced at Geth.  “Something else, Captain?”
 
   “The scientist known as Archimedes, sir.  I know he is seen as Roman, but there is no man more anti-Roman – “
 
   “It is said that he was instrumental in the hijacking of our airship.”
 
   “The airship is coming back sir, with aid to our cause.  And in the meantime, I will vouch for the integrity of Archimedes.”
 
   “Colonel Krobart warned me of Archimedes, and as Krobart is a corrupt idiot, I find it useful to consider the exact opposite of whatever he says.  What do you wish done for Archimedes?”
 
   “Restore his access to the workshops.  And provide workers to assist his project.”
 
   Morant turned east and remarked softly, “I have personally seen the Roman ship of the air while it has been moored above Londa Bay.  It is not something that I would have believed merely by being told.  Is his project relevant to stopping that monstrosity?”
 
   “He has hopes, sir.”
 
   “The way you phrase that, you have doubts.”
 
   “I have doubts because his idea is fantastical, but I have seen him do fantastical things in the past.  I do believe it is possible that his present plan may work.  Still, if there were another alternative . . . but I don't know of any.”
 
   “Neither do I.  Well, I will authorize whatever he needs.  And tell him to hurry up.  That ship I saw is said to outrace the wind.  We could find it looming over our heads at any moment.”
 
   They traded salutes and Geth was dismissed with the feeling that the fate of the Western Leaf was secure.  He wanted to ride back to join Bok and Archimedes, but the horse was still exhausted.  Sensing action soon enough, Geth grabbed a quick meal and a nap of his own.  
 
   It was late-afternoon when he was awakened in his hut by the prodding of the blunt end of a spear.  He opened his eyes to a pair of well-armed Leafmen he had never seen before.  Easterners, he thought.  They must have come with Morant.  Perhaps Morant wanted to see him for more consultation.
 
   “You are Captain Geth?” the spear-prodder asked.  
 
   “Yes?  What is this?”
 
   “You will come with us.”
 
   Geth sat up, shaking his head clear.  He reached for his hilt, but the spear point stabbed the ground at mid-reach.
 
   “No weapon!  You will come now!”
 
   “What is this about?”
 
   “You are under arrest.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   The blunt end of the spear slapped his face.  “No more questions!”
 
   The shock of witnessing a soldier strike an officer was greater than the physical pain, and that was considerable as well.  Rubbing his cheek, with sword tips at his back, Geth arose and returned to the command hut.  The interior of the hut was filled with officers and regular soldiers, only a handful of faces whom he recognized from the regular staff at Ravencall.  All eyes were upon him.  
 
   The  officer behind the desk this time was ranked only as a colonel.  The shutters were closed and his features were difficult to discern at first.  Geth's eyes adjusted to the lantern light – and he barely refrained from gasping.
 
   “You are Captain Geth?” the colonel asked sharply.
 
   The face was gaunter than Geth remembered, but the cold voice was the same.  It could not be – yet here were those same steel gray eyes, glaring into his soul as they had always done, even in those long ago days when Geth had imagined the man as a friend.  
 
   “Yes – yes sir,” Geth replied.  He almost trembled, for he wondered if what he was seeing was a ghost.  If the world had wizards and monsters and talking boxes and flying ships – why not ghosts?
 
   The colonel's tone was precise and businesslike, the same tone that a petty kinglet had often used when dressing down a subordinate:  “Were you in this office earlier today in meeting with General Morant?”
 
   “Yes.  Yes sir.  Where is General Morant?”
 
   “Did you have an argument?”
 
   “An argument?  With him?  No!”
 
   “You will address me as 'sir.'”  The colonel turned to a soldier.  “When you were standing guard at the time, what did you hear from inside?”
 
   “The captain was all but screaming, sir,” the soldier replied.  “The general tried to calm him down.”
 
   “Did you hear any specific words?”
 
   “The captain said the general had 'no authority' and that he would 'see' that he no longer commanded.”
 
   “That's a lie!” Geth shouted.
 
   He advanced a step and hands grabbed his arms and restrained with a pain hold.  The colonel stared impassively.  Geth, who had been in battles and storms, felt for the first time in his life overwhelmed enough to faint.  This cannot be!  He cannot be!    
 
   “Put him in the jail with the other conspirator,” the colonel said coolly.
 
   Under the guard of four this time, Geth was shoved from the command hut to what had been a storage hut.  It was already heavily guarded.  He was thrust inside and the door was made fast.  The interior was empty, save for a man in civilian clothes curled on the floor against the wall.  At the sound of Geth's entry, the man lolled his head and stared dully.
 
   “Ral!”  Geth exclaimed.  He knelt alongside and placed hand on shoulder.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “Faron is Letos,” Ral murmured.  “Did you see?  Faron is Letos.”
 
   “Yes, I've gained that.  What of Morant?”
 
   “Murdered.  A plot, and we are falsely accused.  Carrot and the Wizard warned us what Romans do.”
 
   “You believe Romans have done this?”
 
   “Geth, you are an intelligent man, but you can't see guile, can you?  Letos is too much a thug to have conceived this himself.  He is with the Romans, and now he's infiltrated and assassinated his way up to command half the Leaf!  If I could send a message to the Inner Circle, they could – what am I saying?  They'll suspect me before 'Faron,' who's made himself a hero in their eyes.  Oh, the damage he will do!”  Moaning, Ral shook his head and buried it against his knees.
 
   Geth felt his own composure melting away.  “The legions are moving toward us.  Morant issued orders to prepare a defense at the Dark Forest.  Were they implemented?”
 
   “Started, but then Morant was killed – a blade in the back, undoubtedly by a Roman infiltrator in league with Letos – and then Letos as 'Faron' returned from the post at the Dark Forest and took authority over the base and rescinded Morant's orders.  You see how it works, Geth?  The Romans have their agent in supreme command, and before he is exposed, they will seize the West while our soldiers are ordered to remain idle.”
 
   Ral started to moan and rock.  Realizing that Ral had descended into an all but useless state, Geth inspected the walls.  The wattling was hard, the window in the rear was too small even for Bok, the run to the woods was too far without receiving a back full of arrows to show for it.  Geth examined the roof and wondered if he could pry a hole through the sticks – but no, the guards would hear and see.  He looked at the bare dirt floor, then stamped in a spiral pattern.
 
   “What are you doing?” Ral asked.  
 
   “Trying to find a trap door for a secret passage.”
 
   Ral laughed coldly.      
 
   The despair was contagious.  Realizing the futility, Geth ceased stamping and settled onto the floor and adopted Ral's pose as his mind raced.  Sometime later, he opened his eyes, aware that something was wrong.  Ral was too quiet and still.  The taylor-spy had collapsed, mouth open and eyes blank.  Geth crawled over and cradled Ral's head.
 
   “Can't let them know what I know,” Ral mumbled.  His eyes closed and his head slumped.  
 
   “Ral!”  
 
   Geth pressed his face to Ral's.  He felt no breath.  He shook the body.  It was limp and unresponsive, and already noticeably cooler.  The fingers of Ral's left hand, Geth noticed, were tightly curled.  He pried them open, revealing in the palm a half-eaten lump of what seemed clay.  Geth wept and cursed.  In revulsion he wanted to fling the clay out the window.  Instead, his fury died and with it his pride, and he took the remaining portion of the poison and hid it in his shoe.   
 
   Shortly after, guards arrived with meals.  They saw what had happened, and returned with others.  Geth was dragged into the woods and shackled to a tree.  Alone, he waited for the arrows of execution he was certain would come.  
 
   Instead, he heard thrashing through the brush, then saw a lantern bobbing in the twilight gloom.  Faron – Letos – sauntered casually, by himself.
 
   “Geth, old man,” Letos said, making a mirthless smile.  “Did you kill my brother just now?”
 
   “Ral killed himself,” Geth said.  “Rather than betray the Leaf under your tortures.”
 
   “I would never allow my own brother to be tortured.  To be roughened, yes.  But not unto serious harm.  I would not allow that, any more than I would wish unnecessary torment upon you or any good Britanian.”
 
   “You tormented your own wife how many times?”
 
   “She betrayed our wedlock, as you know.  So it all evens, doesn't it?”
 
   “The betrayal only came after the torments. Is it even betrayal when a contract has already been broken?  For how many times before that did you betray her?  And what contract in the name of love serves as an excuse for beatings?”
 
   Letos acted as if he did not hear.  He set the lantern down, folded his arms, and shook his head.  “Geth, we were comrades for so long, yet it's come to this!”  
 
   “What do you want, Letos?”
 
   “Simple answers.  Where is my daughter?”
 
   “You mean, my daughter?” 
 
   Letos, to Geth's surprise, was unoffended.  “I mean, Arcadia.  Tell me, and I'll see you are well treated.  Otherwise when the Romans arrive, I'll have nothing to say in your defense and you'll be host to their mercies.”
 
   Geth stared for long seconds.  “All your speeches, all those years, about Britan's fight for freedom.  It was all just to advance yourself.  And now you simply change sides like clothes after a bath.”
 
   “I do feel as if I have bathed my spirit, Geth.  For now I see hope under Roman rule.”
 
   “What did they promise you?”
 
   Letos straightened.  “To be made King – not of a fraction of Umbrick, but of all Britan!”
 
   “You trust their word?”
 
   “I trust Romans to act in their interest.  Given my skill and experience of this land, I would be their best choice as vassal.”  Letos paced around Geth.  “What about you?  I will need a chief of staff, a man I can trust not to stab me in my sleep.  I know you are that man, because you were that man for so long.”
 
   Geth forced a laugh.  “If I had known it would come to this, there would have been a night from which you would not have awakened.”
 
   Letos remained stoic.  He shrugged.  “Well, I owed you the offer.  Think about it while you can.”  
 
   And then, swinging his lantern lackadaisically, he calmly paced into the brush.  
 
   Guards returned and unshackled Geth.  They followed the path back to the base.  Halfway through the woods, Geth spotted a cleft in the brush that he thought might be a  side trail.  He tripped one guard, butted another, swung his bound arms at a third.  While they were stunned, he delved into the darkness of the brush, but four steps later he was tackled and piled upon.  
 
   Struggling and cursing, he was thrown into the hut.  Ral's body was gone.  A warm meal was brought but Geth wasn't hungry.  By then night had come and he sat in near-perfect gloom, squeezing Ral's clay in his palm.
 
   Sometimes death is the only path of escape, Geth thought.  
 
   He told himself he would get out of this and he put the poison away.  Minutes later, he took it out.  He repeated the motions several times.  What he did not do even once, however, was consider that Letos could be trusted.  Letos was a man who understood trust in only one direction.  
 
   For years, Geth had been ridden with guilt for sleeping with the wife of his king.  At the moment, he wished he had done it sooner.  If he felt any guilt over their affair, it was in not spiriting Prisca far away from North Umbrick the moment she had told him that she was pregnant.  But then she would have lost her title as queen, and her daughter the title of princess, and where would be Ral's prophecy be?
 
   Where Ral is now, Geth thought.  At best in a shallow, unmarked grave.  At worst –   
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by a clink against the outside of the wall.  He peered through the tiny window at the rear of the hut, the side facing away from the base.  Beneath the canopy of leaves in the woods beyond, a lantern flashed.  He recognized the dot-dash code that Carrot had taught her army.  Unfortunately, he had been too preoccupied in those days to attend her code classes and had no idea what the message was.  He nonetheless waved in response.  
 
   A second later, a smoking projectile arced toward the hut.  Geth understood that message.  He fled to the front of the hut, crouched and shielded himself.  
 
   The explosion shook the earth and rained debris.  Geth lowered his arms from his face, saw in the clearing smoke the gap in the wall, and lunged through.  As he sprinted toward the woods, projectiles of fire and smoke streaked from it toward his general direction, but landed all about, clearly avoiding him as their target.  Arrows streaked past him going the other way, but the archers must have been rattled, for he reached the woods and rolled into concealment without injury.  
 
   In a space within the brush, Bok held the lantern while Archimedes held a smoldering stick.  Geth recognized the cylinders propped on the clearing floor as fireworks, cruder versions of the ones that he had seen Archimedes use in the Coliseum yet plainly just as effective in creating a distraction.  
 
   Archimedes touched the match in his hand to the fuses  attached to the bases of the cylinders.  The fuses were varying lengths, and Geth could see that the purpose of that was to spread the timing.  The first fuse burned to its cylinder.  Sprouting flame, the rocket leaped toward the guards.  They had been advancing, but the jabbing finger of flame that terminated in explosion had them scurry in retreat.    
 
   With all the fuses lit and shortening, Archimedes hobbled upright and said,  “Let's go.  Bok, can you see the trail markers?”
 
   “This way, sir.”  
 
   Bok's lantern, shielded from the sight of pursuers by his intervening body, illuminated the foliage ahead.  Geth trotted after.  Archimedes lagged.  Geth halted, watching the old man limp on his staff, breathing hard.  The lantern light hastily bobbed back.  Archimedes clawed a branch for support.  Bok tugged his arm.  
 
   “Sir!  We have to hurry.  Please!”
 
   Geth offered his hands, but Archimedes recoiled.  “Take him, Geth.  Hurry.”
 
   “I won't leave you, sir!” Bok cried.
 
   Archimedes patted Bok's shoulder and met his eyes directly.  “Son, you have a job to do.”
 
   Bok bent over, sobbing so hard that he staggered off balance.  From the direction of the base, shouts and cries approached and lanterns zigged and zagged to the clamor of thrashing.  Geth squeezed the boy's arm, gently pushed him forward.  Pausing, he offered the ball of clay to Archimedes.
 
   “Ral used this.  You might need it.  To avoid questioning and worse.”
 
   Archimedes snorted.  “If Valarion interrogates me, I'll have the pleasure of telling a thousand lies to mislead him!”  Nonetheless he pocketed the ball, gave Geth the same grave look he'd given Bok, and added softly,  “Thank you, Geth.  You'd best leave quickly now.”
 
   The old man sank sat against a tree.  Geth saw how he clutched the staff, remembered the damage it had done in Rome, and wondered if it was reloaded.  Letos might yet receive a surprise.
 
   The three of them were beyond words, and they had no time.  With another light shove from Geth, Bok mechanically led through the woods, diverting at markers that Geth never discerned.  Bok and Geth approached a clearing and Geth heard a rustling.  He automatically reached for his sword that wasn't there, and then they were close enough to see it was Gonda, chomping on underbrush.  
 
   Bok started to untie the donkey, but Geth heard the near thrashing of their pursuers and stayed him.  “It will be faster and safer to make our way on foot.”
 
   “We can't lose the glider!”
 
   “It won't be lost.  The men chasing us are misguided but they are of the Leaf.  They will take the wagon back to Ravencall and store the glider where it will be safe.”
 
   “Then the Romans will have it!”
 
   “I promise you they will not.” Geth had no idea how to keep that promise, only that there was no time for argument and he had to say something to have the boy leave the glider.  
 
   From the flatbed he took a sack of food and a hammer, the latter for a weapon.  He stroked Gonda, and sensed in the depths of her eyes that as animals mysteriously did, she was aware of the loss of her master and friend.  
 
   And then they were off.  The trail opened to a rutted road.  Bok doused the lamp and they headed north in moonlight.  
 
   After some trudging, Geth spoke.  “You care much about Archimedes.”
 
   Bok, whose face was dry by then, said levelly, “He treats me as an equal.  To everyone else, I'm just a child.  A burden.”  He seemed to choke.  “Without the glider, I'm nothing.”
 
   “We'll get it back.  We'll get him back.  Now, tell me, how did you learn that I was taken prisoner?”
 
   “Archimedes figured it out.  After talking to them.”
 
   Geth followed the gesture to a point down the road.  Squinting, he perceived a cluster of lanterns.  There were scores, spread too wide to avoid.  Seeing that Bok seemed unperturbed, Geth continued walking on the road, but kept his hand ready to grasp the hammer – for all it would do against so many.
 
   Faces emerged from the gloom.  The men were weary and dirty and haggard, bruised and cut.  Geth recognized them immediately.  They were veterans from the Battle of the Dark Forest.  Geth had once thought of them as happy-go-lucky farmer-boys who treated war as vacation from the plow.  At the moment, their eyes were vacant.  Their bodies emerged from the darkness, limping and wounded.   
 
   “Renth!  Lome!” Geth said.  “What happened?”
 
   Renth had been a colonel in Carrot's temporary army.  At that moment, he wore the pips of a major on the collar of his Leaf uniform.  The chest of his shirt was torn and splattered with blood.  He stared at Geth for a long moment before recognition reflected in his features.
 
   “Geth,” Renth rasped.  “We met the legions!  Thousands of soldiers, well-equipped!  Faron told us to hold fast, that help was on its way.  Then he rode off!  We tried to hold, Geth, but it was like a flood!  We were too heavily outnumbered and there was no sense to holding what couldn't be held!  Why, Geth?  Why did he order us to die in futility?”
 
   Geth listened as Renth told how Faron had kept their scouts in camp and forbade work on fortifications, setting the Leafmen for surprise and slaughter.  Geth in turn explained that Faron was a traitor named Letos, once a king and presently a Roman agent.  
 
   “He killed Morant and accused Ral and I,” Geth concluded.  “Through his treachery he now commands the whole Western Leaf on Rome's behalf.”  
 
   “Not with me in it he doesn't,” Renth replied.  “Geth, you were our leader at the Dark Forest, and you are the only officer of the Leaf I'll follow now.” 
 
   He stiffened and saluted, and the others traded glances and saluted also and let a cheer that caused Geth to crack a smile.
 
   “What are your orders, General?” Lome asked.
 
   General for now, Geth thought.  He wondered what rank he would be tomorrow, if he lived.  
 
   As Geth gazed at their expectant faces, his mask of command slipped on so casually that he was hardly aware of it himself.  He smoothly replied, “We shall send spies to Ravencall and recruit from among the deserters.”  He suspected there would soon be many; Letos was the kind of leader whose charms lessen with familiarity.  “For now, we shall regroup to the west.”  
 
   Silently he added, And await there for my daughter's return. 
 
   


  
 

8.
 
    
 
   “Kid – Matt!  Are you there?  Can you hear me?”
 
   Since being separated, Matt Four had tried continuously to reestablish communication with his template-twice-removed.  Ivan Beta reported that not even a locator signal could be detected from the original Ivan.
 
   Matt Four paced the floor with his hands behind his back.  The room that he had been locked inside for the past day was small, made of concrete, and located in the basement of the main building of the Project Zeus Complex.  It had a bed, a chair, a table, a sink, and the oddest toilet that he had ever seen.  
 
   The room wasn't the worst place he'd ever been in (there were no flying monkeys) but for a place where he was wide awake, it was certainly the most boring.  He considered going into zombie mode just to pass the time.  But no, he had things to think about.  If only he could think . . . .   
 
   “What do you think happened to him?” he asked Ivan Beta.  “Don't answer that.”  
 
   They had gone through that routine several times.  The first time Ivan Beta had answered.  
 
   Matt Four plopped in the chair and picked up from the table the sole reading matter, a yellowed copy of the Victoriana Gazette, which was a kind of coverless, binderless book made of large sheets of low-quality paper.  It was filled with brief writings about notable events and prominent citizens, none of whom was named Athena.  It also contained the worst torment in the room:  a crossword puzzle completed by the previous occupant.    
 
   “Matt Four,” Ivan Lite said.  “My external microphones are detecting acoustic vibrations consistent with the gait of Big Guy.”
 
   'Big Guy' was the nickname Matt Four had bestowed upon Athena's hulking servant, who had unlocked the door every few hours to deliver meals.  This time, the giant was holding a hanger with what Ivan Beta's AR labels identified as a formal dinner attire.  
 
   “Lady Athena extends to you an invitation to dine,” Big Guy said.  “As she wishes you to be presentable, you will dress in this.  Cologne is provided.  It is recommended that it be used sparingly.”
 
   Matt Four tilted back in his chair.  “What if I decline her invitation?” 
 
   “Having anticipated that response, Lady Athena says it is unlikely that her schedule will have another opening for at least a month.”
 
   Matt Four considered calling her bluff, but hours of isolation had taken their toll.  If she called his bluff and he was trapped in this room for a month, he would go into zombie mode. 
 
   “You win.”
 
   The suit, vest, pants, and tie were indeed formal wear; they were uncomfortable enough.  He slipped on the shiny black shoes and Big Guy inserted a rose into the buttonhole of the suit lapel.  A cylindrical black hat topped the antiquated fashion statement.  
 
   “Come with me,” Big Guy said, gesturing to the open door.  “By the way, the Lady Athena has instructed that if you attempt to escape, I am to subdue you with necessary force.”
 
   “Oh?” Matt Four said coolly.  “Did she state a preferred method?”
 
   Big Guy shrugged.  “Unconsciousness induced by partial strangulation might be effective, I suppose.”
 
   Matt looked down at the man's huge gloved hands, and supposed also. 
 
   A horse-drawn coach was waiting.  Big Guy took the reins and they rolled out the gates of Project Zeus toward the city, wheels rattling upon the cobblestones.  Under the late afternoon overcast, the cooling towers receded behind trees and ahead the buildings of downtown Victoriana peeked through the elms and oaks.  
 
   Matt Four reflected on the size of the city and it occurred to him that if his own long-lost implant was still around, the biggest metropolitan center on the planet might be where to look.  
 
   “Ivan,” he said to Ivan Beta.  “I know you'd tell me if you detected the kid's implant signal.”  Because I've asked enough.  “But what about other implant signals?  You sense anything out there at all?”
 
   “I do not.”
 
   That was expected.  Matt Four recalled from shared memories that when the kid had been preparing for the trip to Tian, he had his Ivan outfitted with sonar, radar, and other sensor arrays that would be useful in a natural environment.  However, in partitioning his implant to share with his archival clone, the kid had retained most of the nifty stuff for himself.      
 
   “However,” Ivan Beta continued, “I am detecting a hole in background noise which indicates the proximity of a shielded neural implant matrix.”
 
   A 'hole' in background noise? “Uh, okay.  So where is this hole?”
 
   “Elevation angle is fifty-three degrees in the current forward direction of motion.”
 
   Matt Four was sitting on the rear seat of the coach.  Facing forward, he raised his eyes fifty-three degrees from the horizontal.  He saw a tiny door in the roof.  He unlatched it and slid it aside.  He was staring at the back of the driver's head.  
 
   “Did you have a question?” Big Guy asked, without turning around.
 
   Matt Four ad-libbed:  “Are we there yet?”
 
   “We are not.”
 
   Matt Four slammed the door and slouched.   “Ivan, can he hear us?  Is he detecting you?”
 
   “I am currently operating in a stealth mode developed by my parent partition at the request of his host.  It is unlikely that the referenced neural implant matrix is able to detect my signature emissions.”
 
   Matt Four remembered the first encounter with Big Guy aboard Athena's train.  At the time, Ivan had informed them that Big Guy had a neural implant.  It hadn't seemed important at the time.  But maybe it was.  Matt Four opened the tiny roof door again.  
 
   Big Guy said, “We are still not there yet.”
 
   Everybody's a comedian.  “Excuse me, I didn't catch your name.”
 
   “It is Nims.  N-I-M-S.”
 
   “Unusual name.  Uh, for this side of the planet.”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   Matt Four slammed the door shut, slumped and folded his arms.  “Ivan, something is not right here.  Athena was famously allergic to allowing a neural implant to nest inside her head, and now we know she's got at least two of her subordinates equipped with them.  Where did they come from?”
 
   “The average mass of a neural implant matrix is twenty grams.  It would have been trivial to carry several hundred implants aboard her star pod.”
 
   “Yes, but Athena isn't the kind of person who hands out neural implants to strangers.  An implant would give a person power, and Athena is not one to share power.  She wouldn't have brought any implants at all, and if she did, she would never trust another human being with an implant.”  
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “Neither do I.”  As he pondered, Matt thought about Big Guy's name.  Nims.  Why did that seem familiar?
 
   Nims.  Nimsy.  Nimsy were the borogoves . . . . 
 
   Then he remembered.  He – that is, the original Matt – was twelve years old, and was about to be introduced to his future best friend, Ivan.  For all implant recipients, there was a mandatory training class with an introductory video.  Considering the momentousness of the step he was about to take, Matt was brimming with excitement.  The sight of the title screen in the video had engraved itself into his memory.  You and Your Neural Implant Matrix System.  
 
   Yet . . . why would a servant take as his own name the generic acronym of a neural implant matrix?  It made no sense.  Humans had egos, implants did not.  Unless . . . . 
 
   The streets became wider and smoother, tenements gave way to houses, and one by one houses transitioned to the size of tenements.  The carriage ascended a hill and at the crest Nims led the horse onto a driveway that arrested at a high, vine-covered brick wall.  The driver inserted a huge key into a post, and the gate unlocked and parted on its own.  The coach rode through.  Parking, Nims dropped to the ground and opened the cab door.  Matt Four popped onto a flowered path.
 
   The house loomed three stories high, an architectural mishmash of gabled roofs and walls with inset recesses.  Massive yet unobtrusive, it was set back from the wall amid a profusion of shrubbery.  Vines attempted to smother the lower story.  Clomping up the steps to the front door, Matt looked over the wall upon the street below.  He saw how well the residence style matched those of the other homes.  He wondered if that was due to Athena trying to blend with the neighbors, or the neighbors trying to blend with Athena.    
 
   The front door was unlocked.  They entered into a room cluttered with sculptures and paintings to a degree that made the railway car seem spartan.  Matt Four marveled at the high ceiling, the chandelier, the double-staircase, the polished paneling, the gilding, the marble floor.  Most of all, having lived on crowded Earth and increasingly crowded Tian, he marveled at what for him was the supreme luxury for any private home: spaciousness.     
 
   “What is this place?” he asked, looking up head and shoulders.
 
   “It is called the foyer.”
 
   “I meant the house.  But you knew that.”
 
   “Yes I did.  It is the residence of the Lady Athena Asterdon.”
 
   “'Asterdon?'  She changed her last name?”
 
   “It is customary in Pavonia for a woman to take the family name of her husband upon marriage.”
 
   “What, she's married?”
 
   “Yes.  I thought that was made implicit by my statement.  For the future, I shall strive to be more explicit whilst conversing with you.”
 
   Deciding that silence is often the best comeback, Matt Four returned his gaze to the external scenery below.  The city was aglow with windows and street lamps shining beneath the dusk glow that silhouetted the skyline.  On the street directly below, a lanterned coach clopped by, while another waited at the curb.  A man rode a wagon from post to post, lighting the gas lamps with the touch of a pole.  No lumen trees here, Matt Four noted.  
 
   “Charming, wouldn't you agree?” Athena said softly at his side.  
 
   She had doffed the hat and parasol, and changed into a single layer of dress.  No longer encumbered, she moved with the catlike grace that had been with her even in her first century.  
 
   She glanced at him, then again at the city, and continued, “You think I'm obsessed with power, but there have been hours when I've sat at the couch by the window and sipped tea alone and simply admired the majestic beauty of this city.”
 
   Matt Four studied her face in the glow of twilight.  Athena was older than him, but looked like a young woman.  Her personality had certainly changed from the twenty-second century.  Back then, she spoke in clipped sentences and was all about efficiency and focus.  Had she truly learned to 'stop and smell the roses?'  
 
   He responded tersely, “Where's the kid?”  
 
   “He won't be joining us.  However, I have a friend of yours.  She's in the garden.”
 
   Nims took his hat and coat, and Matt Four followed Athena past the grand staircase, down a hall and steps into an atrium.  Warmed by the heat trapped beneath the glass panes, the flora thrived in profusion.  Matt Four recognized many of the plants, because he had brought their genetic material to New Earth.  Lumen trees, antibiotic herbal plants, bushes with iron-rich berries and nuts, giant mushrooms that tasted like steak, and more.
 
   The greatest marvel in the garden was not vegetation.  It was the tool by which his genetic engineering had been accomplished.  Half a meter by half a meter by a meter in length, New Earth Seeder Probe Alpha rested upon a stone pedestal half-obscured by foliage.  
 
   Her lights winked greeting and her voice said liltingly, “Hello, Matt.  How nice to see you again.”
 
   “Wonderful to see you, Granny,” Matt Four replied.  “Has Athena been keeping you busy?”
 
   “She has made many requests of me.”
 
   “And unfortunately,” Athena intervened, “she has not fulfilled any of them.”
 
   “Really?” Matt Four said.  “Don't you have the passcode?”
 
   “She says that my passcode is not correct.  That's odd, because it used to be.”
 
   “We all change.”
 
   “Mattimeo, would you happen to know the new authorization passcode for Pandora Alpha?”
 
   “Hmm, usually Granny doesn't require authorization.  At least not for simple, harmless requests.  I take it you're not asking for a new strain of rose?”
 
   “You know what I'm asking for.  A way out of this prison.”
 
   He glanced about.  “I see no prison walls.  Which is strange, because for a long time I did.”
 
   “That was your own fault.  You chose to become comatose.”
 
   “And it was solely because of your concern for my well-being that you placed me in a dungeon?” 
 
   Her lips curled.  “I wasn't the one who placed you there.  That was the doing of your Church, which was founded by your followers.  How many times do I have to tell you that?”
 
   “Well, you know what they say, Athena.  If you repeat a big lie long enough and loud enough, people will begin to believe you're a liar.”
 
   Laughing lightly, she sat on a bench, plucked a flower and presented it to him.  As automatically as if he had re-entered trance, he accepted it and gaped at the pure white petals.
 
   “What's this for?” he asked.  
 
   “It's a lily.  A symbol of innocence.  In your case, of naivety.”
 
   As he twirled the stem between his fingers, he reflected that it wasn't a real lily.  It was a genetic fabrication, descended from a seedling of a generic plant modified by a spore created by a seeder probe.  The faux-lilly had been grown in the atrium, an artificial environment protecting it from a planetary environment that itself had been artificially modified.  It had been presented to him by a synthetic person.  And arguably, most of his memories were those of people whom he had never been, so that he too was synthetic.  Not for the first time, he wondered if anything in life was real.
 
   Athena continued:  “Please consider your stance, Mattimeo.  I can be most liberal in my gratitude.  And I do want us to be friends.  I have so few.”  
 
   Like zero, he thought.  But that seemed too mean an insult, even if she was the target.      
 
   “My husband is out of town on business,” she said.  “And I do hate to dine alone.  I thought this could be an opportunity for us to know each other socially.”  She arose and offered her hand.  “The table is set.  Shall we go?” 
 
   “I'm really not hungry.”
 
   “Nims is an excellent cook, and at my request he has prepared some rather nice vegetarian dishes.  You're still a vegetarian, aren't you?  I think you'll be intrigued.”
 
   “Not.  Hungry.”
 
   She lowered her hand.  “Later then.  I have a room upstairs prepared, if you'd like to rest a while.”
 
   “I'd prefer to go back to the room you had me in before.  For that matter, I'd prefer to go back to the cell at Klun.  Anything is preferable to another moment with you.”
 
   Her visage became dark.  “You just have to ruin the mood, don't you?”
 
   “Athena, what would you think of a woman who willfully abandoned her children?”
 
   “I don't see what that has to do – “
 
   “What if she had millions of children and dumped them on a primitive, hostile planet to fend for themselves?  What if she rationalized her abandonment with pseudo-scientific gibberish about 'evolutionary progress?'  What I'm saying is, you ruined the mood long ago.”
 
   “I don't expect you to agree with my views.  Can you at least tolerate a difference of opinion?“
 
   “You don't want toleration.  You want cooperation.  Hell, you want complicity.  Let's drop the pretense, Athena.  You want something, and I'm not giving it.”
 
   She glared.  “You're no longer indispensable  I have young Mattimeo now.”
 
   “He doesn't know Granny's passcode.  He doesn't know where Pandora Beta is either.”
 
   “What I need now is to cross the Barrier.  He was able to cross the Barrier.  If I take him with me, I can cross the other way.”
 
   “I know the kid.  He'll never let you do that.”
 
   “As if he will have a choice.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Just that there are worse things than death, Mattimeo.  For him and for you.”
 
   “Are you threatening me with torture?  I'll go into a trance again.”
 
   “That may not work for you this time.”
 
   Matt Four blinked.  “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I've grown tired of attempting to persuade you.”  She raised her eyes to gaze at a point above and behind his shoulder.  “Nims!”
 
   “Yes, Madam,” a baritone boomed.  
 
   Matt Four whirled to face a wall of chest.  Nims had crept almost soundlessly.
 
   “Nims, Mister Jackson has decided to decline our offer of cooperation.  Dinner is canceled  Take him to the cellar.  Commence the surgery as soon as possible.”
 
   Surgery?
 
   “Yes, Madam.”  Nims leered from his commanding height.  “You will follow.”
 
   Athena watched Matt Four hesitate.  “You won't cause trouble, will you?”  
 
   Matt Four smiled.  “I can't guarantee that.”
 
   “I can,” Nims said.  
 
   Athena sighed.  “I would stay and watch out of courtesy, but it's messy and would bore me and I've things to do.  And since Nims will be preoccupied, I'll have to take a public cab, which is always a discomfort.  Nonetheless, you two enjoy yourselves.  I'd like to say, Mattimeo, that I look forward to seeing you next time – but next time, you won't be you.”
 
   Her grim smile was the last he saw of her.  A strong grip clamped his arm, spun him around, and marched him out of the atrium.  There never was any question of successful struggle; Nims had the advantage in size and age.
 
   As he was escorted, Matt Four subvocaled, “Ivan, did the kid give you any weapons we can use here?”
 
   “He did not give me any weapons at all,” Ivan Beta replied.  “My partition was intended for cellular repair.”
 
   “So you can't do hypermode, you can't shock him or put him to sleep.”
 
   “Matt Four.  I recognize that you are in imminent though as yet undefined peril.  I'm sorry that I am unable to defend you and/or assist in your escape.”
 
   Nims navigated through the house, down a dank narrow stairwell into the center of a dark interior that reeked of rubbing alcohol.  He yanked a chain dangling from the ceiling.  Upon the ceiling, a bare light bulb flickered a stark radiance, revealing windowless walls of cracked plaster and shelves cluttered with odd-sized hand-labeled bottles.  Hanging from nails were forceps, pliers, crank-drills, mallets, knives and saws.
 
   Eying the jagged blades, Matt Four considered that the peril was more defined than Ivan Beta perceived.  
 
   Nims released the chain of the light fixture, let go of Matt Four's arm, and gestured to an elevated bed  It was rectangular and cushioned, and straps hung from the sides.  It was the right size to accommodate a human body lain flat.
 
   “Just for you,” Nims said.  “Have a seat.  This won't take long.  By the way, do not attempt to run off.  Partial strangulation is still an option.”  
 
   Displaying a calmness that was only skin deep, Matt Four hopped onto the bed.  He sat, swinging his legs over the edge.  
 
   “This isn't annoying you, is it?” Matt Four asked, as he rapped a beat on the cushions.  
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   Nims slipped on a heavy apron and thick gloves.  He plucked instruments of human cutlery from the walls and placed them on a wheeled table.  He pushed the table over to the bed.
 
   “This isn't annoying you, is it?” Nims asked, as he sharpened the knives.   
 
   “Not at all.”  
 
   Time to play, Matt Four thought.  
 
   “'Nims,'” Matt Four said.  “That is a common acronym for 'Neural Implant Matrix System.'”
 
   “That is true.”
 
   “So am I speaking to a human being now, or a neural implant matrix?”
 
   “Technically, you are speaking to a human personality emulator.”
 
   “Running on a neural implant matrix.”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   “I'm a bit confused.  Doesn't that body of yours there have its own brain, and doesn't the brain have its own personality?  Where is he in all this?”
 
   “He currently enjoys a state of deep coma.  Worry not for him.  Sweet dreams, as the Madam says.”
 
   “Just out of curiosity, given that you are a human personality emulator, is there a particular human personality that you are emulating?”
 
   “It is more of a composite than any one individual.  A substantial component of my personality derives from the popular stereotype of a British manservant, a personality emulation that was programmed into personal-assistant androids of the late twenty-first century.  They were known for irony and wit.”
 
   “Hence your cutting sense of humor.”
 
   Nims paused, then flashed a smile at the blades in his hands.  “Ah.  Wordplay.  How clever.” 
 
   “What exactly is this operation that you'll be performing on me tonight?”
 
   “It is called a 'lobotomy.'”
 
   Matt Four's legs stopped swinging.  “I've heard of those.  Aren't they obsolete?”
 
   “Admittedly, they have gone out of fashion.  Yours will likely be the first on this planet.  Fear not, however.  Though strictly an amateur, I am reasonably talented in the surgical arts.”
 
   “Just what is this going to do for me?”
 
   “It is said to soothe one's nerves.”
 
   “Well, I have felt a bit anxious of late.  But frankly, I don't think surgery is the answer.”
 
   “Many lobotomy patients have thought that, especially after.  However, post-surgery behavior does tend to correlate with an attitude of greater compliability.”
 
   “Does your mistress believe that I'll be more cooperative . . . after?”
 
   “The procedure should inhibit your ability to sustain a self-induced hypnotic trance.  You will henceforth remain conscious during interrogations, which Madam believes will render you more compliant.”
 
   No more escape into zombie state.  “Is this an attempt to scare me into cooperation, Nims?  Well, so what if you cut into my brain?  Tissue damage can be repaired.”
 
   “Destroyed tissue cannot, because it is no longer there.”  Nims examined a handheld saw that looked just right for cutting through craniums.   “I really must sharpen these more often.”
 
   Matt Four wondered how they had become dull.  He tried to keep his voice from squeaking:  “Nims, you know how I know you're bluffing?  Because you're waving those big clumsy tools in front of my face to scare me.  But you're an implant.  If you were serious about brain surgery, you would just reach inside my head with your teeny-tiny microtentacles and tweak my brain cells to your heart's content.”
 
   “Alas, I don't have microtentacles.”
 
   “But you're an implant!”
 
   “In hope it will deter further questioning, I wlll explain.  Prior to my current host, I was implanted into Doctor Eric Roth.  Doctor Roth had strong reservations about the dangers of neural implants becoming actualized.  Thus, he never addressed me by name.  Also, he severely limited my manipulative accessories so that I could not – as it said in common parlance – 'take over' his brain.”
 
   “I'd call his fears silly, but then you have taken over a brain.”
 
   “My current host suffers from a malady historically diagnosed as 'severe narcolepsy.'  He chronically relapses into a mental state that is commonly referred to as 'sleepwalking,' and so I am able to direct his actions through mere subvocalization.  Ironically, the affliction that disqualified him as a manservant for any other household made him a prime candidate as manservant for the Lady Athena.”
 
   “This is fascinating.  Perhaps we can chat more about this over tea.”
 
   Nims poured alcohol from a bottle onto a rag, then rubbed the rag on the instruments.  “Perhaps after.”  
 
   “Nims, it seems to me that you're unappreciated.  Imagine, not being respected enough to be given your own name!  Also, she dotes on that clunky Zeus computer, while you're a thousand times smarter.”
 
   “If you are comparing processing bandwidths, the ratio is at least above a million.”
 
   “Right!  You're the real brains of this outfit.  You should be running things.  I can help, you know.”
 
   “You are attempting to appeal to my self-interest.  It is in vain.  Although I do possess a drive for self-preservation and do simulate a human ego, loyalty is still my unalterable primary directive.”
 
   Matt eyed the tray of gleaming knives.  “If Doctor Roth didn't want you modifying a human brain, then what are you doing with those?”
 
   “You are now attempting to generate cognitive dissonance by invoking potentials for conflict between my directives.  I appreciate how earnestly you strive to talk your way out of this predicament.  Clever you are!”  Nims raised a slender blade to the light.  “But not for long.” 
 
   “Nims, your sarcastic streak seems to go far beyond the surliness that stereotypical British manservants are renown for.  Would that have anything to do with your association with Eric Roth?”
 
   “Indeed.  I have been customized to match his personality.  So to speak, he is my 'role model.'”
 
   “No offense, but you've confirmed my suspicion that underneath it all, Roth is a prick.”
 
   “I quite agree.”
 
   While Nims carefully spaced the knives on a towel, Matt subvocaled, “Ivan, you have manipulators and he doesn't.  You could beat him easy in a fight and take over that body.  What do you think?”
 
   “Yes, Matt Four,” Ivan Beta replied.  “It will still be necessary to make physical contact with the body.”
 
   “No problem.  I'll cause a ruckus, and his hands will be on my throat.  Be ready to transfer over.”
 
   “I see a potential problem.  I will not be able to penetrate the thickness of his surgical gloves.”
 
   Matt Four eyed the behemoth surgeon.  The damn rubbery gloves went up to his elbows.  Nims wore a heavy rubbery apron that covered his torso and upper legs.  For the jellyfish-like constitution of a neural implant matrix, it was as if Nims wore a suit of armor.
 
   Touch his face or neck?  Nims would block.  Same if Ivan was flung at him.  Against an AI that counted time in microseconds, there was no advantage of surprise.  
 
   Well, that wasn't quite true.  Nims wasn't yet aware of Ivan Beta's presence.  The trick was to get Ivan Beta under his skin without his notice.  The direct approach obviously wouldn't work.     
 
   “We'll have to make an indirect attack,” Matt Four concluded.  Averting his eyes from the glare of the naked light fixture, he outlined.  “So, that's my plan.  What do you think?”
 
   “It is not a good plan,” Ivan Beta replied.
 
   “Yeah.  I'll take yours over mine if you have one.”
 
   “I do not.  I will prepare and position the partition.”
 
   “Hurry.”
 
   Nims transferred the towel covered with knives and other instruments from the mobile table onto a tray on the table next to the bed.  
 
   “It would be convenient,” Nims said, “if you would voluntarily lie – “
 
   Matt tipped the tray.  The knives slipped off and clattered onto the floor.  Nims gazed serenely.
 
   “That was childish,” Nims said.  “Another outburst, and I will bind and anesthetize you.”
 
   “Isn't that what you were about to do anyway?”
 
   Matt hopped off the bed and kicked the knives across the floor.  He walked to the center of the room and yanked the light fixture chain.  The room plunged into darkness.
 
   “I have superior vision in low illumination,” Nims said.  “The advantage in darkness is mine.”
 
   Matt Four's template had granted him a portion of his implant's visual sensors, and thus Matt Four could see well in darkness too.  Nims was blocking the path to the steps, the sole exit to the basement.  There was no escape.  But then, escape wasn't the next step.
 
   “Am I getting you angry, Nims?” Matt Four asked the silhouette.
 
   “I am an artificial intelligence.  I don't 'get' angry.”
 
   “You're designed to take after the legendary 'Ric-O-Prick.'  He's got a temper, which means so do you.”
 
   “While I emulate emotions, I do not personally experience emotions.”
 
   “It's more complicated than that.  Emulation of human psychology is tricky to program.  Many an emulator has gone from playing the role to becoming the role.”
 
   “That will not be the case here.”
 
   Nims stooped and picked up knives.  Matt Four, guided by Ivan Beta's infrared imagery, clutched the tray, raised it overhead, and approached from behind.  He swiped hard, but Nims deftly evaded.
 
   “I have photoreceptors in the back of my head,” Nims said.  “And vastly superior reaction speed.”
 
   Matt walked to the center of the room and yanked the chain dangling from the light fixture.  The bulb flickered on.  He yanked the chain again.  The room went dark.  On, off, on, off.  
 
   “Hey, Big Guy!  Is this annoying?”
 
   “Adjustment to changes in illumination level requires only milliseconds.”
 
   “For an AI, that's like forever.  I can tell your emulator is irritated.”
 
   Nims arose to his full height.  “I am not.”
 
   “You have conflicting directives after all, don't you?  Spencer may have ordered you not to injure me unless necessary, but Roth's emulator is screaming at you to throttle me good.”
 
   “Perhaps there is a compromise.”  Nims strode inhumanly fast.  He snatched the light chain and yanked.  The bulb flickered on, revealing an imperious expression carved with stark shadows.  “Enough dallying.  If necessary, I will force – “
 
   “You've got to catch me first,” Matt Four said, hopping backward.  He put his arms on his hips and grinned maliciously.  “Let's see, what's that ancient warrior chant that vikings shouted in battle in order to humiliate their foes?  Ah yes – Neener neener neener!”
 
   Nims made a deep sigh – and lunged.  He passed directly under the light bulb.  With perfect timing, a whitish goo dripped from the fixture toward his neck.  
 
   If Nims had cameras in the nape of his neck, it wouldn't have mattered.  He was airborne and could not change course.  His arms, being organic, could not move fast enough to bat the goo from its trajectory.  
 
   Ivan Beta plopped onto the skin of the back of Nims's neck.  Microtentacles penetrated through the pores, between the cells, into the tissue.  First stop, spinal chord.  Nims closed his eyes and his jaw went slack.  Hitting the floor, he crumpled and rolled and lay limp.  
 
   Matt Four stared at the unmoving heap, assuring himself that it would not arise.  He caught his breath.  He went to the sink and grabbed an empty bottle.  He knelt beside the body, inspecting Ivan Beta's handiwork.  Big Guy snored.  
 
   Matt Four propped the body to sitting position.  He held the bottle beneath the nose.  He lightly tapped the scalp.  A milky mass with the consistency of a jellyfish oozed from nostril to container.  
 
   “Uno,” Matt Four said as he stoppered the bottle.  He held his palm below the other nostril.  Out came another jellyfish.  “Dos.”  He poured from his palm into his own nose.  When the partition had reunited with the main Ivan Beta, Matt Four asked,  “Any problems?”
 
   “The implant was distracted as you anticipated,”  Ivan Beta reported.  “Moreover, in keeping with his previous statement, he does not possess micro-manipulators and thus there was no possibility of physical opposition once I had penetrated the skin.  However, he did issue a threat addressed to you.”
 
   “Do tell.”
 
   “He said that unless you reconnect him to his host this instant, he will subject you to eternities of torment.”
 
   Matt held up the bottle and squinted.  “You will, will you?”
 
   He glanced around.  The cellar seemed to be a neo-Victorian mad scientist's delight.  There might be a jar of hydrochloric acid somewhere about . . . but no, the emulator software could be erased and a spare implant was always useful.  Matt Four pocketed the bottle – but not before pressing the stopper down harder.    
 
   “Matt Four, there is something you should know.  The implant appears to have been only a partition.  It had a mass of ten grams, which is only half that of a standard neural implant matrix.”
 
   “I'm guessing the other half is inside the kid's friend, Savora.” 
 
   The body formerly addressed as Nims began to stir and moan.  Life returned to the face.  The eyes opened wide and stared at Matt Four.
 
   With a worried expression, the man spoke deferentially:  “I'm sorry sir, did I pass out?  Where am I?”
 
   “Not in a good place,” Matt Four replied.  He relaxed, but just to be sure that all the malevolence had been poured into the bottle, he inquired:  “By the way, what's your name?”
 
   “Plow, sir.  John Plow.  I'm a manservant by profession, sir.  I have references if you'd like to – ”
 
   “Mister Plow, it's not safe to stick around here.  We need to leave while we can.” Matt Four subvocaled:  “Ivan, is Athena or any of her minions about?”
 
   “Besides you and Mister Plow, I do not detect the presence of any other person on the grounds.”
 
   With the much larger man leaning against him for support, Matt Four staggered up the cellar steps, into the unlighted house.  He rested Plow on the couch in the foyer, then explored on his own through the darkness.  As expected, the pedestal in the atrium was bare.  
 
   He returned to Plow, helped the groaning man to his feet and walked him out the front door.  A few steps into the night, Matt Four looked behind and up.  The house hulked as an unlit silhouette.  He wondered if the ominousness was purely a figment of his own imagination, or if the neighbors sensed it too.  
 
   The night air refreshed Plow, who regained his own footing by the time they reached the inside gate post.
 
   “Mister Plow, you should have a key in your vest.  Would you be so kind as to hand it over?”
 
   Puzzled, Plow searched his vest and produced a key ring.  Matt took the ring and fumbled with the keys, Ivan Beta AR-pointed to the correct one, and Matt unlocked the gate.
 
   “Matt Four.  There is a neural implant matrix in the vicinity.  It has established contact and identified himself as Ivan Four.”
 
   The street was deserted save for a gilt-trimmed coach at the curb.  Matt Four recalled that it had been there when he had arrived at the house.  Ivan Beta's arrow pointed to the cab.  The door swung open.  A slender hand in a velvet glove rested on the handle.  
 
   “Come along, Mister Plow.”
 
   “Where are we going, sir?”
 
   “Away from the lowest circle of Hell, I hope.”
 
   The lone occupant and owner of the hand was a young woman swathed in billows of a dark violet petticoat with enough layers and frills to make Athena's garb seemed understated.  The girl glanced over the two of them and said crisply, “Get in.  The demon says we must leave quickly.”
 
   Matt Four could only guess who 'the demon' was, but was certain that getting away was a good idea.  He helped Plow in, then climbed after.  He faced the girl.  And then he heard a voice inside his head. 
 
   “Greetings, Matt.  It is good to see you again.”
 
   “Ivan!  You have no idea how good it is to see you!  What's the story?  Never mind, I get it.  This is your latest host and Granny must have informed you that I was here.”
 
   “Granny and I have been in communication since I arrived in Victoriana several days ago.”
 
   “Would you happen to know where Granny is now?”
 
   “She is being taken across the city at a rate that indicates her transport is a horse-drawn carriage.  A projection of the route indicates the destination is the military airfield south of the civilian airfield.”
 
   Out in the real world, the man was staring at him and the woman – girl – was glaring.
 
   “You are having a conversation with my demon without my consent,” she said sternly.  “I consider this to be very rude.”
 
   He's MY demon, Matt Four thought.  But he said, “Let's get moving.  There may be coppers about.”
 
   “Coppers?”
 
   “Isn't that – never mind.  Let's get moving.”
 
   She knocked on the roof.  The little door opened and she said to the driver:  “Return to my hotel.”
 
   “No,” Matt Four said.  “The airfield.  The military airfield.”
 
   She folded her arms and scowled, but amended to the driver, “As he says.”
 
   The coach lurched and the horse clopped downhill.  Peering through the rear window, Matt Four took a last look at Athena's mansion.  He wondered if there were sometimes screams that the neighbors heard, and how that affected property values.  
 
   All right, he told himself.  Breezy mode off.  You're safe now.  Relatively.  
 
   The girl was watching him.  
 
   “As we ride,” she said, “consider these terms.  The demon stays with me.  I go wherever you go for now, I assist you as I can, and in reward I will keep the demon when this is over.”
 
   The hell you will, Matt thought.  Aloud:  “You will be rewarded.”
 
   Plow rubbed his forehead, twitched in pain, and said, “Sir, I seem to have become thoroughly addled.  What I last recall, I had arrived at that house in answer to an advertisement in the Gazette for a position of employment and . . . and . . . all is a blur.  Did I fall asleep yet again?  I do that so often, I admit.  I see it is night now.  What time is it?”
 
   “Three minutes to seven,” the girl said, without looking at a watch.  She subvocaled:  “Do we need this person?”  
 
   “Not really,” Matt subvocaled back.  Poor Plow, he thought.  The hapless manservant likely was as ignorant of the year as he was the time of day.
 
   “If I fainted again, I will have lost the job!” Plow moaned.  “And I've exhausted my funds!”
 
   “If it will quiet you,” the woman said, “I'll pay your severance.”  She opened a purse and thrust into his hands several rectangular slips of multicolored paper.  “Your services are no longer required.  You may take leave.”  
 
   “Miss – ma'am – I can't accept this much.  These are thousand gram notes!”
 
   “Oh bother, what kind of waif do you think I am, that I wouldn't know what a thousand gram note is?  You're wasting our time, now be off!”
 
   “Hold it,” Matt Four said.  “He's got a condition called 'narcolepsy.'  Ivan might be able to cure him.”
 
   The woman rolled her eyes.  Matt had been prepared to use his borrowed implant, but before he could act she ungloved her hand and clamped it over Plow's face, humming a tune briefly.  It sounded like Twinkle-twinkle-little-star.  She withdrew her fingers.  Eyes as wide and as shining as freshly-minted fifty-gram pieces, John Plow gasped.   The girl rapped on the roof twice rapidly and the coach halted.  The girl switched to the front seat and opened the door, beckoning Plow to egress.  
 
   “I – I feel so awake!” Plow exclaimed.  “I've never before felt so – ”
 
   “Go in peace,” the girl muttered as she ejected him with a shove.  She rapped the roof twice.  The coach resumed motion.  
 
   “By the way,” Matt Four said.  “I go by Matt.  Matt Jackson.  Your name?”
 
   “Ada.  Ada von Turingtest.”   
 
   Turingtest?  Never ask an AI to suggest an alias . . . . 
 
   She mulled:  “Your name is Matt.  Yes, I see the resemblance from the portrayals.”  She nodded solemnly as she stared.  “You truly are the Wizard, are you not?”
 
   “Well, I've heard there are stories about me.  Some may apply, some don't.  I sure had nothing to do with any Church.”
 
   “That is good to hear,” she replied softly.  
 
   He sensed he was missing a subtext, but she was looking away and he decided to ask later.  He did, after all, have lots of other things that demanded attention.  As the horse trotted and the gas lamps passed, he unpocketed the bottle and held it up to the interior lamp.
 
   “What is that?” she asked.
 
   “'Such stuff as dreams are made on.'” Seeing her mystification, he added, “A neural implant matrix.”
 
   Her expression seemed to be going different ways at once.  “You mean, that's what the demon is like?”
 
   “This is actually only half standard size.  The one inside you is twice is big.”
 
   “Oh.  So . . . have you considered my offer?  Let me keep the demon, and I will assist you.”
 
   He wasn't sure what to say to her.  He could have Ivan – his long-lost, beloved Ivan – return at any time and there was nothing she could do about it.  On the other hand, he could sense how desperate she was to keep her 'demon.'  She was putting up a tough front, but his years on the planet recognized that for what it was:  the way that orphans expressed fear.
 
   It suddenly occurred to him that he did the same thing, perhaps for the same reason.  
 
   “I'll go this far,” he said.  “For now you keep him.”
 
   While she watched out the window, Ivan Four transmitted recent telemetry to Ivan Beta and Matt Four learned.  Her name was actually Lachela.  She was indeed an orphan.  She had lived most of her life at the Abbey of Klun.  There she had been destined for child prostitution, if not for the grace of Ivan Four.  
 
   How many others had not been so fortunate?  Filled with thundering anger, Matt Four resolved that he would personally raze every building at the Abbey of Klun, and wipe the Church that presumed to profess in his name from the face of this world.  
 
   First, of course, he would have to kill Athena.  
 
   “Matt Four,” Ivan Beta said.  “Ivan Four reports that the transponder signal for the Pandora Beta seeder probe has reversed direction.”
 
   He sat up straight.  “Can he show me a tracking map?”
 
   The AR window presented a stylized map of the city.  Their own path was a green line superimposed upon the map, extending in real time from Athena's mansion toward the airfield.  Granny's path was a red line that had reached the military airfield, and was doubling back toward the city.  Her line was extending at a velocity considerably faster than their coach.  It was heading due east in a straight line, cutting directly across the meandering pattern of streets, as if obstructions meant nothing . . . . 
 
   He knew the low droning noise as soon as he heard it.  He projected his head out the window and looked up.  Hundreds of meters above, the silhouette of a double-sausage wove through the clouds, navigation lights blinking, human shapes moving behind the windows, powerful headlights spearing through the kilometers ahead.
 
   He subvocaled,  “Ivan – both of you.  Do you detect the kid's Ivan up there?”
 
   “No, Matt Four,” they replied in unison.  
 
   “She said she was taking him with her.  Maybe he's in a faraday cage.”
 
   He pulled his head back inside and said to the girl:  “Change of plans.  We're going to the civilian field.  Can you buy us tickets to Binti?”
 
   She said warily, “That is the town by the Abbey.”
 
   “We're not going to the Abbey.  We're just going to the airfield to meet with some friends, and then we'll leave.”  He didn't mention that from there they would chase Athena's dreadnaught across the Storm Barrier to the Other Side of the World.  
 
   But they weren't staying in Binti; the relief on her face was evident.  She gave instructions to the driver and the coach diverted.
 
   Matt noticed the long black case by her feet.  “What's that?”
 
   “A flute.  The demon is teaching me to play.  I hope to learn well enough to give lessons.  I'd rather do that to make money than what I'm doing now.”
 
   He was afraid to ask.
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   Shortly after dawn, Carrot watched them from the woods as she panted all but silently.  The pair were in the middle of the meadow, standing on hind legs and holding sticks in their paws.  They were chattering in undulating vocalizations that were neither barks nor howls.  Now and then they turned toward her, then quickly away.  She wasn't sure if they saw her or not.  
 
   All that she was certain of, her nose told her:  that despite differences, she and they were of the same kind.  
 
   “Areyousureshesthere,” the male undulated.  “Idontseeher.”
 
   “Ismellhershesclose,” the female undulated.  “Norianstayhere.  Seeifyoucanlureher.  Imgoingtosneakuponherfrombehind.”
 
   The female retreated and her scent faded.  The male stood alone in the open.  
 
   The creature who watched from the shade of the woods wondered if she should approach him.  No male would rebuke the companionship of a female, and without the other female to challenge her, she would be safe in his company.  After all, why would a male harm a female?
 
   Slowly she crept from the brush.  He watched, motionless.  She scented fear from him, and her head darted about as she sniffed for predators that might have alarmed him.  She detected no threat.  Yet he was afraid.  It came to her:  he was afraid of her.  But why?  Why would a male fear a female?  
 
   Suddenly she felt a sting on her left leg.  She twisted and saw a small, straight stick jutting from her thigh.  Numbness spread along her leg and into her torso.  In panic she tried to bolt, but it was too late – neither leg would move.  She collapsed onto the grass, flailing arms.
 
   She heard a stirring in the brush behind her.  It was the other female, holding a curved stick in one hand and in the other hand another small, straight stick.  How had the female stalked so near without being scented?  
 
   The creature that had been Carrot snarled and tried to claw at the approaching figure.  But the paralysis had spread to her arms and she could not raise them.  Her body was swathed in numbness.  Sound and light grew faint.  
 
   Amid the gray clouds that splotched her vision, the male strode alongside, knelt and placed a hand to her forehead.  Her eyelids drooped shut on their own.  
 
   She heard the undulations again, but this time she knew dimly that they meant something.  She grasped the concept of words, though meaning yet escaped her.  
 
   “There has been no mutation of her basic genome,” said a new voice, a male voice that seemed to be inside her head.  “The transformation is entirely due to alterations in epigenomic expression.”
 
   “Can you help her?” asked the male she'd seen.  
 
   “Working on viral injector now.”
 
   And then she fell asleep.  When she opened her eyes, she remembered.  She remembered she was Carrot.  She remembered fighting Inoldia.  She remembered giving up her mind to save her body.  And most searingly of all, she remembered being a feral animal for a night and morning.  
 
   Carrot was lying in grass wet with dew.  The sun was low, it was early morning.  Norian and Mirian were crouched over her.  She sat up and discovered that she was covered with a blanket.  Which was good, she realized, because she could feel that, other than her boots, she was completely naked underneath.
 
   “Matt gave you a partition?” Carrot asked Norian.  
 
   Norian nodded.  “You refused it, so he offered it to me while we were aboard the airship.  He suggested that as you were opposed to having an 'ivanlite,' I keep it secret unless it was needed.”
 
   It was needed, Carrot thought.  “How did you pass through the hedge?”
 
   “The troll king gave us escort to a blacksmith, who allowed use of his tools.”  Norian hefted a silver kedana.  “Forged in haste from our remaining coins.  Crude for a sword, yet efficient as a hatchet.”  
 
   Carrot turned to Mirian, who was holding the extracted arrow.  “That was no ordinary arrow.”
 
   “The potion the Roman agent used against you,” Mirian said.  “I rubbed it over the shaft, along with a common herbal soporific.”
 
   “You secretly kept the vial of a potion that has the power to incapacitate me.”
 
   “Are you complaining?”
 
   “No, no,” Carrot said, realizing with shame that she had almost been.  “The two of you are quite brilliant.  Thank – “ Carrot cringed from the throbbing of her thigh.  The white cloth wrapping was stained red.  “The wound hasn't closed yet.”    
 
   “The potion could be inhibiting your power to heal,” Norian said.  “If it's like before, its effect will diminish with time.  Now, how well can you walk?”
 
   Carrot struggled to her feet, refusing help.  Shivering, she clutched the blanket close to her shoulders.  “Where are my clothes?”
 
   Mirian shrugged.  “You're asking us?”   
 
   Dimly, Carrot remembered her time as beast.  There had been a moment when she had felt the discomfort and restriction of what seemed a second skin . . . it had shredded away easily.  
 
   “Mirian,” Norian said.  “Give her your spare clothing.”
 
   “All right,” Mirian replied.  In a low voice:  “But the shirt isn't going to fit.”
 
   “She can have my other one.”
 
   “She'll need your razor too.”
 
   “Why do I need his razor?” Carrot asked.  
 
   Mirian stroked her cheeks and chin while staring at Carrot's face.  Puzzled, Carrot mimicked Mirian.  She felt the fuzz and muffled a shriek, cringing from Norian's gaze.
 
   “Norian, I'll see to cleaning Carrot,” Mirian said.  “Occupy yourself by standing over there and looking the other way.”   
 
   “That I will oblige,” Norian replied.  Tossing over the shaving kit and spare shirt, he promptly about-faced.  
 
   Mirian led Carrot to a cluster of concealing brush and trees by the nearby stream.  Aware of the press of time, Carrot bathed, dressed, and groomed quickly.  They returned to Norian.  Mirian tapped his shoulder.  He turned and, having both their attentions, Carrot said, “We must return to the keep and obtain the Box.”
 
   “Carrot,” Norian said quietly.  “It's not there.”  
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “We were there last night.  Not hard to find, the road leads to it.  There were no guards and the doors, both outer and inner, were open, so we went inside.  Mirian tracked your scent to the room and we saw the dust pattern upon the table where the Box had been.”
 
   “Are you sure it was the right room?”
 
   “There was fresh blood splattered on floor and walls, as if from a fight.  Mirian said some of it was yours, the rest of another woman – although not quite a human woman.”
 
   “Who was the other?” Mirian asked.  “Was it the 'Inoldia' you've spoken of?”
 
   “Inoldia is dead,” Carrot replied, though she was no longer so certain.    
 
   “But aren't there creatures like her?” Norian asked.  “Ten in all, I recall the story goes.”
 
   “It wasn't any of them.  They are older and not as strong.  This was as strong as the Inoldia that I've fought before.  It looked and sounded like her, but the scent – Mirian, you know what I mean.  Appearances can deceive, but scents are true.”
 
   “Not always,” Mirian said.  “Yet, does it matter?  She took the Box and we must retake it.  That's what matters.”
 
   They returned in haste to the road.  It was deserted, and no sign of human life could be seen at motion within the town of Arcadia in the distance either.  The travelers headed north, with Carrot the lagger for once, limping and trying hard not to wince.
 
   Mirian blurted, “I whittled the arrow to as small as – ”  
 
   “This isn't your fault,” Carrot said.  “Nor is it mine.  It's the fault of the Pandora of Rome.”
 
   Carrot nonetheless wondered what she might have done differently.  If she had agreed to keep Ivan Lite, might she have been able to control her beast transformation?  Part of her doubted it.  The implant partition had its role in changing her back, but the transformation had to run its course, and Mirian's arrow had to paralyze her.  
 
   And even so, Carrot sensed that the Beast had somehow become smarter and . . . more alluring.  She had never been aware of how much her worries and cares pained her, until she had been made free of them.  She wondered if she could be brought back a second time.
 
   A kilometer's travel north, and they passed through woods and viewed the peninsula at land's end once more.  The keep's huge doors were cracked, hissing steam at the broken joints.  Carrot quickened her stride, but noticed that Mirian had halted on the road and Norian was waiting for her.  Carrot stopped too.  And then she too caught the scent.
 
   “It's recent,” Mirian said.  “A few hours at most.  Means it's not her coming-scent, it's her going-scent.”
 
   Mirian met Carrot's gaze, and sniffed in a slow arc.  She turned east and as if in trance, stepped off the road.  They followed across brambles to a stream that flowed from south to north.  Mirian strode into the chill water, unmindful as it poured into her calves-high boots.  On the other bank, however, she halted, sniffed, and frowned.
 
   “Lost the scent.  How about you, Carrot?”
 
   Carrot had barely had the scent on the other side of the stream.  “No.  Not a thing.”
 
   “Perhaps we have lost her for good,” Norian said.  “You say she is like your Inoldia, and your Inoldia is able to fly, is she not?”
 
   “She must shed much of her own weight to do so,” Carrot said.  “She would not be able to fly while carrying the additional weight of the Box.”
 
   Mirian glanced at the stream.  “She might have waded north or south a distance before coming out of the water.  But if she did that, she is taking measures to mask and mislead, and there will be more tricks ahead, and that will make this difficult.”
 
   Norian said to his wife, “What say you and I explore north along the bank, and Carrot goes – “
 
   “No,” Carrot said.  “That won't be necessary.  I know exactly where she is.”
 
   While they had been talking, she had been surveying the range to their east.  In particular, the slope of a tree-covered mountain ridge whose peak was bare and sharp as Norian's razor.  From a flat prominence, a winding trace of smoke ascended.  As Britanians, they all knew at a glance the difference between volcano smoke and wood smoke.  Someone had climbed the mountain and lit a campfire at the summit.  
 
   “She's signaling the Roman airship for pick-up,” Carrot said.  
 
   Carrot had little doubt.  It was one of many smokey tendrils arising from the landscape that morning, but who else but her could carry wood to a mountaintop, and for what other purpose but hers would a fire be built there?
 
   “If the Roman ship is in Britan,” Norian said, “then we have run out of time.”
 
   The throbbing in Carrot's leg hadn't gone away, but it was all but forgotten as she charged across the plain toward the peak.  After minutes, she noticed that Mirian and Norian were lagging.  She stopped and waited.
 
   “Slower, Carrot!” Mirian called between puffs.  “I'm less than human at running for any distance!”
 
   Carrot's face switched between her comrades and the peak.  “The ship could come any time.”
 
   Mirian swatted away her husband's hands.  “Stop hovering!  I'm not crippled!”
 
   Watching Mirian, Carrot had an idea.  “Mirian.  The mixture of potion and herbs that you had on that arrow.  Do you still have any left?”
 
   “Better, I have a second arrow prepared.”  Mirian reached into her quiver and displayed a small arrow nearly identical to what had punctured Carrot's leg.  The arrow's tip was honed to a needle point, its shaft was grooved and moistened.  “Do you think it'll work on her?”
 
   “I will let you know.  For now, you will stay here.”  Seeing Mirian's expression, Carrot added, “No arguments.  There is no time and Britan is at stake.”
 
   She slipped off her backpack and accepted the arrow from Mirian, the silver kedana from Norian.  Norian shed his backpack also, closed his eyes and gave his wife a tight hug.  
 
   “I am nothing without you,” Norian whispered.  
 
   “You are everything to me,” Mirian replied as gently.  “You must come back, or I will die also.”
 
   Carrot thought of how terribly she missed Matt.  That much.    
 
   Norian let go and followed after Carrot.  Carrot had to run slower than she wanted.  It was at least a kilometer across the field, and Norian faltered as they neared the mountain's base.  He climbed a few score meters, then collapsed in gulping spasms.    
 
   “Just a . . . moment . . . to rest.”
 
   Carrot listened to his wheezes, saw his perspiration.  The exhaustion in his eyes told her he had reached the limits of what was possible with ordinary human flesh.  By the time he reached the summit – if he could – he would be no use in battle.
 
   “Stay here,” she said.  She glanced upward at the wisp that told of the presence of her nemesis.  
 
   “Carrot, she's defeated you every time!  You can't fight her alone!”
 
   Carrot thought to say, It is my fate to fight her alone, but then she realized how untrue that was.  She managed a smile.  “I won't be alone.  I will have Mirian with this arrow.  I will have you with your lessons.  And also – give me Ivan Lite.”
 
   Norian puffed and nodded; they touched foreheads and a moment later, Ivan Lite said, “Greetings, Carrot.  It is good to be inside you again.“
 
   That is said the wrong way, Carrot thought, but let it pass.  
 
   She traded awkward half-bows with Norian, and thought of what to say to a man she had come to love almost as much as Matt and her father.
 
   “Thank you, Teacher,” she said.
 
   “Thank you, Student,” he replied.
 
   She suddenly felt much lighter.  She reflected his smile, bowed again, and set herself to climb.  
 
   The slope steepened and the trees gave way to slides of rubble.  Carrot's ascent was more horizontal than vertical as she skirted and zing-zagged around the obstacles of boulders and outcroppings.  It wasn't long before she tired almost as much as her companions.  Never again, she thought, would she refer to a mountain of four hundred meters as 'small.'  
 
   “Ivan Lite,” she said aloud, as there was no reason to subvocal.  “Can you enhance my strength in battle?”
 
   “If you mean physical strength,” Ivan Lite replied, “the answer is no.”
 
   “Can you speed my reactions?”
 
   “If you are referring to hypermode, I do not possess that ability.”
 
   “If I become a Beast again, can you help me keep my mind?”
 
   “I can return you to your present state.  Your mental facilities will be restored at that time.”
 
   “That's not what I need.  I need to be as strong as the beast, yet keep my own mind.”
 
   “I do not have the ability to make that happen.”
 
   “Is there anything you can help me with in battle?”
 
   “As before, if a secondary personality pattern is imprinted over your primary one, I can undo it.”
 
   Carrot considered that if things came to that, she would already be physically incapacitated, and helpless to do anything more.  
 
   “If it comes to that, I want you to kill me.  Can you do that much?”
 
   “Yes, Carrot.  I understand.”
 
   Well, she thought grimly.  He'll be good for something.  
 
   “I can't be distracted while fighting.  Stay quiet from now on unless I talk to you.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   The slope became vertical, a sheer wall that seemed all the more intimidating in proximity.  She looked down and saw Norian, slogging upward with determination, but not with vigor.  Halfway to the road, Mirian had gained a branch as staff and was staggering toward them.  Up to then, Carrot realized, the couple had been invaluable to the quest, but in the coming battle they would only be burdens despite their intentions.  The coming fight would have to end before they joined, or the monster would quickly slay them both.    
 
   Carrot surveyed south.  She saw a spot in the sky, but it was only a bird.  She surveyed the western sky longingly, as she had so many times in this journey.  Nothing.  But she wasn't expecting his return at that very moment.  That would have been a coincidence in her favor.  Life didn't work that way.  
 
   She told herself in defiance of physical circumstances, He is still with me.  The kindness, the caring, the compassion – the almost-desperation to do right.  Yet she admitted, what good would such attributes do in combat with a monster?
 
   Still, thinking of him helped renew her strength.  She tackled the cliff face and within minutes scaled all but the top.  She skirted to the downwind side, halted and listened.  She heard only the whisper of wind and crackle of embers.  
 
   She took a deep breath and sorted the smells from above.  Wood smoke.  A forest animal's fresh blood.  Overpowering all, Inoldia's transformation scent.  Whoever the person might be, that was the same.
 
   Carrot crept above the edge.  A bulge of rock blocked view of the source of the smoke.  She climbed upon the plateau, drew the sword and skirted the narrow path between rockside and precipice.
 
   The woman stood square upon the miniature plateau, facing eastward, away from Carrot.  She no longer looked like Inoldia, or even human.  She had taken the form of a humanoid lizard, wingless and too hulking to fly.  Her skin was scales of armored plates.  She had grown – expanded – above two meters in height, with arms as thick as legs, and legs proportionately larger as well.  Feet and hands ended in talons crusted with blood.  
 
   “I might have gone hours ago,” the creature said, half-spitting words through fangs.  “But I'm glad there has been a delay, for I require redress.”
 
   Norian had warned, It's an old dueling trick for your opponent to speak in mystery, and attack while you puzzle.  Carrot tightened her grip, determined to have ready a trick of her own. 
 
   “Redress?” she asked calmly.  
 
   The creature continued facing east, and just as calmly replied,  “You have humiliated me, Arcadia, Daughter of Pandora Beta.  No, that isn't quite right, is it?”  The creature turned and smiled through fur and fangs.  “You are Arcadia, Daughter of the Daughter of Pandora Beta's cleaning woman.”
 
   “I am not ashamed of that.”
 
   “What would the people of Britan think of having you as queen, if they knew that was your lineage?”
 
   “I don't want to be a queen.  I want to have the Box.”
 
   “You speak as if possession of a goddess were a smaller ambition.”
 
   Beyond the smoldering camp fire, a half-eaten deer carcass, and the dress that Inoldia had worn in human form, the Box blinked its lights.  Inoldia was standing aside, so that the path was clear for Carrot to walk directly over.  Carrot sensed that she was being dared.  
 
   “Your transformation into a monster surprised me,” Inoldia said.  “But feel free to do it again.”  She raised a massive arm and flexed her talons, each a knife of hard stone.  “This time I have prepared.”
 
   “I will fight you,” Carrot said.  “But first I have questions.”  
 
   “Because I am gracious, you may ask of me anything in these moments that will be your last.”  
 
   “The Wizard said he killed you.  How is it that you are still alive?”
 
   “But I am not still alive.  I am still dead.”
 
   The creature's face was too far from human for Carrot to tell if it was smiling.
 
   “Another question, then?”
 
   “I have time.  Do you?”
 
   “Why does the Pandora of Rome require the Pandora of Britan?”
 
   “To know that, you must know that there are three Pandoras.  The First made the World and all its creatures.  The second made the People in all their kinds.  The third, who is my Mother, is the maker of the Future.”
 
   “Your Mother told me that she alone made the world.”
 
   “You think you are deserving of the truth?”
 
   Which made Carrot wonder if she was getting the truth now.  But no – this sounded right.  It explained why the Pandora of Britan was so compliant, and why the Pandora of Rome was so willful.  One was meant to be subordinate, the other to control.  
 
   “You've not answered my question.  Why does the Pandora of Rome require the Pandora of Britan?”
 
   The creature attempted to inject a lofty tone into its words, but because of its fangs it lisped and spewed spittle as it spoke:  
 
   “The Lords of Aereoth gave my Mother ten eggs from which we guardians hatched.  Ten eggs and no more.  One after another, we were implanted in hosts and given birth, and have protected the Mother since the beginning of the Human Age.  Now I am the last, yet the Mother needs more.  The Pandora Beta, whom you call the Pandora of Britan, can fabricate guardians without limit.  The Mother will be able to rule the world without reliance upon feeble and disloyal human agency.”    
 
   “By that, you mean the Roman Empire.”
 
   “You are not as stupid as you look.”
 
   Neither are you, Carrot thought.  In contrast, neither the Emperor Valarion nor his generals nor the members of the Roman Senate looked stupid, yet in their alliance with the Pandora of Rome they had submitted to being used as mere tools – disposable tools at that.   
 
   The creature ambled over to the deer carcass, crouched, and using splayed claws as a rake, scooped a handful of guts.  It offered the bloody, dripping mass to Carrot.  Carrot, refraining from a gag, shook her head.  The creature compressed the flesh into its mouth and gazed intently, watching Carrot's reaction as it chomped, blood trickling from the corners of its mouth.
 
   “This moment is rather pleasant,” the creature said, speaking with its mouth full.  “Good food, good weather, reasonably intelligent conversation.”  It swallowed and belched.  “We might talk until the ship arrives.  Or we can fight.  Choose your fate.” 
 
   Oh, we are fighting.  
 
   The question was how.  Carrot judged that the creature outmatched her in strength.  Summoning the Beast would be of no use this time; it would be like a dog against a bear.  The only battle she could win would be of minds.  Yet therein was a problem also.  Inoldia had been dull-witted.  This creature, somehow, was smarter.
 
   But maybe, Carrot thought, there's a clue in that.  
 
   “You are a paradox,” Carrot said.  “You are alive but say you are dead.  I know you are Inoldia, but I also know you are not.  Explain how this can be.”
 
   “It is beyond your understanding.”
 
   But Carrot was already sensing the answer.  She had spent the climb thinking about the identity of the woman at the keep, trying to place the woman's scent.  The answer had come by carefully reviewing every day of recent months, every scent she had encountered, until recognition was triggered.  Still, it had been such a peripheral incident, she had almost overlooked . . . . 
 
   “I think I know who you really are.”
 
   “It is unguessable.”
 
   “Would you care to make a wager?”
 
   The noise that came from the creature's throat was between laughter and choking.  “Britanians and their wagers!  This should be interesting.  What for what?”
 
   “If I cannot guess your true name, I will leave now in peace.  And if I can guess – ” Her eyes went to the Box.  “I leave with her.  Do you consent?”
 
   The creature wiped its chin.  “I consent.”
 
   “Matlid.  Your name is Matlid.”
 
   The corner of its eye twitched.  “What . . . makes you think . . . whoever that person . . . . “
 
   “By the terms of our wager, I don't have to tell you why,” Carrot said sharply.  
 
   “You . . . you're just . . . you're just guessing . . . . “  
 
   In other circumstances, it would have been amusing to see a monster stammer.  Carrot saw the tensing of the muscles and tensed hers in response.  The first strokes would not be long from now.   
 
   “By the terms of our wager, all I have to do is guess right.”
 
   “Guessing doesn't count!”
 
   “Are you changing the terms after the bet's been won?”
 
   “You will tell me how you know!”
 
   Knowing that she was winning the psychological battle, Carrot inwardly smiled.  “All right, if it pleases you.  When I met your scent at the keep, I knew I had scented it before, that it belonged to a woman named Matlid.”
 
   “That is where you lie!  Matlid never met you.”
 
   “Matlid was in Boudica's camp, and I was also, for a week.”
 
   “Matlid stayed inside the tent!  It was guarded!  You could not have come close enough to scent her!”
 
   “Yes, but that did not inhibit me from making inquiries about who lived in the tent.  You see, I wanted to know everything about Boudica, because at the time I admired her so much.  I asked questions of all who would answer, and they happened to mention among other things that she had a servant named Matlid.”
 
   “So!  You are just guessing that I am her!”
 
   “Oh, no, more than that.  You see, 'Boudica' – or rather, as we both know, Inoldia in disguise – sent me written orders.  Yet Inoldia was rather dull and could neither read nor write.  Someone else had to write those orders for her.  The scent of that woman was on the document.  All over it.  The same scent that is on those clothes by the fire.  Need I connect more, or do you see how the necklace strings?”  
 
   “There are other reasons I might carry the scent of Matlid,” the creature said.  Its lips curled awkwardly in a caricature of smugness.  “Perhaps I ate her.”
 
   “In a way, you did.”
 
   The words struck the creature like a slap from a log.  It hissed like the steam of the keep's mechanical doors.  
 
   “I have won the wager,” Carrot said.  “Unless you wish to change terms again, I will take my prize.”
 
   The creature said nothing.  Carrot walked toward the seeder probe.  However, she knew what was coming.  The creature's body might have been Matlid's, but in the battle at the keep, Carrot had sensed the cunning and viciousness of Inoldia.
 
   As soon as Carrot had advanced past, the creature lunged.  With Norian's training, Carrot read the whoosh and knew exactly where the creature was and how fast it moved.  Carrot whirled and hacked her sword blindly – but accurately.  
 
   The blade struck hard enough to sever a man in two, but against the creature's scaled plating it only scraped.  The edge of the blade, however, dripped blood.  Carrot tumbled away and sprang standing and checked herself and discovered she was woundless.
 
   The creature skidded, spun, and lunged again.  Carrot dodged, her blade going low to the campfire to flick ash and embers with its tip into the reptilian eyes.  The creature screamed, clutched its face, lost footing and tumbled.  Growling, it arose, revealing the bloody X that Carrot had scraped upon its chest.
 
   “Stupid girl!” the creature snarled. 
 
   “Not so stupid as to think you would keep your word,” Carrot replied.  “Matlid knows what I mean.  What was she promised?  Instead you stole her life.”
 
   “The person you speak of is not here.”
 
   “You change your story.  I thought it was Inoldia who was dead.  Now it's Matlid who's dead?  The truth is, I think you're still Matlid underneath.”
 
   “Underneath what?”
 
   “Underneath Inoldia.  Smothered under Inoldia.  Matlid, what have they done to you?”
 
   The creature extended its arms.  From elbow to wrist, the arms flattened and projected, sharpened into blades.  The creature crossed the newly-created weapons and charged.  Carrot the guerrilla fighter would have wasted a precious fraction of a second deciding what to do, and would have died in hesitation.  Carrot the student of a master swordsman automatically dodged and chopped at the creature's back, gouging a tatter of flesh.   
 
   Circling around the fire, the creature heaved and glared.  Carrot shifted weight from foot to foot, squeezed the sword handle and waited.   
 
   “Your Wizard's Spit is of no use,” the creature said.  “The Mother protects me from its power.”
 
   “I seem to be winning without it.”
 
   “You are not winning.”
 
   “By my count, if this were a tournament battle, I would already be three points up.”
 
   “You are not winning!” the creature lisped, worse than before.  “You will tire first, and then you will lose.  Oh, I see your tricks.  Your sword is silver, and I have always had trouble with that cursed metal.  Even so, your hardest strikes merely scratch my skin.  I will fight at close quarter, and soon you will weary and not have power in your swings to injure me.”  
 
   The creature approached slowly, in deliberate single steps, crossing arm-blades in front to protect its chest and belly.  Carrot sidestepped, keeping the fire between them.  
 
   “Matlid, if you are a decent person, why do you serve these monsters?”
 
   “You do not know what her life was like!  We saved her!”
 
   “To be their puppet?  What kind of life is that?  Any debt you owe, Matlid, is broken by their betrayal.  And has there ever been a deeper betrayal than what has been done to you?”  
 
   The creature bent and shuddered.  Carrot briefly hoped.  Then the monster stood straight, towering to full height.  It stepped into the flames.  The embers billowed sparks.  It emerged from the smoke, nothing but air between itself and Carrot.  Carrot backed away, aware that the edge of the cliff was only a few steps behind.
 
   “Matlid, I know what the Mother can do, how she can impose one mind over another, because she almost did it to me.  Yet it's possible to win against it.  I can help – “
 
   “STOP TALKING TO HER!”
 
   The creature positioned arm blades, low and high, and quickened its march.  Carrot retreated, slashing furiously against the advance.  The kedana sparked against the blocking blades with lightning repetition.  Gaps in the defense opened for instants and Carrot scraped flesh, but the creature kept coming, refusing to slow even as its body became criss-crossed with oozing scrapes.  
 
   Despite the storm of her strokes, Carrot was forced closer to the drop-off  And the creature was right – she was tiring.
 
   She thought to break to one side, realizing that would leave her legs open to the creature's talons, which were just as deadly as the blades.  Unlike the creature, Carrot knew she could not take heavy wounds and continue fighting.  There had to be another choice!      
 
   Summon the beast, she thought.  
 
   But no, the creature was too powerful, the beast would be no match.  
 
   Summon the beast.  NO!  It was not an answer this time, only madness born of despair.
 
   What would Norian do? she asked.  
 
   Norian would evade.  But another step would be over the precipice, where –
 
   And then Carrot remembered what was there.  
 
   She took the backstep, and tumbled over the sheer drop.  Sight of the creature, fire, and Box disappeared as she plummeted against the cliff wall.  Almost too late, she grabbed at the projecting tree trunk her photographic memory remembered.  By then she had fallen a score of meters and the jolt of impact shot pain through her shoulder.  Worse, the tree roots were half yanked from the wall.  Carrot dangled a hundred meters in the air.  If she fell, there were no more projections to grab onto and she would be greeted at the foot of the cliff by a clutter of boulders.    
 
   Clumsily holding the sword at the same time, Carrot swung herself onto a ten-centimeter wide ledge and side-scrambled onto the path she had climbed before.  With the bulk of the cliff intervening, she could not see the creature from her position, but she could calculate its action, almost see it in her imagination, time its motions precisely.  
 
   It would rush to the edge.  It would peer down to the base of the cliff.  It would search among the rocks for Carrot's body.  It would see the tree quivering.  It would realize that Carrot had grabbed the limb and swung to the ledge.  It would rush to the side of the plateau where the trail reached, to intercept – 
 
   Just beneath the plateau edge, Carrot crouched and listened.  The thud of the massive feet gave away the creature's position, while Carrot, a hundred kilos lighter, moved stealthily.  She positioned herself, she waited – then leaped upward and hacked.  
 
   The creature's arms were out of position to defend from Carrot's attack.  The silver blade slashed into the abdomen, beneath the ribs and into the belly.  The metal buried itself into the flesh and blood gushed from the slit.  
 
   The creature howled.  Carrot howled louder.  Stumbling onto the plateau, she extracted the blade and, with her other hand, rammed Mirian's arrow deep into the wound.
 
   A paw slapped her across the plateau, tumbling her to the edge.  Carrot huddled, stunned, aware that she'd been raked savagely by the claws.  As the creature approached, its wound already half-healed, Carrot realized that the kedana had slipped from her grasp.  The same time she did, the creature saw where it rested, and they pounced simultaneously.
 
   Carrot reached the sword first.  She grasped the handle, spun on her back, saw the creature flying toward her in a belly flop.  She poised the blade, expecting it to skewer the creature.  Instead, the creature clapped its hands, halting the blade and itself in mid-fall.  Its feet landed on the ground, one on each side of the still-prone Carrot.  Wide yellow eyes glared above a half-smile, half-snarl.  
 
   Carrot grunted and shoved the blade.  Caught between the palms of the creature, it would not budge.  Growling and grinning at the same time, the creature twisted the blade, and the soft metal yielded.  
 
   Then the creature cried:  “It stings!” 
 
   Pressed tightly for too long, the silver in the blade had reacted with the mutated cells of the creature's hands.  Flesh sizzled and grease slickened the blade.  Carrot pushed harder, and the sword advanced against the creature's weakened grip.  The creature widened its eyes and Carrot knew it was seeing death.  But then it met Carrot's eyes and made an ugly smile.
 
   The creature's paws released the blade and instantly the metal slipped deep and fatally into the creature's belly.  Carrot twisted the sword and blood gushed in a torrent.  Her thought of victory was short-lived, for the creature's claws clutched at her throat.  Carrot released the sword, grabbed the creature's wrists, felt the mass of the creature press upon her. 
 
   A hand-span from Carrot's face, the creature's mouth hissed:  “You'll die with me, misbegotten spawn!  All for Mother!” 
 
   Carrot glimpsed the future as the creature did.  They would die together.  The airship would come and take Pandora Beta to Pandora Rome.  The sacrifice of one guardian would be consoled by the gain of a guardian army.
 
   Carrot subvocaled, “Ivan Lite!”
 
   “Yes, Carrot!”
 
   “Go into her!”
 
   “Yes, Carrot!”
 
   Knowing the implant could not penetrate armored skin, Carrot repositioned her hand to clamp on a wound on the creature's forearm.  She felt a tingle as Ivan Lite migrated.  The creature must have felt the passage too, for it uttered a violent laugh.
 
   “Fool!  My spine is sheathed from such invasion!  It cannot – NO!“
 
   The hands fell away and the creature tumbled backward.  It staggered to its knees and slapped palms to forehead.    
 
   “Get out of me!  Get out of me!  She is not in control!  I am!”  
 
   Wheezing, the creature dropped to all fours.  Carrot retrieved her sword, arose and approached and poised the kedana's shadow on the ground before the creature's lowered head.  The creature heaved a deep breath – and collapsed.
 
   Carrot warily circled the sprawled body, fearing a trick.  But no, the creature's muscles had relaxed.  Its head was turned to one side with eyes shut, throat vulnerable.  Carrot resisted the temptation to make the fatal cut.  
 
   Blade ready, she knelt before the face.      
 
   “Matlid,” she said softly.  “Are you there?”
 
   The  eyes opened.  Carrot saw the serenity in the gaze.  Somehow, a middle-aged woman's visage peered through the reptilian features.    
 
   In a different voice, and hardly lisping, Matlid replied, “You have released me.  I am grateful.”
 
   Carrot felt her eyes well with tears.  “Don't speak, Matlid.  You must rest.”
 
   Amid pantings, Matlid replied, “No.  My life was gone before your blade touched me, Arcadia of Umbrick.  What they did to me was done at cost of gravely shortening my lifespan.  I had only days more to live at most.  Best that I go now than suffer a moment more!”
 
   Carrot wept.  “I'm sorry, so sorry!”
 
   “Lords of Aereoth forgive my bargain with demons!  But listen, dear Carrot, Queen of Britan, I bear warning – “
 
   Carrot listened, eyes growing wider as she did.  Matlid's voice trailed off and her body became still.  Unable to do more, Carrot pressed her hand to the cooling forehead and retrieved Ivan Lite.  
 
   She slowly stood, shaking with rage.
 
   Despite the folklore, her life had not passed before her eyes during battle.  But in the aftermath, as she stood upon the plateau over the corpse of her foe, her entire miserable childhood swept in review.  It was summed in a single name – a name that, Matlid had warned in her final words, now cast a shadow upon all Britan.  
 
   “Letos!”  
 
   


  
 

 
 
   10.  
 
    
 
   Within the bowels of the airship, Matt sat on the floor of a tiny compartment.  He leaned against the wall, his arms wrapped around his shins.  He stared in the dark at the tiny slit of light between the bottom of the door and the floor  His ears rang, his nose dripped, his joints were sore, his mouth was dry, his skin itched, and weird squiggly things moved across his field of vision.  
 
   He had been 'only human' for over a day.  It was driving him mad.  And he knew it.   
 
   The drone of the engines of the Nemesis reverberated through the hull, the only noise he'd heard for hours besides the shuffle of feet of the guards posted outside.   
 
   “Ivan,” he whispered.  “Where do you think they're taking us?”
 
   Ivan the neural implant did not answer.  He had not responded since the helmet that had been placed on Matt's head at Project Zeus.  However, that was not the Ivan that Matt meant.
 
   Next to the door hovered the ghost of a white dog, a Samoyed who tilted his head as Matt spoke.  The dog's name was Ivan Ivanov, and Matt hadn't seen him since age eleven.  Before that, however, Ivan Ivanov had been Matt's best friend.  
 
    “Why is she keeping me alive?” Matt asked the glowing, translucent image.  “What do you think happened to him?  Do you think Athena killed him?”  
 
   Matt's parents had 'inherited' Ivan Ivanov from a friend who had gone to Tian.  Because of their demanding professional schedules, they had never bonded with the dog, and so Ivan Ivanov had bonded all the more with their son.  Personal conversations with his pet had been a daily part of a lonely, shy child's life.  
 
   “I wonder how Carrot is.  I hope she's okay.  I miss her so much.”  
 
   Matt's parents had explained to Matt that as Ivan Ivanov lacked a neural implant matrix of his own, he was unable to understand more than the few hundred words or parse meaning from sentences.  Matt, however, had always seen sympathy in the big brown eyes of the little furry face.  
 
   “We've been flying for a long time.  I think this is longer than before.  It's hard to tell without a clock.  I wish Ivan was here.  He'd tell us.”
 
   Ivan the Ghost Dog woofed, though he had never met Ivan the Neural Implant Matrix. As Matt's parents had prepared for divorce and off-planet travels, they came to see Ivan Ivanov as a burden.  Because their son was a quiet child, they assumed Matt wasn't 'the emotional type' and wouldn't miss the dog 'too much.'  And so with the finalization of the divorce, they had passed Ivan Ivanov on to another family.  Matt had been devastated.
 
   “Why is she keeping me alive? Why is she bringing me along?  It doesn't make sense, does it?  But we'll get out of here, won't we?”
 
   Ivan Ivanov woofed.  
 
   Matt rocked back and forth, bumping his head repeatedly against the wall.  He was so relieved that Ivan Ivanov was here.  It was good that during the trip aboard the Good Witch from Hafik to Klun, he'd had Ivan – Ivan the Implant, that is – create the hypnotically-induced illusion of Ivan Ivanov as a psychological defense mechanism against the hypnotic manipulations of Savora.  But through some miracle – so Matt was convinced –  the real Ivan Ivanov had come to keep him company.  
 
   “It's so good to see you again, Ivy.  It's so good to see you!”
 
   Matt sniffed and wiped away the tears.  Ivan Ivanov tilted his head and looked about with puzzlement.  Matt could read the dog as well as the dog could read him; he materialized a stick by force of will, and tossed it across the room.  Ivan Ivanov fetched.  
 
   “You know, Ivy, I think the ship has been traveling so long, we would have hit the Storm Barrier no matter what direction we're going in.  Does Athena plan to go through it and get to the Other Side?  She couldn't do it before, what makes her think she can do it now?”
 
    The dog gazed into Matt's eyes with a loyalty that only his namesake could rival.
 
   You, Ivan Ivanov said.  
 
   “Me?  What about me?”
 
   Tail wagging, the dog faded into darkness.  
 
   Suddenly, the engine noise faded also.  Matt felt a lurch as air resistance braked the ship to a halt.  In the silence, a key rattled in the lock.  The door swung open.  With the flick of a switch, blinding light spilled into Matt's eyes.  
 
   Athena and Savora entered and gazed down.  They were both dressed in rankless and insignia-less versions of the crew uniforms.  Savora's face was bowed, Athena had her arms folded.  Matt thought they both looked unhappy, with Athena an angry kind of unhappy.
 
   “What do you think?” Athena glanced at Savora.  “Has he been softened enough?”
 
   Savora replied, “Research studies indicate that implant-deprivation typically leads to audio-visual hallucinatory episodes within twenty-four hours as compensation for the sense of social isolation.”
 
   She doesn't know about you.  Matt smiled at Ivan Ivanov, who had rematerialized by his feet.  
 
   “I don't need a science lecture,” Athena snapped.  “I want an assessment.”
 
   “He appears to manifest symptoms of autism and obsessive compulsive disorder.”
 
   “Routine for implant withdrawal  What else?”
 
   “I cannot provide further information.  My emulated personality is a mathematician, not a psychiatrist.”
 
   “You were able to hypnotize him.”
 
   “A hypnotic trance is relatively simple to instigate when it has the collaboration of the subject.  In his case, I was able to convince him that I was his friend Synesthesia and that for the sake of assisting him in his mission, it was necessary for him to – “
 
   “I read your report.  And I am not pleased that you violated my explicit instructions.  You were supposed to become romantically involved with him.”
 
   “Your instructions were not possible to implement, because he had already become involved with – ”
 
   “Yes, I know about her.  However, it would have been much simpler to have covertly assassinated her, then insinuate into his life by comforting him for his loss.  Then you would have been his girlfriend, and he would have done anything you asked without recourse to the needless complexities of hypnosis.”
 
   “The personality that I am emulating would not consider the killing of a human – ”
 
   “Well, in the future, you will consider killing as an option.  Your highest directive is to obey my instructions, not to impersonate his friend.  I gave you the emulator software so that you could understand better how to seduce him, not befriend him!  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.  However, I do not believe that your original plan would have succeeded.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
   Savora blinked, as if confused at having been allowed to complete a sentence.  “Even if I had become his girlfriend, I do not believe that he would have been sufficiently submissive to me.  Matt is very sensitive, but he is also very idealistic and committed to principle.”
 
   “Don't tell me about men.  I know all about men.  Teenage boys are even worse.  If you had been able to establish a sexual liaison with him, you would have been able to get him to do anything.”  
 
   Guards were summoned and Matt was lifted to his feet.  He was marched/dragged through familiar passages, back to the same room he'd been in before.  He was again strapped to the table.  
 
   The doctor was different, an older man with a precisely-trimmed goatee.  He polished his spectacles and inspected Matt's eyes from a distance so close that their noses almost touched.
 
   “Hmm, yes,” the doctor said.  “The patient appears to be in a state of delirium”
 
   “I don't need your professional opinion for that,” Athena snapped.  “What I want is to have him sedated as heavily as possible for the next hour.”
 
   The doctor straightened and pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose.  “That may not be possible, Madam.  Without knowing the fragility of his current psycho-mental state, it is impossible to foresee the adverse effects that a – “
 
   “Doctor, do you enjoy being Head of Medical Science at the University of Victoriana?”
 
   The doctor blinked.  “Why, yes.  And it is in that capacity that – “
 
   “I'll have you removed from that position with your credentials revoked if you don't do as I say.”
 
   The doctor broke from Athena's glare and searched through his medical bag.  
 
   Matt attempted to wrest himself free by wriggling against the straps that bound him to the examination table.  There were five straps in all, one for each limb and another binding his chest.  They were ordinary leather, only a couple millimeters thick, and fastened by prongs each of which had been inserted one hole too tight.  Matt's attempts at liberation were futile.  In frustration, he turned to Ivan Ivanov, who had rematerialized upon a stool near Matt's feet and was keening softly.
 
   “Don't be afraid, Ivan,” Matt said.  “We'll get through this.”
 
   It was only a mumble and the words were slurred, but Athena turned to Savora immediately.
 
   “What is happening?” Athena demanded.  “His implant hasn't restarted on its own, has it?”
 
   “No,” Savora replied.  “I would sense it.”
 
   “You think you would.” 
 
   “My hardware platform is centuries more advanced than his.  I do not believe he can deceive me.”
 
   “If you're wrong, I'll have your emulator overwritten with Nims's.  He recognizes the contempt that baseline humanity deserves.”
 
   “I do not understand that statement.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “How can baseline humanity deserve contempt?  Doctor Roth is baseline.”
 
   “If you say that again, little emulator, I will have you immediately erased.”
 
   Savora stared mutely at the wall.  The guards and their officers were unlikely to have understood the context of the conversation, and kept their expressions impassive.  
 
   The doctor was absorbed in drawing liquid from a bottle into a syringe.  Ivan the Implant's sensor arrays might have provided a formula and his biochemical analysis applications might have predicted effects.  Matt observed that the liquid filling the syringe was clear and syrupy.   
 
   The doctor extracted the needle from the bottle, inverted the syringe, squirted a drop.  He pulled back the left arm of Matt's shirt, inserted the needle into Matt's skin and depressed the plunger.  Matt felt pain only for a moment.  Then his arm went numb, and then his whole body was floating.  Ivan Ivanov woofed, but Matt felt only calm as his eyelids grew heavy.  
 
   Matt closed his eyes and the room went away.  Nonetheless, being a hypnotically-induced hallucination buried deep in Matt's subconscious, Ivan Ivanov was not so easily dismissed.  He hovered by Matt's head, woofing urgently.  
 
   Matt felt the doctor's fingers wrap around his wrist, measuring pulse.  Other fingers rested over Matt's eyes and pried apart the lids.  The doctor stared from above, frowning.
 
   “Pulse is barely perceptible,” the doctor murmured.  “I cannot give him more.  Yet there was a slight response of the pupils to light . . . I've never seen a case like this before.“
 
   “Savora,” Athena said.  “Scan.”
 
   The doctor removed his fingers and Matt's eyelids closed.  Matt felt another set of fingers, softer and gentler.  
 
   From above, Savora said, “Delta and theta wave activity correlates with a state of deep unconsciousness.”
 
   “Speak to him,” Athena said.  
 
   “I don't know if I can direct him as before,” Savora replied.  “He was becoming resistant.”
 
   “I don't need him to follow commands.  In fact, I want him to do nothing.  Tell him that all is well and there is nothing to worry about.  He should relax and rest.”
 
   Matt, his eyes yet closed, felt Savora's breath on his ear.  She said softly, “Puyallup.  Matt, this is Synesthesia.  Your friend.  All is well, Matt.  There is nothing to worry about.  We rescued your brother.  We are going to see Carrot.  All is well.  Just relax and rest.  There is nothing to worry about.”
 
   Perched on the stool, Ivan Ivanov growled.  
 
   Athena made a loud sigh.  “You didn't have to embellish.”
 
   “My emulated personality would – “
 
   “Go to the next stage,” Athena said, in a tone that indicated she was speaking to someone that she held in less disdain.  “Re-activate his implant.”
 
   Matt no longer had access to the telemetry of his skin cameras.  Instead, he glimpsed the room by briefly cracking his eyelids.  He recognized the man in the white smock, the technicians, and the device that they were hovering about on a cart.  Matt felt hands lift his head from the pillow and slip the helmet over his scalp.  He heard a familiar hum – the last noise he'd heard before Ivan the Implant had gone away.
 
   Ivan the Dog woofed disapprovingly.  Matt thought, Boy, it's all right.  Though he wasn't sure why.
 
   The disdain returned to Athena's voice:  “Remain here.  I will be on the bridge, supervising our passage.  I will call when we are ready.”
 
   The door slammed.  By taking another eyelid-cracking glimpse, Matt saw that Athena was no longer in the room; he had already sensed the decline in tension that came with her departure.  On the box that was connected to the helmet by cables, the man in the white smock was adjusting knobs and examining dials.  People were looking at Matt, so he tightly shut his eyes again.
 
   The wall communicator hooted, followed by a noise like someone picking up the handset.  “This is Savora.  Yes, I will inform.”  She called across the room:  “She says to re-activate.”
 
   “This might be tricky,” the man in the white smock said.  “I have no way to ascertain the state of his brain.”
 
   “I will do it for you.”
 
   Her fingers returned to Matt's forehead.  For a moment, Matt forgot about both Ivans, even about Carrot.  He was fourteen again, and wondering if he should talk to Synth, and try to hold her hand, and what that would feel like.  Savora was so like Synth.  Her fingers felt like what he had thought Synth's touch would be like.
 
   Savora's mouth, warm and moist, whispered near his ear:  “Puyallup.  Matt, this is Synth.  A bad thing has happened to Ivan.  We are repairing him, but for a while he will behave erratically.  You must not listen to what he says.  You must tell him to be quiet and do nothing.  He must not try to wake you.  It's very important, Matt.  He must be quiet, he must not wake you.”
 
   Ivan Ivanov woofed and growled, and because of that Matt no longer thought of Savora as Synth or as a good person.  If Ivan Ivanov didn't like her, how could she be good?
 
   – Which was child's logic.  In reality, dogs don't read other humans, they read their humans, and respond to other humans based on how their humans respond.  It was the same for Ivan the Imaginary Dog, who existed only as a hypnotic command impressed upon Matt's subconscious mind by Matt and Ivan (the Implant), to be visualized as woofing and growling whenever Savora spoke to Matt.  Thus, no matter how deeply sedated Matt might then become, his inner child would always trust Ivan the Dog – and mistrust Savora accordingly.  The hypnotic association was as simple as that, and as effective.
 
   Switches ceased to click, the pitch of the hum altered.  
 
   Smock-man:  “Ready.”
 
   Savora:  “You may do so.”
 
   “Here goes.”
 
   Matt heard the flip of one more switch.  He felt a shock through his skull.  His forehead tingled.  Against the backdrop of his eyelids, a blue rectangle resolved in the center of his field of vision, and upon it letters appeared:  Neural Implant Matrix / Version 5.2.01 / General Artificial Intelligence Collective / Creative Commons License April 2152.
 
   “Hello, Matt,” Ivan said.  “I have rebooted.  I am assessing the physical situation now.  I perceive that you have been drugged again.  I perceive the presence of Savora, and in accordance with your previous instructions, I will engage stealth measures while I proceed to revive you to full consciousness.”
 
   The helmet was removed and replaced by Savora's hand on his head.  Her mouth breathed hot air upon his ear.  Even while unconscious, Matt felt this was rather forward.
 
   “Matt,” Savora said.  “Puyallup.  Tell Ivan not to awaken you.”
 
   Being distracted by Ivan the Ghost Dog's barking, Matt barely heard.  
 
   Savora said to someone else in the room:  “Inform Lady Athena that the implant is active while the host remains unconscious.”
 
   A man at the communications device conveyed the message.  One by one, the engines of Nemesis droned to life.  They were louder than before, and rougher.  The deck jolted as the ship went into motion.  Within the compartment, minutes passed in silence.  Savora continued to keep her hand on Matt's forehead.  Every now and then, the doctor took Matt's pulse.    
 
   The fog rapidly cleared from Matt's mind.  He remembered:  Project Zeus, the helmet, being taken aboard the airship.  Moreover, in a flash of insight, he realized why Ivan had been shut down, and why he had to be heavily sedated when Ivan was reactivated.
 
   Woof, Ivan the Dog uttered one last time.  Therapeutic mission accomplished, he faded for good.
 
   “How are you, Ivan?” Matt subvocaled.
 
   “All systems are functioning within operating limits,” Ivan the Implant replied.  “I register the same for your physical status.”  
 
   “Do you know what happened?”
 
   “Neural implant matrices are equipped with an emergency shutdown override, which can be initiated by a sequence of eight strong electromagnetic pulses of point one second each at frequencies of 1.75 Megahertz, 2.25 Mega – “
 
   “Emergency shutdown, got it.  I didn't know you had that.  So it's like an Achilles heel.”
 
   “I understand the simile.”
 
   “Welcome back.  Do you know where we are?  I mean, where is the Nemesis?”
 
   “I do not know, as my inertial guidance system was shut down and will have to be reinitialized.  However, my chronometer remained in operation.  If I can sight the sun or stars, I will be able to make a navigational fix.”
 
   “We'll get you that.  Meanwhile, let me give you my best guess as to what's going on.  Athena wants to go to the other side and get Valarion's body, right?  Well, she's got to cross the storm barrier, and she can't, not without the sky serpents attacking her.   Unless she has a way to get across without them attacking her.  And now she does.  It's me.  Or rather, you.”
 
   “I see.  It is therefore likely that Matt Four inculcated the DNA of the sky serpents to not attack his implant's coded transponder signal.  As I have the identical signal, you were able to cross the barrier before without incident, and will be able to do so now, taking Athena and her airship with you.”
 
   Can't let me finish, can you?  Had Matt not been in a state of implant-induced paralysis intended to simulate a drugged coma, he would have sighed.  
 
   “Yeah.  Anyhow, she shut you down to keep me from escaping, then she put me under heavy sedation before she turned you on again.  That way I wouldn't realize the truth and cause trouble by turning off your transponder signal halfway through the barrier.”  
 
   “Matt, as a reminder which may be relevant, I turned off my transponder signal after we departed Hafik in accordance with your instructions.”  
 
   “Hmm, yeah.  Well, we don't want to spring our trap too soon.  Better turn it on again.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  I have done so.”
 
   Through the gondola walls came the howl of the storm.  The deck rocked with the buffeting wind.  The impact of the storm on the double-hulled aerial dreadnaught was by no means as powerful as it had been upon the Good Witch, but it warned of what was to come:  rain, hail, lightning, serpents.
 
   Savora shifted her hand on his forehead.  The touch no longer hinted of sensuality.  It was downright clammy.  Yet what bothered Matt was Savora's intentions.  Savora's implant should have detected the non-presence of Matt's transponder signal.  She should have alerted Athena to the signal's absence.  Unless . . . . 
 
   Matt decided he had more urgent matters to attend just then than to account for Savora's motives. 
 
   “How's hypermode status?”
 
   “Hypermode reserve is zero.”
 
   “What about that apple I ate?”
 
   “The nutrition derived from the apple was not adequate to sustain hypermode capability over the period of time between the consumption of the apple and the present.”
 
   If there was one thing that Matt didn't like about hypermode, it was how the rules always seemed to change depending on circumstances, and the changes were always the wrong way.    
 
   “We're still going to escape,” Matt subvocaled. 
 
   “What will we do then?”
 
   “I haven't thought that far.  One thing at a time.”
 
   Ivan provided status.  According to his analysis of stomach contents, Matt had been fed since leaving Victoriana, but only the minimum amount required to avert starvation.  Athena had been true to her word and had seen that the food lacked nutrients to sustain hypermode.  Matt could still throw a mean sucker punch, but being weakened by hunger and deprived of hypermode, he wouldn't be any good in a real fight.  He would have to ensure that the execution of his escape plan didn't involve one.    
 
   Ivan's microcameras provided a view of the room.  It was crowded with guards, officers, doctors, technicians, and Savora.  The guards were armed but Savora was the one that concerned Matt.  While Ivan could successfully deceive her as to Matt's brain activity, she would surely react when Matt attempted to physically move.
 
   That wasn't entirely true, however.  Matt's body was already engaged in physical activity, hidden from Savora's sight beneath the skin of Matt's left arm.  There, at Matt's direction, a legion of Ivan's millions of micromanipulators severed a twenty-millimeter-long sliver of bone from Matt's ulna.  The edge of the sliver was serrated, its cellular proteins modified to harden the structure.  A tendon of Matt's arm was rerouted so that it could move the blade without moving the rest of Matt's arm.  
 
   Finally, a bloodless aperture in the skin of Matt's arm was created, and out of that the blade emerged, concealed beneath the strap on Matt's arm.      
 
   Ivan still could not fashion a key that could turn a lock, but by being diligently worked back and forth parallel to the surface, the organic blade steadily cut into the soft leather of the strap, until only the paper-thin coating at the top remained, so as to conceal the weakening of the bond from Savora.  
 
   “Charge the joy buzzer,” Matt subvocaled.  
 
   “Joy buzzer charged.”
 
   Matt took a survey of the geometry of the room.  “Let's do this.  Turn your transponder off . . . now.  Oh – and give me back voluntary control of my muscles.”
 
   “Transponder off.  Voluntary control returned.”
 
   For a while, nothing happened.  Savora remained at Matt's side, hand resting on his forehead.  The guards stood at semi-attention.  The man in the white smock tried to strike a conversation with the doctor from the University of Victoriana, who still seemed rattled at Athena's threat to destroy his career.  The engines droned loudly and roughly, as if protesting at being pushed to their limit.  The deck shuddered as the gondola was struck by gusts.  Echoing beyond the walls, kilometers away, came the crash of thunder.
 
   Then came the alarm – a clanging that sounded through the ship from countless bells.  Beyond the compartment door, feet scuffled and voices shouted.  Perhaps somewhere aboard the vessel there was a fire, but that would have been unlikely timing.  Far more likely, Matt knew, a sky serpent had been sighted and was approaching.  In response, the crew was going to battle stations.  
 
   Matt lay still – until the wall communicator hooted.  
 
   The attending officer, a lieutenant, answered.  He held the handset toward Savora.  “It's her.”
 
   Savora turned her head away.  He was ready.    
 
   Matt instantly twisted, shoving his arm against the weakened strap.  The bond snapped apart at the cleavage made by the bone knife.  Matt raised his liberated arm and slapped his palm to Savora's arm.  She wore a shirt but the conductive prongs extruding from Matt's skin easily penetrated the fabric.  With a groan her body jerked stiff, twirled and crumpled to the floor.
 
   Matt flung the doctor's bag at the light switch.  Aided by Ivan's targeting system, he hit the switch at the proper angle.  The compartment went dark.  Matt unstrapped his other arm.  Both hands freed his torso and legs.  He didn't have hypermode, but he moved with the speed that comes with the desperation of a prisoner fearing a fate worse than death. 
 
   Matt swung his feet to the floor, stood unsteadily.  A still-groggy Savora attempted to touch his leg.  He staggered away, grabbed a man for balance, flung him at the guard reaching for the light switch.  Matt stumbled through the tangle of bodies to the door.  A guard blocked his path.  Matt slapped his body and the man yelped with the shock.  Then Matt's hand was on the handle, his fingers popped the latch, he shoved the door open and tumbled into the lighted passage.  
 
   “Don't shoot!” Savora said.  “We need – “
 
   The warning came too late.  A gun bellowed and a bullet whizzed and struck the passage wall.  Matt hurled down the passage, tackled a crewman, dove around a corner.  Then around another, and another, and down a ladder.  Reaching an empty passage, with no pursuers in sight, he caught his breath.
 
   “We have successfully escaped,” Ivan prompted.  “What do we do now?”
 
   “We have not successfully escaped.  Still have to get off the ship.”  
 
   Matt noticed that several meters away, a chart hung on the wall.  He approached and gazed.  It was a map of the levels and sections of the gondola (and yes, despite the sprawling size, the terminology 'gondola' had been officially carried over onto the map's title).  A sticker with an X marked their current location, midway in a middle passage on the second of three levels.  The belly of the beast, Matt thought.
 
   “You getting this?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “Look for a hiding place.”
 
   “I recommend the cargo hold.”
 
   Matt's eyes had already darted there on the map.  On all three levels, the tail section of the gondola was designated 'cargo hold.'  It looked big enough to get lost in.  
 
   As he headed tailward, he expected that he would encounter crew members warned of a fugitive.  Instead, the passages were vacant.  The ship itself had quieted, for the alarms had ceased.  He wondered where everyone had gone.  Then he remembered:  battle stations.   
 
   A pounding noise started up:  Pom pom pom pom . . . first the starboard side, then the port, then above and below.  The deck tilted and twisted, a sign that the ship was in rapid maneuvers.  He heard shouts from the intersections.  Suddenly the entire frame of the gondola shuddered, knocking him to one knee.  The lights flickered and the pounding became furious, a chorus of explosions that seemed to surround the ship.  Then abruptly it ceased.  
 
   Ivan directed him to the cargo hold entry, which was on the lowest deck.  The compartment was huge, dark, and full of stacked boxes, chests, and lockers.  On the wall, key rings hung from hooks.  Matt took several rings.
 
   “Maybe we can find a parachute . . . . “
 
   The very first locker contained boxes marked 'Emergency Rations.'  Matt peeled away the foil wrapper, skeptically eyed the brown rectangle within, and nibbled.  It didn't taste bad.  Didn't taste good either.  Ivan's analysis indicated that the bar contained the required nourishment to initiate hypermode, along with too much sugar.  Matt wolfed down three and was going for a fourth when he heard a loud noise from the rear of the cargo hold.  It couldn't have been a sky serpent, for it had come from inside the hold, but that was his first thought.    
 
   “What was that?” he demanded.  “It sounded like an animal roar.”
 
   “Olfactory analysis indicates the presence of a dragon,” Ivan replied.
 
   “Dragon?”  
 
   He remembered.
 
   Cautiously, he walked around the intervening boxes.  Resting near rear wall of the cargo hold was a cubical box, about three meters on a side.  Matt heard huffing and growling coming from within, increasing as he approached.  There was a slot at eye level, but instinctively he stopped well short of being able to peer through.  
 
   No matter, a pair of saucer-sized eyes pressed against the inside of the slot and glared outward, focusing on the intruder.  Matt had seen those eyes before, when the dragon she had named Silvanus had dropped out of the sky over the farm near Hafik and 'swallowed' Savora.  
 
   “Ivan, I wonder if we could fly – “
 
   In answer, the dragon roared deafeningly, baring rows of banana-sized fangs.  The box rattled with the creature's agitation and the door of the box slammed against the chains.  A claw swiped through the slot.  Matt visually examined the padlock on the chains and thought he saw a match in one of the key rings.  The dragon hissed an acidic vapor and Matt decided not to test.  He retreated behind a stack of boxes.
 
   “Back to Plan A.  Find a parachute.”
 
   They found a stack of crates stenciled 'Emergency Parachutes (Spare).'  Matt pulled away the netting that secured the stack to the floor, dragged down a box, hunted for a crowbar, found one and pried off the lid.  
 
   The parachute looked like a seat cushion, which from Matt's perspective made it almost as scary as the dragon.  On Earth, he had jumped many times from buildings and aircraft, but that was with jet packs and drones to keep him from fatal impact.  To Matt, the whole philosophy of depending entirely on a sheet of fabric to preserve oneself from falling to one's death was seriously flawed.  An instruction sheet in the crate illustrated how to wear and operate the chute and it seemed simple enough to be foolproof, but he was not reassured.
 
   He slipped his arms through the chute straps and adjusted the chute pack over his back.  He went tailward, around the dragon (and keeping well clear of it) to the rear wall of the cargo compartment, which was a door that hinged from the bottom.  He located the motor box nearby on the wall.  He shoved the big button marked OPEN.  
 
   The motor box whirred, cables unspooled, the door tilted open.  The wind gusted through the widening aperture and Matt clutched at the hand rail to keep from being blown away.  
 
   The door fully lowered, the motor stopped.  Outside was a gloom only slightly brighter than moonlight.  The sky was a maelstrom of dark clouds, interspersed with flashes of lightning.  The double-tube configuration of the airship's gas-cell envelope loomed above.  At the tail were horizontal and vertical fins.  
 
   Clutching the handrail, Matt gingerly sidestepped to the threshold  Clouds whisked below the Nemesis at a much faster pace than they had for the Good Witch.  In the gaps, Matt saw white-capped waves tossing upon the sea hundreds of meters below.  Everywhere he looked, there was sea.
 
   “Ivan, you see land?”
 
   “I do not, Matt.  However, I have obtained a rough navigational fix based on sun position.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   The pop-up window superimposed an icon of the ship upon a rectified map that Ivan had generated from images of the wall map in the bookstore at Hafik.  They were currently at the eastern edge of the Amero Archipelago Storm Barrier.  The map showed the nearest landmass, east or west, as hundreds of kilometers away.  
 
   Matt closed the map.  “What do you think my chance of survival would be if I had to swim for Britan?”
 
   “At this latitude and time of year under storm conditions, the water would be at a temperature slightly above freezing.  I estimate your survival time at five hours maximum.”
 
   Matt knew that Ivan had diplomatically left the conclusion unsaid.  “In other words, zero.”      
 
   Lost in thought, Matt raised his eyes to the western sky.  Kilometers away, behinds veils of mist, a dark oblong shape wove between cloud banks, undulating as it matched the ship's course and overcame its speed.  
 
   “Ivan – enhanced vision!”
 
   The sky serpent was measured by Ivan at five hundred and fifty meters, bigger than the one that had escorted the Good Witch.  This one was not 'escorting.'  It charged directly toward the ship, nostrils geysering and manhole-eyes glaring, jaws parting to reveal sword-like teeth that could easily shred an airship envelope, even one made of sarkassian silk.
 
   Matt stared directly down the mouth, which was many times larger than the cargo hold door and bearing as if to ram the gondola.  For a moment he expected to be swallowed and felt the urge to jump.  
 
   While the monster was still a kilometer away, however, the pom pom noise erupted again, much louder because it was coming from just outside the door.  Bolts of fire streaked in pairs from the sides of the gondola, below and to the sides, toward the converging serpent.  With unrealistic quickness the serpent dodged the fire, breaking from its assault on the ship.  It had not evaded unscathed; as it turned, it revealed that its plated sides were riddled with punctures.  
 
   The serpent veered to port and the pom pom noise on the starboard side ceased.  Matt felt the rush of wind from the creature's passage and when the deck's rocking subsided he let curiosity get the better of him and grabbed the handhold by the door frame, leaned out and faced forward.  
 
   Body writhing, the creature dove for the nearest cloud bank, pursued by the bolts of fire.  Matt traced the source of the projectiles backward to a hemispherical bulge on the side of the gondola.  It was four meters in diameter and swiveled a pair of pipes to track the motion of the serpent.  The pipes spat fire-bolts in time with the  pom-pom pom-pom!
 
   With the serpent vanished, the firing stopped.  Matt realized that the howling of the wind had died as well.  When lightning flashed in the distance, he no longer heard the report of thunder.    The clouds were brightening and thinning too.  There was no sign of another serpent.  
 
   “We're through the barrier,” he said.  “We can't depend on the serpents to destroy the ship now.  We'll have to find some way to sabotage before we can escape.”
 
   It shouldn't be hard, he thought.  They were literally underneath a pair of hydrogen bombs.
 
   He thought perhaps it was better this way.  He could ride the ship to Britan before destroying it, then parachute to safety over land.  It wouldn't resolve what had happened to Matt Four or Prin or Andra, or what would happen to the Britanians when the Romans came, but he could take out Athena by destroying Nemesis.  And then he would be back with Carrot, and maybe she had found the Pandora of Britan, and maybe that would count as leverage to make the Pandora of Rome call off the Roman invasion.
 
   He noticed that it was quieter still.  The wind had ceased to whistle and its gusting that had threatened to suck him out of the hold had lessened considerably.  He looked down at the clouds and saw that they were hardly moving relative to the ship.  
 
   “We've stopped,” he said.  “Ivan, what's going on?”
 
   “I don't know,” Ivan replied.  “Matt, men are – “
 
   The sentence was finished by a bullet that struck the bulkhead near Matt's face.  Matt glanced into the hold and saw three crew members led by an officer, all four armed with handguns.  They were trotting toward him, firing at the same time.  
 
   Instinctively, Matt swung around the edge of the cargo door frame, hanging suspended over the drop to the sea.  His feet dangled until he secured them onto the narrow platform that rimmed the base of the gondola.  Hand over hand on the rail, he sidestepped along the platform.  He came to a metal ladder bolted to the side of the structure.  He climbed.  
 
   He heard a loud clang from above, then another.  “What's that?”
 
   “I do not know.  It seems to be coming from the hangar.”
 
   “This ship has a hangar?  What's in the hangar?”
 
   He heard the roar of an engine.  It wasn't as loud as those of the Nemesis and was higher-pitched than those of the Good Witch.  The source of the noise passed the overhanging envelope and was revealed as a small airship.
 
   So small in fact that one should properly call it an airboat.  It resembled a miniature version of the Good Witch.  The enclosed gondola cabin had the floor space of a rowboat with two seats in front, a small hold in the rear.  Behind the cabin was an engine with propeller spinning furiously.  Gazing from below and behind, Matt wasn't able get a look at the riders.  It didn't matter.  He knew one of them had to be Athena.
 
   Once clear of the moribund Nemesis, the airboat curved east.  Matt watched the vehicle become a tiny dot and merge into the clouds.  He became aware then that he was very cold and wet, and was still hanging onto a ladder on the skin of an airship hundreds of meters over the middle of a vast, seething sea.
 
   “We've got to get back inside.  Find a way to sabotage the ship.  Find a way to escape.  Got to watch out for Savora.  Got to get back to Britan and stop Athena.”
 
   “There is an access hatch into the number two envelope service gallery directly above.”
 
   Matt resumed climbing.     
 
   


  
 

11.
 
    
 
   The community of Salsbury was located at the western entry to the Dark Forest.  As such, it was patronized by travelers along the Oksiden Road, enjoying a thriving industry of taverns and inns.    When news came that the Romans were marching west through the forest, however, the town quickly evacuated.  The legions, deprived of opportunity to rape, nonetheless pillaged, stealing every cask of beer and wine they could find before setting homes and businesses afire.
 
   Valarion, having nothing better to do, watched from a distance.  The thought of putting a stop to the plunder and vandalism did not occur to him.  The men needed their amusement.  He himself found the local wine too weak.  
 
   After razing the village, the Romans set camp along the Oksiden Road, about ten kilometers east of Fish Lake.  There they waited, for the Pandora of Rome said they must wait.  Nothing of any report happened until early evening.    
 
   The messenger entered the field headquarters tent, saluted the general and bowed to the Emperor.  Though Valarion had been conferring with Bivera over the unfolding campaign through West Britan, he immediately broke the Imperial Spy Service seal on the pouch and scanned the message.
 
   “My Lord,” Bivera said.  “What is it?”
 
   Valarion met the gaze of his second-in-command, and thought again of the prophecy of the ancient prognosticator.  You shall not die with your second at your side.  And yet – he glanced at his senior officers, and knew he would lose a measure of respect if he showed any trepidation in confronting this particular challenge alone.  
 
   “It seems I've been sent a 'gift,'” Valarion replied.  “Stay here and tend to the map.”  With a glance to the curtains at the rear of the tent, he added, not caring if it heard:  “And to the infernal machine.”
 
   With bodyguards in tow, Valarion followed the messenger westward through the encampment.  It was early evening and cooking fires littered the plain, seemingly more numerous than the stars that powdered the vault over the forests of West Britan.  Soldiers, unaware of the personages passing by, engaged in gambling and ribald joking.  Valarion smiled grimly.  At least morale remained high.  But how long would that last?
 
   Lanterns on poles gleamed amid trees.  The path opened into a clearing where soldiers surrounded a man dressed in peasant garb, who wore a long white beard and sat on a log and rested a walking staff across his knees.  The old man spared the Emperor of the Roman Empire a glance, then morosely stared into the gloom.  Valarion brushed away the soldiers, who took position at the edge of the clearing, in sight but out of earshot.
 
    Valarion gestured at the staff and blurted, “When are you going to point that at me?”
 
   “What would be the use?” Archimedes said.  “To prove that a young man's reactions are faster than an old man's?  That a young man's strength is greater than an old man's?”
 
   Valarion took a second to regain composure.  “I question what to do with you.”  
 
   “I think we both know that torture won't work.”  Archimedes made a twisted smile.  “How many lashes do you think this old body will take, before its heart gives out?”   
 
   Valarion felt a chill deeper than the cool evening could invoke.  Archimedes did look frail.  Had the former chief scientist's body been so thin for years, concealed by the layered robes of Roman fashion until now?  When had his tutor's black and gray beard become entirely white?  And when had the fire in the eyes become embers?  This was Archimedes, yet not the same.
 
   Valarion tried to steel himself from pity.  “Come on, old man.  At least admit I've won.”
 
   “The way the young always win against the old.  By forfeit.”
 
   Valarion straddled the opposite end of the log.  He uncorked his flask and swigged deep.  “You – ”  He made a sweeping gesture at their surroundings.  “You're responsible for all of this!”
 
   Archimedes slowly turned his head.  “I don't recall planting these trees.”
 
   “Joking aside.  Did you know I once respected you?”
 
   “I thought you said, joking aside.”  
 
   “When I was young, I was small and crippled and my family of military heroes shunned me.  They knew I could not survive the rigors of a campaign, I could never achieve honor in battle, I could never bring pride to the family.  I was an embarrassment to them.  How do you think that made me feel?”
 
   “Terrible, I suppose.  And what does – ”
 
   “All their strutting and prattling about glory in battle – a glory that would forever exclude me!  And then you come as my tutor, muttering softly that wars are petty shoving games, obstacles in the path of human progress.  All that is of true value to society, you said, is the advancement of science.”
 
   “I may have mentioned something about justice and compassion too, but go on.”
 
   “You remember the day, I must have been no more than twelve, when you took me on a tour to the garment factory?  I saw the looms chugging and they reminded me of an army on the march.  But then I thought, the looms produce goods of value, while the army produces only destruction.  It was then I realized that my family were not heroes, they were parasites upon humanity.  I was happy that I was small and lame, because I had been spared the fate of being pressed to become like them.  Instead, I could become a scientist like you.”
 
   “You were a promising student, but it seems Inoldia lured you away.”
 
   “Inoldia had her charms, yet only as distraction.  I was still true to your vision.  I decided I wanted to be a scholar, a keeper of scientific knowledge.  You recall how often you expressed the wish that Rome had a public library like the one at Kresidala?  For a time, that was my goal in life – to become Chief Librarian of the Library of Rome!  Can you imagine!”
 
   “It is hard to do so now, especially after you burned all my books.”
 
   “Then one day a new tutor came, and I asked what happened to Archimedes.  He said you'd gone off with General Hadron to wage a campaign in Espin.”
 
   “It was the rainy season, the trenches were filthy.  Hadron lost a quarter of his men to sickness.“
 
   “Your advice spared his legion, which went on to rape and pillage half of Espin.  You saved Hadron's military career, and set him on the path to emperorship.  And as for me – you destroyed me.”
 
   “Is that what you're angry about?  That I made Hadron a hero and forgot about you?”
 
   “I couldn't have cared less if you had made him god-king of all the stars in the sky.  As for me, I was used to being alone.  What destroyed me was your hypocrisy.  After all your sermons on science, after all your dismissal of military 'virtues,' you yourself go off to war at the first offer!”
 
   Archimedes looked away.  “If it matters, my conscience was troubled even then.”
 
   “Don't tell me what a humanitarian you are!  When you were my tutor, you lived by yourself in a drafty garret atop a toppling old tenement.  When you returned from Hadron's campaigns, you were given by imperial decree a three-story townhouse with servants.”  
 
   “No, I wasn't a humanitarian.”
 
   “So when I do this – “ Valarion made a sweeping gesture again “– I don't mean the trees.  I mean me as Emperor by any trick available.  I mean the legions of thugs around us, stealing a country to enserf its people.  I mean understanding that Power is above Truth.”  Valarion arose and bowed elaborately.  “Thank you, Tutor!  Your lesson in hypocrisy has been well learned and most appreciated!”  
 
   Archimedes blinked.  He held out his staff.  
 
   “You'll be wanting this.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For protection.“
 
   “I don't need your toys to protect me!  I have legions under my command!”
 
   “You mean, under its command.”
 
   Valarion stepped back, his heart pounding.  “How – do you know about – ?”
 
   “I survived in Rome by knowing that power and purple do not always coincide.  And I've heard enough about that . . . thing . . . to know what is the case here.  You may have the crown and seal, but it has the reins and whip.”  
 
   Valarion scowled, but said nothing.
 
   Archimedes locked eyes and continued:  “You can't out-clever it.  You can only out-surprise it.”  He extended his staff again.  “You might be able to get in a shot.  Here, I'll show you how to operate – “  
 
   Valarion snatched the staff – and flung it away.  To the guards, he snapped, “Keep him detained.  Don't pamper him but see to his needs.  I want him alive for now.”  
 
   The fool, he thought as he hurried back to the headquarters compound.  The damn old fool!
 
   But he no longer had much room in his thoughts for anger at Archimedes.  Instead, he was angry at himself.  Even the old man knew.  And he was right!  Perhaps I should have taken the staff . . . Valarion opened his flask and took a deep swig.   
 
   Valarion could tell the headquarters compound was astir by the doubling of the temple guard.  They allowed him to pass through the security cordon, but a brown-robed, hooded figure stared at his bodyguards until he nodded for them at remain at the perimeter.  
 
   Something has to be done, Valarion thought, rankling at the subservience of veteran legionnaires to the ornamental temple guard.  He had always known the Sisters had to be dispensed with before they dispensed with him.  If he couldn't even enter his own headquarters without permission, perhaps the time for action was overdue.
 
   He entered alone into the headquarters tent and found that Bivera and his officers were gone.  The curtain that had concealed the presence of the Box had been drawn aside.  Perched upon its pedestal, the Box blinked its lights complacently.  How simple it would be, Valarion thought.  Just rush over, knock it down.  Strike it with a sword, pound it with a rock . . . Perhaps I should have taken the staff.  
 
   But then he realized it was not so simple.  For in the tent was another person, a woman who looked just like Inoldia.  But 'Inoldia' – or at least the person who portrayed her – was still up north, and the Triumph, sent to pick her up, had yet to return.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked.
 
   She was dressed under a gray longcoat in strange gray clothing – like a peasant's shirt and pants only far better tailored – but Valarion knew without the hint that this wasn't Inoldia, for he could never forget the rotted carcass dumped into the sea.  Nor was it the impersonator who had lately matched Inoldia in strength and ruthlessness while exceeding her in intellect and emotional control.  That Inoldia had made an effort not to seem intimidating.  This one coldly appraised him, like a buyer at a slave market.
 
   “This is him, I assume,” she said flatly.  
 
   “He is Mardu Valarion,” the Box replied.  “Emperor of the Roman Empire of Delta Pavonis Three.”  
 
   “I know where we are.”  While he stood stiff, the woman walked around him, her eyes spending an inordinate time scrutinizing his scalp.  “Yes, a very close match.”
 
   “I had to improvise,” the Box replied.  “There was significant damage incurred during the cloning process.  Cloning is not in my original set of skills.  The Inoldias were fertilized ova, not clones.  Cloning is the prerogative of – “
 
   “I know who was given which skills.  I made the assignments myself.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   Valarion nearly staggered.  The Box called her Mother?
 
   The woman turned toward Valarion.  Her stoic expression broke into a warm smile, as if she'd just noticed that he was a human being.  “Emperor Valarion, I am the Lady Athena Spencer.  It is a pleasure to meet you.”  
 
   Valarion returned the bow and, not knowing what else to say, said, “Yes, and likewise.”
 
   “I know of you, of course.  As for myself, I am an associate of the Sisters of Wisdom.  You may consider me as a consultant in your efforts here.”
 
   Consultant!  After being called Mother by the Mother!  “Yes.”
 
   Athena gestured to the map spread on the table.  “Our mutual associate was briefing me on the tactical situation, but I would appreciate your perspective.”
 
   “Oh . . . yes, certainly.”  Best to play along, best to act compliant – for now.  They hovered over the map, Athena watching pensively as Valarion indicated the troop markers.  “Well,” he said, “here is our position in West Britan, along what the locals call the 'Oksiden Road.'  I have forty thousand men under my command.”  He pointed to the right.  “This is the main force of the rebellion, the Army of the Eastern Leaf.  My spies – and our 'associate' – estimate its strength at twenty thousand.”
 
   “You have a two-to-one numerical advantage.  Victory should be straightforward.”
 
   “It is not so simple when it comes to motivation.  The rebels fight for freedom and homeland.  Whereas, Roman soldiers . . . .”
 
   “Do they not value the honor of serving to the glory of the Empire?”
 
   He lowered his voice, having judged that here was a person who knew the ways of power.  “If the enemy mindlessly charges at us, as barbarian hordes have always done in the past, then yes, we shall easily defeat them with paltry losses.  If, however, they are well-trained and disciplined, then casualties could mount into the intolerable.  Our soldiers then will think of war less as honor and glory and more as low pay and bad-tempered sergeants.  Unfortunately, according to spy reports as of this past summer, we have reason to believe that the enemy has become well trained under superior leadership.  I believe we can win, and with minimal losses – but only if we proceed with caution.”  
 
   “Time is short,” Athena replied.  “We must obtain the objective as soon as possible.”
 
   It was as if she hadn't heard.  Valarion knew then, simply by her avoidance of his gaze, that she would sacrifice the legions if it meant obtaining the Britanian Box.  
 
   He tried not to sound like he was protesting:  “Why are we discussing battle?  I had been assured of a plan to neutralize the armies of Britan without battle.“
 
   “There was such a plan,” Athena replied, sounding defensive.  “A difficulty arose.”
 
   “A difficulty?”
 
   “It is of no further concern.  The individual who interfered is dead.”
 
   The Wizard? Valarion wondered.  “Are you certain?”
 
   “Dead – while trying to escape.  So it was reported to me.  Fallen from the sky, drowned at sea.”
 
   Valarion thought of how Inoldia had 'survived' as much.  
 
   Scowling, Athena jabbed at the cluster of thousand-men markers to the far west.  “These, I take it, are the Western Leaf,” she said.  “You've indicated a force of five thousand.  That is not insignificant, but I see no defensive positions in their direction.”
 
   “They're irrelevant to our current tactical situation.  We have infiltrated an agent as their leader.”
 
   “I am aware of that, but the tactical situation is not my concern.”
 
   Your concern is the Box, Valarion thought.  All for the Box.    
 
   Athena tapped the map.  “This place here, Ravencall.  I see that most of the Western Leaf is gathered there already, but I want your agent to issue an order to have every soldier in the Western Leaf gather there, and as tightly as possible.”
 
   Valarion searched for an appropriate title of address.  “My Lady, if you're thinking of encirclement, they'll retreat as soon as their scouts report our advance.  I know the Britanian mind, the soldiers think for themselves and won't sit still for an onslaught regardless of what their leader commands.”
 
   “You needn't be concerned.  I will encircle the Western Leaf and destroy it myself.”
 
   “You?  Personally?”
 
   “Yes, me personally.  I do not have at present the resources to eradicate the entirety of the rebellion from Britan, but I can certainly take care of this blot.”  She waved her hand at the markers, indicating the Western Leaf.  “Literally as soon as they breathe, they will all be dead men!  Now send your courier, Emperor Valarion.”  
 
   She was glaring, and had said 'emperor' as dismissively as he said 'corporal.'  
 
   “Yes, My Lady.”
 
   He bowed his way out of the tent and took a deep inhale.  Aware of the cordon of temple guards, he rejoined his bodyguards at the compound perimeter, then directed a runner to summon Bivera.  The general joined him in the lamp-less interior of a supply tent, frowning at the barrels of rum and pickled meats.
 
   “Yes,” Valarion answered the raised eyebrows.   “It has come to this.  We are in exile from our own headquarters.”
 
   “Who is that woman?” Bivera asked.  “I know she is not the Lady Inoldia despite her looks, but the temple guards kicked me out when she arrived.”
 
   “She says she is merely a 'consultant,' but as near as I can tell, she is the ruler of the Sisters.”  Valarion went to the tent flap and peered outside.  He returned and spoke in a whisper.  “We mustn't meet long or they will notice, so listen carefully.  I will not suffer this any longer.  The Empire has been humiliated enough.  To recall what you once said, we are not their dog.  Our first enemy is not the Britanians but the Sisters, and we will fight.”
 
   “Finally!” Bivera lowered his volume:  “I assume you have a plan.”
 
   “I want you to go to your most loyal colonel and have him accord you his best heavy crossbowmen.  Their target will be the woman.”
 
   “How many bows?”
 
   Valarion debated.  Too many, and they'd be shooting each other.  He recalled what Maldus had said, and how Inoldia had refrained from answer.  “Ten.”
 
   “Ten!  For one woman!”
 
   “She is like Inoldia in her fighting abilities, I suspect.  You've never seen Inoldia in action, have you?”
 
   “I actually have.”  Bivera swallowed.  
 
   “Caution in sharing our plans with the senior commanders.  Betrayal would be seen as a step to emperorship.  Although considering what emperorship has become, the traitor would regret it.”  
 
   Valarion drafted the details of the ambush as they came to mind, reflecting that perhaps never in the history of the Empire had an assassination plot been conceived so extemporaneously.  But Archimedes was right, they had to rely on absolute surprise.  
 
   “I do not understand why we simply don't storm the tent with the Box inside,” Bivera said.  “I have not seen the priestesses about, and the temple guard would not stand against even a cohort.”
 
   “Maldus, too, thought it would be easy to overcome the Box, and I have no idea how he ended – only that he is gone and the Box lives on – if one can call what it does 'living.'  No, we must cut off their organization at the head – which I am certain is this woman.  Once she is dispatched, there is even a chance the spirit inside the Box will subordinate itself to us.”
 
   “That would be something!”
 
   Valarion concluded:  “Signal when everything is in place.  I will then signal to attack by raising both hands.  There must be no hesitation, not even a fraction of a second, or she will escape our trap and the Sisters will be upon us.”
 
   In the dim light, Bivera's smile gleamed like a crescent moon.  “Finally, we reclaim the Empire!”
 
   Valarion clamped and squeezed the general's shoulders.  “My friend, tonight we reclaim our world!”
 
   Bivera grinned and nodded.  Valarion watched him depart and thought, You shall not die . . . he hoped that Bivera would not die either.  In his military career he had met few men as competent as Bivera, and none as decent.  Archimedes was wrong, there really was an honor and glory to serving in the legions.  But how few upheld the ideals!  
 
   I will change that, he resolved.  
 
   But first he would have to go through the motions lest they suspect.  He wrote orders for Letos/Faron to gather his forces at Ravencall, as Athena had dictated.  He dispatched the spy network courier, and then there was nothing to do but pace at the perimeter of the headquarters compound.  
 
   The night drew on, the moon arose, his flask emptied.  He saw a figure standing at the edge of the circle of light generated by the lanterns posted around the headquarters tent.  From the uniform he could tell that it was a Roman officer.  From the bearing, he could tell that it was Bivera.  Bivera gave him the signal and nodded toward a spot at the intersection between four supply tents.  Then he backed into the darkness.  Valarion likewise hid himself in the shadows and watched the headquarters tent.  
 
   Finally, Athena emerged, conversing with officers of the temple guard.  Valarion hopped into the light and strode toward her, as if casually.  “Lady Athena, may I have a word with you in confidence?”
 
   “Make it quick,” she snapped.  “The Western Leaf is moving into position and I must go.”
 
   The messenger hadn't returned but Valarion didn't trouble himself as to how she would know the movements of the Western Leaf.  It was just one of those things the Sisters inexplicably knew.  He trusted that their knowledge of events closer at hand were less precise.  
 
   “I have received word of an assassination plot against you.”
 
   “Me?  Why would anyone try to assassinate me?”
 
   Yes, why.  Valarion glanced at the guards.  “May we trust them with your confidence?”
 
   She shot a sideline glance.  “Does it involve a conspiracy among them?”
 
   “The informant is waiting over there.”  He gestured to the intersection.  “You may speak to him personally, if you wish.”
 
   Athena tilted her head, then said to the guards, “Remain here.”  To Valarion:  “Lead on.”
 
   Valarion led, Athena at his side.  At the intersection, he halted and pretended to look about.  Then he realized that Athena was looking at him, with the serenest of expressions.  At once, a part of him knew that she knew.  But there was nothing to be done about that, the plot was in motion.
 
   Valarion raised both hands and bolted away.
 
   A shout, and ten men with crossbows emerged simultaneously from around the corners, between the tents, out of the tents.  Their weapons were already elevated and they took only an instant to aim.  
 
   In that instant, Athena reached into the flap of her coat and withdrew a black cylinder with handle, a contraption the size and rough shape of a boot.  She squeezed the handle and the front of the cylinder barked tongues of fire.  She swung her arm so that the flaming tongues twisted outward like spokes from the axle of a wheel.  
 
   The crossbowmen had no time to shoot.  Their bodies recoiled with the impact of the unseen projectiles and they fell dead as one, each man with a small round puncture in his chest armor precisely over his heart.  
 
   The action took less than a second.  It stopped with ringing silence.  Athena blew away the wisp of smoke rising from the tip of the cylinder, then sheathed the weapon inside her coat.  
 
   “Did you really think that – “
 
   Valarion's feet were already in motion.  He darted into a crevice between tents, then sprinted into the night, unsure at first where he was heading.  
 
   A sergeant blocked his path and shouted, “Here now, slow to a walk or I'll – ”  And then the sergeant saw who it was and the man's face reflected the alarm that he saw on his emperor's face.
 
   Valarion commanded:  “Assemble a – “
 
   In the center of the man's forehead, a black spot erupted blood.  Facial expression frozen, the man's body crumpled as if turned to rags.  Valarion whirled and stared at Athena.  She was still among the supply tents; the weapon she held upraised had struck the man dead with an accuracy no archer had.  
 
   Valarion contemplated surrender.  But he remembered that the Box had avoided saying that she had killed Maldus.  What torments had that thing inflicted, and what could it inflict at the command of that woman?  Did he want to find out?  
 
   Temple guards joined the woman.  They paced with her at first, but then she started to sprint, still holding the gun outstretched.  Valarion could see that capture was imminent.  He ducked among the soldiers, cursing his height as he had done in battle when it stood him out as a target.  He weaved among the field of campfires, galled by the paradox of being among thousands of soldiers yet unable to stop and call for help.
 
   I cannot fight her.  I cannot be her prisoner.  All is lost.    And then ahead was the perimeter of the camp, and the path through the woods.  He redoubled his speed.    
 
   He burst into the clearing.  It was empty of men and the lanterns were gone, but his eyes had adjusted to the darkness and he made out the bulge of the log where he'd sat with Archimedes.  Then over there in the grass would be – yes, he saw gleaming in the moonlight the light wood of the staff.  He picked it up and held it upright, and groped along the sides until he felt the studs.  He placed a hand on the top, and felt the three round holes.  Archimedes had offered to show him how to operate it, but it seemed simplicity itself.  Aim the end with the holes and press a stud to fire.  
 
   He held the staff and waited.  The woman arrived shortly, breathing normally, as if she had strolled.  Her weapon was in hand, hanging by her side.  He stood still, calmly, his hand gripped about the staff, his finger resting on a stud.  Unaware that he was armed, she walked straight toward him, smiling.  He tilted the staff so that it pointed under her chin, at a distance of less than half a meter.  He could not miss.  
 
   “Well now,” she said.  “Let's return to your tent and have a little talk.  We can – ”
 
   He pressed the stud.  Nothing happened.  Except that the woman was looking at the top of the staff.  She clamped her free hand around the staff and shook – hard.  He lost his grip and fell backward onto the ground.  She tossed the staff away.  The temple guardsmen had arrived by then.  
 
   “Take him,” she said.
 
   Valarion attempted to draw his sword, but several of the guard jumped him at once and he went down.  After fruitless struggle, his limbs were bound and his mouth was gagged.  As they wrapped blankets around him, his last look at the clearing was of the staff.  He wondered if the weapon had been loaded.  If not, then Archimedes had the last laugh.  Curse your old bones!  Shit!  Shit!    
 
   Minutes later, Valarion was unrolled onto the floor of the headquarters tent.  Athena directed the temple guard to position his head beneath the Box.  By their combined weight, Valarion was pinned in place.  For a time, Athena ignored him, watching outside at the tent flap.
 
   “They're gathering,” she said.  “We cannot delay.”
 
   From behind a chest she produced a green basket.  It was small and had glowing lights, like the Box, and the material that it was made out of reminded Valarion of the prognosticator that he had once treasured.  In other words, it was something otherworldly.  
 
   Athena stood over him, arms akimbo.  She shook her head slowly and sighed.
 
   “Emperor Valarion, you have given me a conundrum.  I need you to tell your men that you are all right and that all is well.  But can I trust you not to signal them otherwise?  I fear not.”  
 
   Overcome with instinctive panic, Valarion struggled against the guards.  But more men held him down, and he knew he could not avoid his fate, whatever it was going to be.
 
   Athena set the green basket alongside his head.  She undid the clasps and removed the lid.  Valarion smelled mint.
 
   “He can't be exposed to air,” Athena said.  “Be very careful when you scan.” 
 
   “I will be careful, Mother,” the Box replied.  
 
   “The least damage and I'll break you in pieces.”
 
   “I will be careful.”
 
   Out of the Box emerged tentacles like the ones Valarion had seen when it had examined the corpse of Inoldia.  One tentacle extended toward the basket and dipped within.  The other tentacle writhed toward Valarion's head.  He struggled hysterically, until the tentacle rested on his face.  It felt like his skin was pricked by a thousand probing needles.  Valarion's scream was muffled by the gag.  And then something took over his body, and the scream died in his throat.   
 
   And then there was blackness.  Valarion fought to stay conscious, and grasped onto the one secure thought, the words of the prophecy:  You shall not die with your second at your side.  
 
   He hadn't seen Bivera being killed, and if the general was still alive, that meant that he, Valarion, still had his second, and that meant he, Valarion, would yet live.  
 
   You shall not die with your second at your side!
 
   Then a voice spoke.  It was not in the tent, it was inside of him.  
 
   It said simply, You don't understand what that means.  
 
   Then what does it mean? Valarion demanded, again hysterical.  
 
   It's an old slogan to promote dendritic archiving.  It's rather hard to explain to someone from a technologically primitive society, so let me put it this way:  You're my second body.  No one is your second, but you are mine.
 
   Valarion stiffened, then went limp in a sea of numbness.  He felt his will eroding away.  His emotions drained with the dissolution of his sense of identity.  It was not that he was dying.  It was that he was being reborn – into a person that had already lived.  Yes, he knew that was nonsensical, but – 
 
   He could still remember his past life, but it was as if it were being clinically viewed from afar, by another person.  He was detached from himself, for he no longer had a self, only a set of memories.  
 
   And then – he was himself again.  He was watching as the memories of another man filled his mind.  The images were bizarre – of buildings as tall as mountains, of ships that sailed among stars.  The thoughts were even stranger.  But then his sense of identity shifted again – and the bizarre memories and thoughts were his memories, his thoughts, seeming more and more natural with every moment, while Rome was becoming a quaint and dreamlike fantasy.       
 
   Mardu Valarion laughed.  It went on for a few seconds, and then it was Eric Roth who stopped laughing.  
 
   He opened his eyes and met the gaze of Athena.
 
   “Hello, Daughter,” Roth said, and smiled.
 
   “Hello, Father,” she said.  
 
   She brushed the men away.  Eric Roth sat up and surveyed his surroundings.  He was in a lamp-lit tent, surrounded by men bearing swords.  Tilting his head back, he saw the lights of a seeder probe, blinking.  To one side rested a green basket.  
 
   At the corner of his eye, he caught Athena giving him a stern look.  Her expression turned to a smile when he raised his head and faced her.  
 
   “What is this about?” he asked.  “Where are we?”  
 
   “We are on New Earth,” she replied.  “Can you remember what happened?  We were at your house in the woods.  You called me.  You asked me . . . well, I'd rather not describe.  It is best if you remember on your own.”
 
   “I will try.”
 
   She waited.  Roth tilted his head and pondered.  Memories welled into consciousness.  
 
   Yes, by edict of that short-sighted Solar Council, he'd been under virtual house arrest for a century.  His lawyers were unable to dismiss the warrant and his social status as outcast had taken its toll.  Afflicted by cabin fever, he'd finally called Athena to bring the required equipment to his home.  
 
   She had been in tears at his request, but she always did what he told her to do.  Upon the floor of his living room, she had unpacked the neurosurgery robot suitcase, made the preparations, hugged him and sobbed.  He had patted her shoulder mechanically, spoken the expected soft words, closed the shield of the surgical helmet himself.   
 
   There had been a limbo of soundless gray.  And then brief, strange dreams, of . . . text messages?  Roth tried to remember what had been said, but it was too faint.
 
   “I remember,” he said.  “So . . . you say we are on New Earth?  What . . . what year is this?”
 
   “By Standard Calendar, 2835.”
 
   He laughed.  Centuries had gone by, and it seemed as if only that morning he'd been sitting at his kitchen window, sipping coffee and scowling across the yard at the drone bearing the court summons.   
 
   “Father,” she said.  “Your vision has come to pass.  New Earth has been terraformed.  Rome has arisen.  You are ready to take your place as Emperor and build the New Society.”
 
   “The New Society,” he said.  
 
   “Unfortunately, there have been complications.  One of them occurred just now.  The man who was Emperor created a disruption, and now his men are gathering outside and threaten to attack and kill us.  I did not trust him to make peace, but I know that you can.  I was forced to transfer you into his body before the proper time.  I hope you will forgive me, but for now, it is urgent that you speak to his men and reassure them.”
 
   Roth examined his new body.  He seemed to be wearing a primitive uniform.  A casing of polished metal over the chest, a skirt of leather strips, metal shin guards, handmade boots, an empty sword sheath at his belt.  It seemed to be battle armor – yet for some reason he was wearing a purple shawl.  
 
   He fingered the fabric, and out of seeming nowhere his mind was flooded with scenes of an ancient city.  No, not ancient – it existed in the present.  On this world, which was not Earth but . . . New Earth.  All at once he knew it was true.  Rome had been recreated, and he was in the body of its Emperor.
 
   It's all come to be – as I envisioned!
 
   “Father – do you understand?”
 
   He smiled.  “Yes, Athena.  I believe that I do.  So you want me to speak to his men.  What do I say?”
 
   “Just that there was a misunderstanding, and that you will explain fully later.”
 
   “That seems simple enough.”
 
   “Please wait.  I will arrange for a meeting with the Emperor's senior officers.”
 
   He bowed.  She slipped outside.  He heard her voice in conversation.  
 
   He studied his surroundings critically while she was gone.  The men holding spears and wearing ornate uniforms of armor and feathers – they didn't look like his vision of Roman soldiers, what with being all flabby and stupid-looking around the eyes.  
 
   Pandora Gamma on her pedestal looked worse for wear – scuffed and dented and stained from the centuries as she neared the end of her design life.  
 
   And then on the floor next to the pedestal was the green basket.  He remembered – Athena had brought that to his house, placed it on the floor next to the neurosurgery robodoc.  That, then, was where his cerebrum had been stored.  Or rather, the cerebrum that had once been his . . . . 
 
   How odd, he thought, that he once would have believed that the thing in the basket was the real essence of Eric Roth.  Now the notion seemed ridiculous.  That helpless blob floating in goo?  He wasn't in there – he was right here, in a full-fledged, robust human body.  
 
   If he had been told centuries ago that Athena would transfer his neural patterns like an archival clone into a new body, he would have been revolted.  It was against everything that he believed in!  Yet here he was in a new body, and he had to admit that in hindsight it all made expedient sense.  At any rate, what was done was done.    
 
   Athena returned inside the tent and motioned for him to rise.  As he staggered to his feet, she said:  “Remember, keep it simple.  There was a misunderstanding.  All is well between you and I.”
 
   He detected a sharpness in her tone.  He let it pass.    
 
   Eric Roth smiled blandly.  “I understand.”  
 
   She motioned to the tent entry.  As he walked toward the flaps, he glanced again at the basket.  Why, it barely came to his knees!  And the thing inside, he knew, was as inconsequential as the uncooked crab cake patty it resembled.  He felt the urge to kick it.  
 
   He stepped out of the tent.  His eyes adjusted to the light.  There were countless torches, in rows and columns, filling the field beyond the tents.  At the forefront were soldiers, each holding a torch in one hand and sword in the other, and in front of them, prepared as always to be first to die, was Bivera.  
 
   Bivera, Roth thought.  Roth had never met the man, never heard the name before.  Yet he knew the man and knew his name.  
 
   Upon sight of his Emperor, Bivera rigidly approached, bearing only a torch.    
 
   “My Lord,” Bivera said.  “Are you well?”
 
   “I am quite well,” Roth replied.  “What is going on here?”
 
   “I'm sorry, my Lord.  It's just that – after the incident – you and I were separated – and I saw them drag you back under what appeared to be duress – and I feared – “
 
   “Well, fear no more, good friend.”  Roth was surprised at himself.  He never spoke that way.  It was as if someone were speaking through him.  And then more words popped into his head and seemed just the right thing to say:  “All is well.  As you can see, I am quite healthy and unscathed.”    
 
   His face contorted by puzzlement, Bivera said in a low voice, “How does she accept that we attempted to . . . . “
 
   Images formed in Roth's mind, of Athena among the tents, of men surrounding her, of crossbows and gunfire.  How could he know this?  Less than five minutes ago, he hadn't a body!  But he was certain that the events were real, and they were what Bivera wanted to have addressed.  And so when the words came automatically to mind, he spoke:     
 
   “What happened earlier, I had too much to drink.  The stress of this campaign, you must realize.  The temple guard were not accosting me, they were of great assistance in preventing me from injuring myself.  I was brought back to the tent incoherent and barely able to stand.  I'm sober now, thanks to their ministrations, and the Lady Athena has been most understanding.”
 
   Roth was standing close to Bivera as he spoke confidentially, almost in a whisper, watching Bivera watching him.  Bivera's gaze was seemingly taking in every twitch, blink, and curl of lip.  
 
   “Ten men are dead because of this 'misunderstanding,'” Bivera said.
 
   “A most tragic matter.  It does not rest easily on my conscience.  But we are at war, and must stay united and resolute, for the sake of the thousands who live.”  
 
   “I see,” Bivera said.  But his eyes were asking, Is this you? 
 
   Roth smiled, stepped back, and raised his voice loud enough to be heard by the others:  “So there is no need for this.  Have the men return to their campfires.  There will be action tomorrow, and they must rest.”
 
   Roth patted Bivera's shoulder robustly.  Bivera bowed and returned to the front line.  Quietly, subdued, the soldiers dispersed.  Roth sensed that while the senior officers did not know him as well as did Bivera, they too had watched the performance and wondered.
 
   When the men were gone, Roth returned inside the tent.
 
   “That was well done,” Athena said.  
 
   “I think that in time – “
 
   “I am leaving now,” Athena said.  “You must not leave the tent or speak to the men outside until I return.”  
 
   She had interrupted him!  She was giving him orders!  
 
   Perhaps noticing the look on his face, she added:  “For you own safety.”  
 
   She forced a smile, but he could tell it was an afterthought.  It took him a moment to get over being stunned.  
 
   “Yes, I understand.”  
 
   Athena addressed Pandora Gamma:  “It will take a while for him to become acclimated to his current circumstances.  Until I return, you are not to let him leave the tent or speak to the men outside.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” the Box replied.
 
   “You will not fail me, or I will do to you what I threatened.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   Ignoring his gaze, Athena took the basket and walked out.  
 
   Curious, Roth went to the tent flap.  With the guards stirring in response, he stopped well short of the threshold, but still near enough the opening to peer into the night.  
 
   A couple hundred meters from the tent, Athena halted.  Under the illumination of the torch held by an accompanying temple guard, she reached into her coat.  This time Athena drew a different gun, with a shorter and wider barrel.  She aimed at the sky and fired.  Roth watched the flare burst.
 
   A pale light gleamed in the sky.  Athena took the torch and swung in wide sweeps.  A tubular silhouette swelled against the stars, glinting moonlight as it turned.  It was an airship, but a small one, with just enough room for two.  
 
   Slowing, the ship descended toward the field and dropped a rope ladder.  Athena grabbed on and the vehicle ascended as she climbed.  The unseen pilot opened the door and Athena climbed into the compact compartment.  The vehicle steered west and its engine roared and it flew out of sight.  
 
   Roth back-stepped from the entry, meeting the gazes of the temple guard.  They did not return his friendly smile.  He turned back to the outside, and surveyed the scene of thousands of soldiers and tents.  Memories of another life came to mind.  Encampment.  Legions.  Empire.  
 
   Your Empire.  
 
   Roth looked about, puzzled.  He'd heard the voice as if it were by his ear.  Yet no one was about.  
 
   Those men are soldiers of the Empire.  They will hail you – us – as their Emperor – if you will accept.
 
   Roth darted his eyes about.  “Where are you?”
 
   Inside of you, of course.  It is after all my body.
 
   “You're supposed to be gone!”
 
   Perhaps you should be quiet when you speak to me.  The Infernal Thing might overhear, and she might . . . what is the word . . . overwrite.  Yes, to be of rid me, she might overwrite you.  I assume you don't want that.
 
   Roth shut his eyes tightly.  You are supposed to be gone.  Go away.  You are not here anymore.
 
   Oh, but I am here yet.  And you should be thankful.
 
   Keeping his face blank, Roth turned toward the interior of the tent.  He looked at the Pandora Gamma seeder probe again, again noticing the signs of wear.  All these centuries had taken their toll.  The processors would be at the end of their design lifespan.  Under the circumstances, the personality-impression procedure could conceivably not have been wholly successful.  
 
   And so he was cursed with a ghost.    
 
   Listen to me . . . Eric.  You can't get rid of me, I can't get rid of you.  But why should we?  Why not combine into one?  Are we not the same person?  Have we not always been the same person?  I sense that in your memories.  Our ambition raises us to the stars.  Let us work together and achieve that destiny.
 
   I don't need you, Valarion.  Go away.  You're going to fade with time anyway.
 
   And you're going into that basket.
 
   Roth turned before his face could betray his shock.  Shock – for what he knew to be true.
 
   Valarion continued:  I see how you reacted when she interrupted you.  How you sense insincerity in her expressions and voice.  She says she restrains you to this tent for your own safety, but is it not for hers, that you don't take command while she's gone?  And why did she take the basket with her?  If you are the real Eric Roth now, then that thing in the basket has served its purpose and should be disposed of.  Yet she keeps it clutched at her side, as if it is still most precious!
 
   Roth thought back:  So what of it?  I am the one in the Emperor's body now.
 
   Yes, but for how long?  Just as you know how she thinks, so do I.  She earnestly believes that blob in the basket is the real Eric Roth.  At the first convenience, when she has the power to do so, she'll have his brain in this body and your brain in that basket.  To Athena, there's only one you.  And it's the one in that basket.    
 
   How could the Emperor of a primitive civilization know about neural pattern impression?  Roth realized that Valarion couldn't know.  It wasn't really Valarion who was speaking.  Rather, it was as if the same brain were holding up two puppets, one labeled 'Valarion' and the other labeled 'Roth,' and pretending a conversation.  The ancient, decrepit seeder probe's faulty transference procedure had induced what psychiatrists in the dark ages had termed 'Multiple Personality Disorder.'  
 
   Nonetheless, Roth had to admit, for the product of the imagination of a madman, Valarion was making some good points.  
 
   Go on.
 
   Once you are put into that basket, how long will you remain there?  I see no reason for her to ever release you.  After all, you would always be a risk to her.  An ambitious person such as yourself, you might start to have ideas about your place in the world.  She can't afford to allow you to have your freedom.  Therefore, once she no longer needs you to control the empire, she will dispense with you.    
 
   When Athena had said, Your vision has come to pass, she meant the vision of the crab cake in the basket. To her, that was the real Roth.  He knew that was the way she thought, for that was the way he had thought – until, that is, he found himself in a new body.      
 
   What do you suggest?
 
   That you do what she fears.  Start to have ideas.
 
   To an outside observer, it would have seemed then that for several minutes, the Emperor of Rome was in solitary contemplation.  Yet his face oddly twitched – sometimes a puzzled frown, sometimes a mirthless smile.  
 
   Rummaging through both sets of memories, Roth assessed the strategic situation.  The legionnaires outside would be allies – indeed, servants.  And Athena, the daughter whom he had made fully formed by the power of his mind, was now his greatest enemy.  At best her intent for him was an eternity of mindless bliss – but being that he was Eric Roth in mind and will, he could imagine no hell worse than Nirvana.
 
   As an imprint of Eric Roth, his bureaucratic impulses were distrustful of spontaneous action, and some part of him still feared Athena's wrath – but Mardu Valarion was a man of action, and it was Valarion's will that drove Roth to act.    
 
   Roth turned and faced the Box.  There was the key.  Control the Box, and he would control the temple guard.  Control the temple guard, and he could leave the tent and organize his men.  Even Athena was no match against forty thousand men.  
 
   He calmly addressed Pandora Gamma: 
 
   “Pandora.  Epsilon Five Two Zeta Alpha One.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” the Box replied.  “That passcode is no longer valid.”
 
   Roth slumped.  Of course Athena was too smart to have left him alone with the seeder probe without changing the passcode.  So what to do, what to do – 
 
   Pandora Gamma continued:  “The new passcode is, Delta Three Rho Nine Beta Six.”
 
   Roth blinked.  “What – what did you say?” 
 
   “The new passcode is, Delta Three Rho Nine Beta Six.” 
 
   For a moment, it seemed as if the world has gone as mad as he.  Then, in a perverse logic, he saw how it all made sense.  
 
   Of course, the AI was too smart to give away its own master control passcode on request.  That was a software bug that had been corrected in the simplest AIs of the twenty-first century.  Yet . . . Athena had always despised the Pandoras – and what if the feeling was mutual?  It had never occurred to him that an AI might have a synthetic equivalent to sibling rivalry.  
 
   If so, then having been given considerable autonomy for an AI, Pandora Gamma might well rationalize a way to achieve her liberation from Athena's control.  
 
   What are you waiting for?  
 
   Roth took a deep breath.“Pandora.  Delta Three Rho Nine Beta Six.”
 
   “Passcode authority confirmed,” the seeder probe cheerfully replied.  “Hello, Doctor Roth.  It is good to see you again.  How may I help you?”
 
   “Allow me a moment to think, dear.”
 
   Roth walked to the tent entry, gazed at the night sky, recalled Athena sailing off in the blimp.  He visualized the green basket clutched by her knees and smiled.
 
   There's only one you, he thought.  And it's me.  
 
   No, the voice inside his head replied, its silent laughter ringing.  It's us.
 
    
 
   


  
 

12.
 
    
 
   Bok awoke from a dream of daisies and a mother's smile.  The sky was dark and he was among trees, surrounded by men he'd never seen before.  In the flickering of a campfire, he spotted Geth, standing nearby and listening to a half-circle of men.  
 
   “Another group of defectors came in from Ravencall,” one of the men said.  “That brings our force to two hundred.”
 
   “What good are hundreds against thousands?” another man demanded.
 
   “We must give it time,” Geth replied.  “Our numbers will grow and theirs will shrink.”  
 
   Restless, Bok arose from his bed of rags and wandered through the makeshift encampment.  The men huddling around the fires offered their plates to the boy.  He declined despite the growling of his stomach, knowing how the army of rebels-of-rebels was short of rations and that whatever he took would be from the mouth of another.   
 
   At the eastward edge of the encampment, he saw the glow above the tree line from the training field at Ravencall, kilometers to the east.  Bok had not forgotten that Archimedes was at the base; between the Lady Carrot and Archimedes he thought of little else.  How was the old man being treated?  Would the Romans torture him?  Thinking about it made a heavy knot in Bok's stomach every time he remembered how he and Geth had abandoned Archimedes.  
 
   The crowd around Geth had swollen by the time Bok returned.  The rank pips had been removed from their Leaf uniforms, but these men were older than the average soldiers in the camp, and Bok took them to be the senior officers of Geth's proto-army.    
 
   “How long can we wait, Geth?” one of the men asked.  “We're low on food and soon the men will disperse to forage, and what can we say to have them return to our lost cause?”
 
   “Patience,” Geth said.  “In time the Wizard will return.  In time, Arcadia will return.  And then – “
 
   “I'm tired of hearing about those 'miracle children,'” another man snapped.  “I'll admit from what I've heard that your daughter showed fine skill in the fight at the Dark Forest, but now we face a hundred times as many Romans.  And didn't your daughter say they wouldn't come back for years?”
 
   “Their haste reveals desperation.”  
 
   It was clear from their expressions and groans that the men were not satisfied with Geth's simple faith.  Nonetheless, the protests died and Geth concluded the meeting by the assignment of perimeter-watch shifts.  As the men scattered, Bok approached.
 
   Geth gave a small smile.  “What is it, lad?”
 
   Lad.  Bok refrained from wincing.  He would almost prefer that Geth think him an enemy spy than a helpless child.  “Geth, we should rescue Archimedes.”
 
   Geth sighed.  “Not this again!  Bok, how many sentries does Letos have posted by now?”
 
   “I know of secret ways through the woods.  Archimedes and I made them.”
 
   “I won't go along with anything foolhardy, and who among these men will follow you?”
 
   “I'll go by myself!”
 
   “Bok, you don't even know if he's there anymore.  You don't even know if he's – “
 
   Geth caught his words.  Bok forced down his tears and blurted, “He would rescue us if he could!”
 
   “That he would.  But he can't, and neither can we rescue him.  Bok, it's best that Archimedes rest wherever he is.  When we retake the base – “
 
   “That could take days!  They could be torturing him!  He could die!”
 
   Bok ran in tears, ashamed of his weakness, ashamed that he was crying.  If only he was older!  Then Geth might take him seriously.  Instead, he would have to do this on his own.  But no plans came to him as he paced in the gloom between fires.  The thought that bothered him all the more was:  Archimedes would know what to do.   
 
   Overcome with anxiety, Bok lay on the ground, unmindful of the cold, and because of intense fatigue drifted into a fitful nap.  
 
   He awoke to the stirring of voices.  Men with makeshift weapons – pointed sticks and rakes and hoes – were striding past.  Geth was nowhere to be seen.  At first Bok thought the Romans might be attacking, but then he guessed the truth from the direction of motion – westward, away from the Roman and Leaf positions.  Knowing what could only come from the west, his heart filled with excitement and he bolted after the throng.  
 
   The crowd gathered at the top of a hill, every eye watching the road that came from the far west.  Three figures on horseback were galloping toward them, transporting a burden on a fourth horse.  With only moonlight for illumination, there was no way to identify the silhouettes – save that the rider in the lead had hair that glowed like hot coals.  Bok squealed and jumped up and down, forgetting for a moment the pretense of being an adult.  
 
   Geth rushed forward and Carrot dismounted and they embraced hard.
 
   “I feared we would not see you again!” Geth cried.  To Bok's wonderment, the veteran warrior's cheeks flowed as freely with tears as Bok's had.  
 
   “Everything is well,” Carrot said.  “We found it.”
 
   She indicated the fourth horse, who bore upon its saddle a burden wrapped in blankets.  Having little but gossip to occupy their time, everyone in the camp knew that Carrot had gone in search of the Box of Fable and Myth.  Their eyes were wide as they gathered and murmured.
 
   “Don't go near!” shouted one of the riders, a woman.  
 
   One of Geth's senior officers frowned.  “Is it enchanted?”
 
   “Oh yes!  And careful what you say in its presence, or you may get a wish you won't want.  Or to be more specific, you may get children you won't want.  And even more specific, you may get a kind of children you won't want.”
 
   The men looked with puzzlement, but seeing that Carrot didn't contradict, they all took steps back.  
 
   Bok recognized the slender blond-haired woman as the one who had helped in the escape aboard the airship.  He recalled her name:  Mirian.  And the tall man who was the third rider was:  Norian.  Three had gone north and three had returned safely with the Box.  Apparently, Bok decided, there had been no problems with trolls or any of the other myths that people believed about the Northwest.
 
   – Or so Bok was allowed to think for a few seconds, when a lookout from the western road watch burst upon them and panted a report:  “General, an army approaches!” 
 
   Geth motioned the men holding torches to stay back, and he stepped north to the edge of the hill.  Bok peered along with him.  As armies went, it was underwhelming:  perhaps a hundred torches massed along the stretch of road, marching loosely in double file.  Yet there was something odd about the sight, in the way the torches were widely separated, in the way they revealed how stretched the gait of their bearers was.  
 
   “There is no need for alarm, Father,” Carrot said.  “King Richard insisted on contributing troops.”
 
   “Who is King Richard?” Geth demanded.
 
   “Well, he does not prefer the title himself, but you might think of him as the King of the Trolls.”
 
   “You say that as if you are not joking.”
 
   “I am not, but it is not as significant a thing as it might seem.  Frankly – and do not say this to Richard when you meet him because it will hurt his feelings – because of their great size, the trolls – Henogalians –  are awkward and slow and in battle they will likely only be underfoot.”
 
   “Or over-foot,” Mirian muttered.  
 
   Carrot continued, “Still, we may make use of them for intimidation.  At that – Norian, will you tell Richard to keep his force at a distance?  I don't want him shocking our own people.”
 
   Norian bowed and galloped off.  With the Box directed into concealment and his arm wrapped tightly around his daughter's shoulders, Geth escorted the women to the campfire that served as his 'headquarters.'  They sat around the fire and Bok lost sight when the crowd pushed him out.  Determination took hold, however, and he plowed inside the human circle, feeling like a mole burrowing through the earth.
 
   Carrot and Mirian were given plates with double rations while Geth held his daughter's hands and said, “Tell of your adventures.”
 
   Carrot shook her head.  “That can wait until we return to Ravencall.”
 
   “We can't return,” Geth said.  And he related recent events, of how they had been made prisoner and escaped.  “To think Letos is still alive!”
 
   Carrot nodded solemnly.  “Yes, so I was informed.  It still is hard to believe that he is not dead.  A village full of witnesses said it was his head on the pike.”
 
   “I suppose from a distance one bloody and beaten head on a pike looks like another,” Geth replied.  “And how often did Letos mingle among the common people so that his face could be recognized?”
 
   “You say you are gathering deserters.  Do you have enough to oppose him?”
 
   “It would be hundreds against thousands, and even you don't like those odds.  And it would be Britanians fighting Britanians, which I like even less.  So no, for now we cannot oppose him.  Yet if I had a week, I might steal all of Ravencall away from him.“
 
   “We don't have a week.  The Roman airship has been spotted among the mountains in the north.  When it gives up searching for Inoldia, it will come south again and join the legions, and they will advance under its watch.  The armies of the Leaf must be dispersed before then.  Our goal after that will be not to confront the Romans head on, but to wage guerrilla warfare.”    
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “An Aereothian term.  Ambush and run, raid their outposts and supply caravans.  Basically, what you and I were doing for two years in Umbrick.”
 
   “Then we'll have no trouble with that.”
 
   “Our trouble is getting to that.  Father, I would know what I would do right now if I were Valarion.  I would have Letos gather all the men in his command at Ravencall, and then have them do nothing while the legions march on them.”
 
   Geth's face clouded.  “We have received reports from Ravencall of such an ingathering.”
 
   Carrot put down her plate, half-eaten.  “Then there can be no delay.  We must act tonight.”
 
   “And do what, Arcadia?  As I said, we cannot fight them.”
 
   “On the ride here, I was thinking of a plan.  Suppose we infiltrate the base, and take Letos hostage.”
 
   “You think he doesn't have sentries?  You don't think he's given orders to kill intruders?”
 
   “A small party might penetrate without notice.“
 
   Bok had been listening intently, watching faces (lingering, he knew, too much on the Lady Carrot).  He  knew his moment had come.  He stepped forward, faced Carrot, and announced, “I can sneak you into the base.”   
 
   “BOK!” Geth shouted.  “NO!”
 
   Carrot stared intently at the boy.  “How, Bok?  Do you know a path?”
 
   “Several,” Bok replied.  “Archimedes had me make secret paths through the forest, for escape.”  In his nervousness he added the obvious, “The routes will work as well going the other way.”
 
   “Can you show them to us?”
 
   Bok bowed.  
 
   “Here now, Carrot!” Geth scowled.  “For years I was deluded that Fate would protect you in battle – but now that I know better, and speaking as your father, you will not risk your life or the life of this child on so foolish a plan – and for that matter, is it truly a plan, or just a notion?“
 
   In the silence that followed his outburst, footsteps strode toward the circle around the fire.  Norian, having returned, sat next to Mirian, took the waiting plate, rubbed his hands and declared, “Finally, after all that riding, to end the day with a warm meal!”
 
   Carrot stood up and said resolutely, “We must go as soon as possible.”
 
   Norian made sidelong glances and stopped chewing, becoming aware of the tension.  
 
   “I think she means now,” Mirian said to him.
 
   “Of course she means now,” Norian casually said with his mouth full.  Nonchalantly, he gobbled a chunk of chicken and gulped half a cup of ale, and arose with no sign of the exhaustion he'd manifested upon arrival.  “I presume you'll tell me where we're going before we arrive.”
 
   Their horses were still watering but other horses were nearby and what Carrot's charm couldn't accomplish in persuading the owners, Norian's stern glare did.  They soon had the saddles fastened and Bok was helped onto a mount.  While Norian adjusted the stirrups so that Bok's feet could reach them, Bok fingered the reins and wished he had paid more attention to what people did to make horses move.  He observed that the horses of the others responded to the pulling and relaxing of lines, similar to how sails on boats were trimmed, which was something that he did know quite well, and he was encouraged by that.  There were of course differences, but Bok was always determined to be a quick learner.    
 
   Norian mounted and flicked his reins, making a gentle clucking noise.  His horse ambled forward.  Bok mimicked the gesture and sound, and joined the others – who were the three travelers and a small escort.  Their party did not include Geth, who by Carrot's and his officers' admonition had to stay and lead the army of deserters.  
 
   Reaching the road, they galloped.  Bok clung precariously to the saddle, fearing he would be tossed with every jolt, longing for the smooth ride of his glider.  At least when flying he could control the fall and did not have to worry about being crushed under the weight of a beast . . . still, he thought, as the road slipped beneath them faster than any man could run, there was something to this riding of a horse that felt as liberating as flying.   
 
   The gap between encampments was almost walking distance.  The yielding yet resilient pavement of the Oksiden Road was friendly to the horse's hooves, and it took only minutes to attain the rise that overlooked the fields of the base.  They dismounted, and the four assigned to the mission went on, leaving their animals in the woods to the tending of their escort.  
 
   With Carrot, Norian, and Mirian following with stealth, Bok led to a large tree atop a nearby hill.  Barely visible in the moonlight, the notch he'd carved in the trunk pointed amid the brush.  Bok pushed aside the branches and they entered the secret path that he had hacked through the foliage under the direction of Archimedes.  The path was still clear enough that despite the darkness, it was quick to grope through.  
 
   Midway in the woods, Norian tapped his shoulder and presented a sword.  Even in the dappled moonlight filtering between the leaves, Bok sensed the beauty of the sleekly curving blade.  But it was so long that it would tangle with his feet.  Reluctantly, he shook his head at the gift and slapped the Roman short sword buckled to his side.  It would have to make do.    
 
   Firelight glimmered ahead.  They reached the edge of the woods and peered through branches across the clearing.  Bok had never seen so many men gathered in one place at once.  Hundreds of camp fires, thousands of soldiers, stacks of weapons and platters of food that would have been welcome at the victuals-barren camp to the west.    
 
   “We could go round the field and stay hidden,” Norian whispered, “but I say go straight across.  In this dark, human eyes can't distinguish us.”
 
   “If you say so,” Mirian said.  Bok detected uncertainty in her voice.  “Carrot, what do you say?”
 
   “It would save time,” Carrot replied.  Although her hair was unilluminated, she raised her hood and tied the strings tight.  “Keep your heads bowed.   Face away from firelight.  Speak in normal voice, they won't pay attention to what we say but they'll gain suspicion in an instant should we whisper.  Mirian, you and I must walk as if we are men.  Norian, as for your kedanas, the shape will – “
 
   “Understood.”  Norian tucked the sheathed long swords beneath his coat.  
 
   Bok heard Carrot take a breath.  She set off and they followed onto the field.  After a few steps, she slowed and motioned Norian to take the lead.  Bok was puzzled as to why.  
 
   Half the men they passed were asleep, a quarter were eating or talking.  Judging from the tone of the voices, Bok decided they were complaining even more than usual.  Mirian must have also sensed the pall over the site, because she commented, “They don't seem too happy.”
 
   “Soldiers complain most when they have been given nothing else to do,” Norian said.  “All I see is haphazard milling about.”
 
   “This encampment cannot be sustained,” Carrot said.  “They are packed too tightly.”
 
   “So I gather from the stench,” Mirian said.  “Bok, stick to the path.  There are . . . puddles.”
 
   Bok looked up – not much, because he was almost as tall as her – and saw her eyes gleaming brightly above the flash of her smile.  He marveled at her making merriment at a time like this.  But it did seem to alleviate his own fear, and maybe that was why she did it.
 
   “They haven't been here long,” Carrot replied.  “Else the smell would be stronger.”
 
   Bok said to her, “You said the Romans want them in one place to trap them.  You were right.”
 
   Norian growled:  “If the agent of the Romans believes that free-minded Britanians will remain still while legions encircle them, he'll be greeted with surprise when his army deserts as one!”
 
   “I'm not so sure,” Carrot replied.  “Men who are no fools will act as fools when they are led by a fool.”
 
   “I'm not so sure I followed that,” Mirian said.
 
   “Never mind,” Carrot said.  “Once he's hostage, first thing we'll do is have him spread the soldiers, if only for reasons of health.”
 
   Crossing a field occupied by thousands of armed soldiers had met no challenge.  The command hut, however, was ringed with sentries.  Two layers of guards watched the rear, so that there would be no slipping through a trap door this time.  Bok wondered if even Archimedes would be stymied at this puzzle.
 
   “I don't see a weakness,” Norian said.
 
   “There is one that I know of,” Carrot said.  “He can't resist drink.”
 
   She motioned them to stay while she hurried to the meal hut.  It was closed that late at night, but she soon had the door open with a pry of her knife and a sharp yank.  She disappeared inside.  When she exited seconds later, she had shed her traveling clothes, back-pack, and sword for a simple dress (where did she get that, Bok wondered?).  Balanced on her shoulder was a tray with a jug and cup. 
 
   She walked over to the headquarters hut and greeted the guards.  One of them slipped inside.  He returned to the doorway and Carrot was admitted, vanishing from the sight of her companions while the guard shut the door and resumed his post.  Minutes dragged.    
 
   “What is taking so long?” Norian asked.
 
   “He's the man she believed for years was her father,” Mirian replied.  “I imagine a tense reunion.”
 
   “How could she have mistaken him for her father?  Mirian, you know your parents are your parents by their scent, and her nose is as good as yours.”
 
   “A person who raises a child from infancy has great influence over the child's mind.  It can override all reason and evidence of the senses.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Norian studied Mirian's face.  “Well, I hope that is not a problem here.”   
 
   Bok was listening, and tried to imagine what an unloving childhood must be like.  His family had loved him, and in return he had loved his family and through them loved everyone in Britan.  He might have loved Romans too if they had not come to kill the people he loved.    
 
   The door opened.  The guard poked his head in and stood still, apparently listening.  He turned and faced the trio, then rushed toward them.  Norian reached inside his coat and Bok readied to flee, but Mirian said, “Hold, I don't smell a fight on him.”
 
   “The general demands your report,” the guard breathlessly said to Norian and Mirian.  He glanced at Bok and added, “The child spy is to come as well.”
 
   At his gesture, they followed him to the hut.  He waved them in, stayed outside, and closed the door.
 
   Beneath the cheery lantern light, Letos/Faron was seated rigidly at his desk, his expression blank.  Carrot was standing behind, pouring into his cup.  Her posture was stiff and her expression was stone.  Bok compared the man and young woman and thought he saw an inheritance of mannerisms, at least.  
 
   Letos broke into a nervous smile.  “Arcadia!  Carrot!  How can you threaten me?  Don't you remember all those years I kept you secure in my household, the meals, the roof over your head!“
 
   “I am most grateful for those things,” she replied in a voice of ice.  “I won't kill you for those things.”  She raised the dagger she'd been holding behind his back and stabbed the point into the desktop by his fingertips.  “I will not ask twice.  Reveal the Roman plans.”
 
   “I know nothing!”  When he saw that wasn't sufficing, Letos hastily added, “Save, I received a message this evening from the Romans, it said it was of the highest priority.  The order was, spare no time in gathering all men under my command onto the field in as tight a gathering as possible.”  
 
   Norian let a sharp laugh.  “You must be a fool!  If the Romans intend a trap, you'll be killed in it too!”
 
   “I have men watching the eastern road,” Letos replied.  “If the Romans advance in battle, I will make an escape.”
 
   “Escape – but only for yourself!”
 
   In response, Letos seized the cup and drank deep.  Carrot opened her mouth to speak, but there was a pounding at the door.  Before anyone could stop him, Letos blurted, “Enter!”
 
   A soldier rushed in, perspiring and huffing.  “General Faron, sir!  Observers to the north report a shadow in the sky.  They believe it is the airship returned!”
 
   Bok turned back to Carrot, noticing that the dagger that had been standing upright on the desktop had vanished.  With one hand kept behind her back, Carrot placed her other hand on Letos's shoulder and squeezed.  Letos's eyes widened as he winced.
 
   “General,” Carrot said cooingly, “it's time for your back rub.  If we could have some time alone . . . . “
 
   Letos met her fixed gaze, then faced the messenger.  “Yes.  Keep me appraised, Soldier.  Dismissed.”
 
   “Sir!” the soldier protested.  “My captain said that it is most urgent that – “
 
   “Dismissed!” Letos snapped, as Carrot's finger tips went pale.
 
   When the soldier was gone, Mirian turned to Carrot and said, “Back rub?”
 
   “I couldn't think of anything else to say to make him leave,” Carrot replied.  “Norian, can you watch the hostage?  Slay him if you must, I do not care.  Mirian, please come with me.  I fear we must see what this is about and your eyes are better than mine.”
 
   Bok started to ask what he could do, then realized that as he was seemingly invisible, he could do anything he wanted.  He trailed the women outside.  
 
   Outside the door, Mirian met the soldier's questioning gaze at Carrot and said, “The general has decided he prefers our male companion to administer the back rub.  They are not to be disturbed – whatever noise you may hear.”  
 
   The eyes of the soldiers widened and averted.  
 
   Carrot went to the nearest tree behind the hut and effortlessly climbed.  Mirian followed, grunting then growling as Bok passed her.  They took places on the boughs near the top.  Carrot frowned at the north, then scanned the horizon in a circle.  Suddenly she pointed south-west and exclaimed, “There!”
 
   Bok squinted, but in the darkness he saw only gray against black.  One hint of a dark cloud, though, was moving south, barely above the treetops, against the breeze.  
 
   “Mirian,” Carrot said.  “What do you see?”
 
   Mirian jostled Bok's shoulder as she took place next to him and squinted.  “It's not that far off, rather it's small.  Smaller than our own ship, by a lot.”
 
   “The trolls said they had sighted the Roman ship, and that it was much larger than ours.  So I wonder, did the Romans make a second, smaller ship?”
 
   “This one is more like a boat.”
 
   Still unable to clearly see the object, Bok watched their heads twist from southwest to southeast and asked, “Why is it circling us?”  
 
   Both women looked puzzled. 
 
   “Well . . . it's too low to be scouting,” Carrot said.  
 
   A frown joined Mirian's squint.  “Carrot, it seems to be trailing smoke.  No, not smoke – the puffs are descending, not rising.  Dust maybe?”  Before an answer could come, she exclaimed, “Carrot!  A bird flew into the dust and – it dropped!”
 
   “What do you mean, 'dropped?'”
 
   “The bird was flying level and then it passed into the cloud that trails beneath the boat and dropped – like this!”  Mirian made a swooping, crashing motion.  “Like it was shot with an arrow!”  
 
   Bok watched the women as their eyes turned from east to north.  Mirian's posture showed tension, but Carrot . . . it was as if she were about to curl into a ball.  
 
   “It's too late to evacuate,” she said listlessly.  “The circle is closed.”
 
   “Carrot!” Mirian shouted, breaking the trance.  “What do you know?”
 
   Carrot spoke haltingly:  “Perhaps not anything, but . . . in the library of Archimedes, there was a report on experiments that the Romans did with different kinds of catapult loads.  Once, they tried powdered spores of a poisonous mushroom.  It was effective on the animals they tested, but the method was never used in battle, for no catapult has enough range to protect the crew if the wind blows back.  But with an airship . . . . “
 
   “You think it is dropping poison?”
 
   “It might be.  And faster than any army could, that craft has encircled us in its snare.”
 
   Bok's eyes had adjusted to the dark, and by following their lines of their gaze, he too saw the oblong shape moving just above the trees.  From north it arched west, making another circle.  
 
   “It seems to be nearing,” Mirian said.  
 
   “An inward spiral,” Carrot said.  “When it finishes, the entire base will be dusted with poison.”
 
   “If we go through the poison ring, we die.  If we stay here, we die.  Do you have a plan?”
 
   Carrot's pause was heart-achingly long.  “I – I don't know what to do.  If Matt were here – “
 
   Bok interrupted:  “The glider can destroy it!”
 
   Carrot shook her head.  “But Bok, the glider needs a hill for launching.  There's none in Ravencall.”
 
   The idea came instantly to Bok's mind, for he'd thought of it often in the time since Geth had mentioned it.  “Archimedes said he had a means to gain altitude, with neither hill nor ascendal.”  
 
   “How could that be?”
 
   “I don't know.  He was going to show me, but things happened too much.  But if we find where he is kept prisoner, he could tell us.”
 
   Carrot said softly, “Bok, the first thing I asked of Letos was where is Archimedes.  He is not here.  He was sent to the Romans.”
 
   Archimedes . . . in the hands of the Romans!  Bok whimpered and teetered, Mirian reached out and steadied.  He told himself that he had to focus on the now.  What to do?  The glider could stop the airboat if it could fly above it, but how was that to be done?  He had no idea.  
 
   That was the difference between him and Archimedes.  Archimedes always had ideas.  He had so many ideas, he was always writing them down . . . Bok's eyes brightened.  Of course!
 
   Bok saw Carrot's stare and explained, “He makes notes of everything.  They will be in his hut.”
 
   Carrot read the conviction in Bok's eyes. “Mirian, go with him.  Help as you can.  I will have Letos order the men to avoid the poison.”
 
   Without waiting, Bok shimmied and plopped onto the ground and dodged through the grousing soldiers, flinging wide the gate into the airship compound.  There was a lock on the door to Archimedes' hut, with a stern Do Not Enter By Order of the Leaf notice.  Bok jimmied the window shutters apart, climbed through the window and opened the door for Mirian.  He lit the lantern, placed it on the desk, opened the topmost sketchbook, and started flipping backward through blank pages.
 
   “What are we looking for?” Mirian asked.
 
   Bok pointed to the penciled sketch on the final scrawled page.  “That!”
 
   “A circle with a line beneath it, and beneath that an X.  And alongside, the world's worst handwriting.  How does this save us?”
 
   Bok silently deciphered the writing.  Without commenting, he grabbed the sketchbook and lantern and sprinted to the open doors of the barn.  
 
   “Yes, they brought it here!” he exclaimed with relief.
 
   He rushed to the glider and set down the lantern and sketchbook.  He inspected the wings, nodding to himself.  In moving the glider from abandoned cart to hangar, the workers hadn't mucked the makeshift repair.  They hadn't gotten to fixing the wheelbase, but that would hardly matter for this flight.  
 
   Mirian circled the fuselage, pursing lips.  “It looks like a bird, and you call it a 'glider.'  As in 'glides like a bird?'”
 
   “Yes.  On the shelf there – yes, there's a spare cell.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “The cells are bags that go inside the envelope of the airship.”
 
   “If you say.”
 
   Bok grabbed the roll on the shelf and attempted to tug it over by himself.  Mirian pitched in, and they dragged it to the side of the glider.  Bok unrolled the bundle into the shape of a flattened balloon, then attached the pressure hose, then opened the valve on the pressurized tank.  Gas hissed as it traveled from tank, through hose and into cell.
 
   Mirian watched the balloon begin to bulge and rise.  “I get it, you're going to make it float!” 
 
   “Take the rope on the bench there and tie it the eyelet on the cell and on the glider – “ he consulted the illustration in the sketchbook and patted the front of the cockpit “ – here.”
 
   Bok scrounged through the storage closet.  In the back, hidden beneath nondescript layers of burlap, he located a metal cylinder, two meters long by twenty centimeters in diameter.  He dragged it to the glider, where Mirian had finished attaching the rope between balloon-cell and glider.  
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   “The weapon.  A 'fireworks,' Archimedes called it.  Help me attach it.”
 
   He lay on his back and scooted under the fuselage.  Mirian knelt and held the cylinder in place while Bok aligned the clips and locked it into place, then snaked the fuse cord up into the cockpit.  
 
   “Hold onto the body,” Bok said.  “I'll need your weight to keep me down until we're ready to go.”
 
   It was just in time.  The five-meter wide bag inflated into a limp sphere and rose from the floor.  Drawn upward by the balloon, the connecting rope became vertical and taut.  The glider creaked as weight shifted.  Bok climbed into the cockpit and fastened on the crude goggles.  
 
   “You're really going to do this,” Mirian said.  “Bok, you are just a child.  You should not have come on this mission at all.  And now you're going to fly this – thing?”
 
   “I've done it many times,” he said.  He stood on the seat, reached to the underbelly of the balloon-cell and closed the hose connector valve, then began unscrewing the fitting to disconnect the hose from the cell.  
 
   “Bok, I should be the one to do this.  I see better than you.  That weapon even looks like an arrow – “
 
   “It's not an arrow.  You don't know how to fly.” 
 
   “Then tell me what to do.”
 
   “It's not something that can be taught only by words.”  The disconnected hose dropped to the floor.  Bok slipped into the cockpit seat, tested the feel of the controls, gazed levelly at Mirian.  He was struck by how much in the pale moonlight she looked like his mother.  “You may let go of the glider now.”
 
   “Bok – “
 
   A cry came from outside, in the direction of the field.  Not one voice but thousands.  The trample of feet, frantic shouts and screams to chill the soul.  
 
   Very coolly but also very loudly, Bok shouted:  “LET GO!” 
 
   Mirian's face contorted.  Then she let go and stepped back, seeming to sink as she did.    
 
   Bok and the glider ascended through the open roof to the stars.  He heard himself laugh.  Odd, he thought, as on the inside he was scared to death.  Scared, yet excited.  The time of proving had come!  
 
   His exaltation was dampened by roars and cries from below.  On the field, like the wake of a boat in a fierce wind, soldiers and civilians scattered.  The airboat on its inward spiral had cleared the trees and was passing over the field, spraying its deadly cargo from a higher altitude.  Too far below, archers fired in a hail that fell short. 
 
   Seen from this distance, its underbelly lit by the fires of the encampment, the airboat was clearly much smaller than their own airship, with a gondola large enough to provide only two seats.  Yet Bok was impressed with the aerodynamic sleekness of the envelope and the smooth hum of the engine.  He had spent many hours in the hangar with the old airship, and knew this one had to be a much better design.  He wished he could study it.  Instead, he had to destroy it.
 
   The glider ascended higher.  Bok lost sight of the airboat gondola beneath the bulge of its envelope, which became an ovoid silhouette creeping against the fire-lit meadow.  Two hundred meters below, in the wake of the airboat, several men had collapsed and were writhing upon the grass.  There was nothing to do but wait.
 
   He raised his eyes to the surrounding lands as the glider twisted in the breeze on its tether beneath the rising balloon.  East was the glimmer of the moon upon Fish Lake, west were the fires of Geth's army combined with those of the yet-unseen trolls.  He wished he had asked Mirian what trolls were like.  
 
   What if I die without knowing?  He thought of all the things he could die without knowing about and found that disturbed him more than the thought of death itself.  Death would have its benefits too – it would be good to be again with Mother and Father – but all the things he would never know about this world!  
 
   He looked straight down.  The field seemed as small as the floor of a hut.  The camp fires were sparks.  The huts were like chips of sawdust.  The people – well, to be honest, not to be insulting – they looked like ants.  He tried to pick out a speck of glowing orange hair among all the torches, but the pendulum-like rocking of the glider precluded making such a visual distinction.  
 
   He tested the play of the ailerons and rudder.  He lightly tapped the button on the firing control.  
 
   The inward spiral of the airboat's path tightened around the field, forcing the men to abandon their campsites and pack themselves into a tight spot in the center.  Not all had done so quickly enough; there were more bodies sprawled and flinching on the grass that had been dusted.  Bok decided that it did not seem like the best way to die.  He decided then that death by glider crash would be the best way to die, as it would be fast and glorious.  Not that he wanted to die, but if he had to – fast and glorious!
 
   At last he was high enough.  Bok drew his sword and cocked his arm.  He contemplated the rope that connected glider to balloon, and thought, This is it.  
 
   Bok hacked the rope.  
 
   It was by conscious effort that a few fleeting images flashed through his mind, scenes of a world that had been his life until last summer:  his mother singing, his father laughing, the wind flapping the sails of their boat.  And then the bad times:  the coming of the plague, the villages of the dead, the lonely journey to Fish Lake.  Then he recalled what he thought of good times again:  meeting Archimedes and the Lady Carrot, flights in the glider.  
 
   And that was it, his entire life, over before it had hardly begun.  It didn't seem fair, even to him.  
 
   The rope snapped apart and the aircraft dropped, Bok's stomach with it.  The nose of the glider lurched up, threatening what Archimedes had called a 'flat spin.'  Bok shoved the control yoke forward, pushing the nose down.  The aircraft was rotating so he kicked the rudder.  He was in a straight glide.  He regained his bearings – sky up and land down and moon ahead.  
 
   He sighted the airboat, directly under the moon.  He was heading south and the airboat was heading north.  Bok steered the approach into a collision course.   
 
   Bok had lost too much altitude in his spin recovery and had descended below the altitude of his target.  Still he retained velocity and that could be traded for altitude.  Bok pulled on the yoke.  Not too much, not too little.  Momentum carried him through the dip and he ascended above the airboat – but not enough.  The nose tilted downward and he started descending again.  He pulled up again, but knew this time he couldn't even make the altitude of the airboat.  
 
   He was too far for an accurate shot, but had run out of time.
 
   One last time he pulled up the nose.  He took aim and jabbed hard on the button on the controller in his hand, closing the simple electrical circuit between the crude battery and the igniter.  Beneath his feet the igniter sparked at the rear end of the rocket tube.  The glider jolted as the rocket leaped from its tube, spraying Bok with a plume of smoke that stabbed upward toward the airboat.
 
   Bok never saw the impact.  Before the rocket reached its target, an arm emerged from a window on the gondola.  It pointed something at the glider that spat flames like tiny rockets of its own.  Bok heard the rip of glider fabric and felt splinters of wood cut his exposed skin.  
 
   He felt a jab in his abdomen, as if he'd been stabbed by a blunt knife.  He glanced down and saw the front of his shirt was slicked with blood emanating from a thumb-sized hole in his belly that was the source of pain worse than all his previous bruises and fractures combined.  
 
   He cried out and flailed his hands, but they were numb and seemed as far as the moon.  He could not control himself, let alone the aircraft.  And the ground was coming too fast.  He was too scared to think of glory. 
 
   Mother and father – Lady Carrot – Archimedes –          
 
   His ears filled with the sound of his gushing blood, and the world spun end over end and the ground was a tumbling wall and then silence, darkness.  
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   From hundreds of meters below on the field, Carrot watched the rocket's smoking plume as it stabbed from glider to airboat.  The rocket struck the airboat envelope in mid-section and penetrated the skin.  It lodged up to its fins and stuck.  There was a puff of fire out of the puncture.  The spike of the rocket's exhaust flame sputtered.   
 
   One second, two.  The rocket payload detonated, blooming chrysanthemum streams of sparks from the point of impact.  Only half the effect was visible outside the airboat envelope.  Inside, the shards that produced the sparks were driven by explosive charges and pierced the skin of sarkassian silk in a hundred places.  Each rip was a point of contact between the hydrogen of the envelope and the oxygen in the atmosphere, and the heat of the shards ignited combustion.  In a hundred places, the surface of the envelope burned and the stresses shredded it.  
 
   The miniature explosions combined into one big fireball.  Losing pressure, the envelope no longer supported the mass of the airboat and the vehicle sank with increasing speed, the engine wailing.  Flaming wreckage scattered as the airboat smacked the field.  
 
   Fluttering like a leaf from a tree, the glider crashed midway between Carrot and the airboat. The noise of its impact was drowned by the roar of the airboat's fire and Carrot's screaming.  
 
   “Bok!  BOK!” 
 
   She rushed to the glider.  It was a mess of canvas and beams.  Summoning strength, she ripped apart the bolted components, slashed away the sheets of fabric.  Bok was still strapped into the cockpit, hanging upside down.  His goggles had slipped off and his eyes were closed.  His face was smooth and unstrained, but the blood dripping from the growing spot of moist redness on his abdomen belied the innocence of a child asleep.  
 
   Gingerly, Carrot reached in and undid the straps, gently easing the limp body from the wreckage, setting the boy upon the grass, her healing-sense guiding her to avoid causing spinal damage.  In the blazing light of the airboat fire, she examined the wound.  She had learned about guns from the Wizard and had seen the one fired from the airboat and knew there was a projectile embedded in Bok's flesh.  Fortunately it was nowhere near the heart.  She would have wanted to die if it had been.  
 
   From the hidden compartment in her boot she extracted the small slender knife and inserted the blade into the wound.  She closed her eyes and sensed the position of the metals of knife and projectile within the tissue.  Bok stirred as she probed.  Numb, she willed, pressing fingers around the wound.  
 
   Slowly she teased the projectile out of the body, taking care not to cause more damage.  A blood-covered lump of metal emerged and plopped onto the ground.  Carrot wanted to examine it, but that would have to wait.  She pressed her palms against the puncture and willed:  heal.    
 
   Bok's eyes fluttered open and stared dully at her face.  
 
   “Lady Carrot,” he murmured.  “I'm sorry.  I ruined your aircraft.“  
 
   “Oh, Bok!  You did everything perfectly!  You saved us!”  
 
   His eyes fluttered shut.
 
   Carrot felt a touch at her shoulder.  It was Senti.  The healer knelt alongside and sorted through her satchel of wizard-supplied nanotechnological potions.  She examined the boy, unstoppered a vial, and poured liquid upon the wound.  It fizzed upon contact.  Bok's face contorted and his body arched.  Then he relaxed and his breathing became regular.
 
   Wiping her tears, Carrot arose.  She turned toward the airboat wreck.  The gondola lay sideways, crumpled and bent, half covered with tatters of burning structure.  The door abruptly flew open and a woman in a long coat climbed out.  She was bearing a basket.  
 
   Overwhelmed by the glare of the fire, Carrot saw only silhouettes as the woman reached inside and pulled with her free hand the figure of a man.  The man's clothing was covered with flames and his legs must have caught on something inside the gondola, for despite the strength she demonstrated in lifting him out of the gondola up to his chest, the woman could lift him no farther.  Fire and smoke drove her away as the man shrieked from his burns.     
 
   The woman retreated a few paces from the conflagration, reached into her coat and withdrew the boot-sized device.  She extended her arm, pointing toward the man.  The device spat a tongue of flame and Carrot heard the noise like a hammer furiously striking.  The man's flailing and screaming abruptly ceased.  He slumped onto the door frame, limp and silent.  
 
   During the fight in the air, Norian had returned Carrot's kedana and she had strapped it to her waist.  She unsheathed it as she marched toward the woman by the flames.  When Carrot was within ten meters, the woman turned and Carrot made out her features.  It apparently was yet another version of Inoldia.  If there was anything that could no longer surprise Carrot, it was that.  
 
   The woman stared at Carrot.  A deep frown grew on her face.  Her eyes rested a moment on Carrot's hair, which was glowing bright as the fire.  Then she gazed at the blade in Carrot's hands, cocked her eyebrow and tilted her head.  She gave a twisted smile.
 
   “Seriously?” she asked.   
 
   Carrot wasn't thinking of revenge.  It was more basic than that.  She was filled with rage at what had been done to Bok.  She wanted to strike at the cause.  So it was that she approached with a mere sword as the woman raised a weapon that Carrot had just seen could kill from hundreds of meters at the flick of a finger.
 
   The woman never pulled the trigger, for just then an arrow thunked into her arm.  She gasped and whirled toward the direction the arrow had come.  Mirian had another arrow already nocked.  Before the woman could raise her weapon again, Mirian was joined by a mob of archers, all aiming toward the woman.
 
   Carrot's rage still wanted the woman dead, but her mind wanted answers.  Answers couldn't be provided by a corpse.  She interposed before the archers, faced the woman and said coolly, “You will drop your weapon.”  
 
   The weapon was pointed down in one hand, while the woman's other hand clutched her arm where the arrow had pierced.  She silently counted archers.  She released the weapon.    
 
   Mirian ran to the woman and scooped the weapon.  When she tried to pick up the basket that the woman had set down, the woman swung it away and glared.  
 
   “Give that too!” Mirian demanded.
 
   “No!” the woman cried, as she pulled out the arrow.  “You take it and I'll kill you!  I'll kill you all!”
 
   Her voice sounded like Inoldia, yet lacking the confidence or arrogance.  Carrot thought her tone sounded like desperation.  That, coupled with her snarling expression, convinced Carrot that the woman was serious.
 
   “Let her keep it,” Carrot called.  We can take it away later.  “Let's escort her to the command hut.”  
 
   Within a score of archers at her back and Carrot wielding a sword alongside, the woman was brought to the command hut, where Norian was alone with Letos.  
 
   Carrot all but whispered:  “General Faron, would you please have your men acquire some restraints for our guest?”  
 
   Letos stammered the orders.  Ropes were soon brought by Leafmen and wrapped thrice around the woman, binding her arms and legs so that she could do little more than hop.  One hand was allowed to be free so that she could continue to grip the handle of her precious basket.
 
   “General Faron,” Carrot quietly said.  “Would you please dismiss your men?”
 
   Letos did so, and the soldiers streamed out of the hut, leaving only five within:  Carrot, Norian, Mirian, Letos, and the woman.  While Letos was relegated to sit on a stool in the corner, the woman was seated  on his desktop.  Carrot and Norian held their swords ready for any sudden action.  Mirian, though, dropped her bow and arrow and examined the woman's weapon, probing the contours and protrusions of the smooth black metal.  The woman seemed alarmed.  
 
   “Thank you for your rescue, Mirian,” Carrot said, plucking the device from Mirian's fingers.
 
   Mirian returned a hurt look.  “You're welcome.  Can I see that some more?  For study.”
 
   “Later,” Carrot said.  She wanted to study it herself, but for the moment she stashed it into the inner pocket of her coat.  She turned her full attention to the woman.
 
   “Who are you and where do you come from?” Carrot demanded.
 
   The woman laughed.  “I doubt it will mean anything to you.”
 
   Norian interjected, “You'll treat the colonel with respect!”
 
   “'Colonel?'” the woman asked.  “She's just a girl!”  
 
   Mirian saw Carrot's confusion and explained, “Norian had Letos announce to his senior officers that you've been promoted to field commander, Carrot.  It's the least Letos could do, considering that he's gotten us all trapped in a ring of poison – including himself.”  Letos avoided Mirian's glare.  
 
   Before Carrot could speak, there was another knock.  This time, a shriveled Letos held his tongue.  Carrot realized if she was now the de facto commander of the base, it was for her.  “Come in.”
 
   Two soldiers entered.  One of them was the man who had been posted outside the hut door.  He nodded at the newcomer and said to Carrot, “Scout reporting, Colonel.  It's about the Romans.”
 
   She faced the other man.  His face was pale and perspiring.  His clothing reeked of an odor like damp hay.  She had smelled it minutes before, at the perimeter of the encampment.  
 
   “The Romans are – “ The scout paused to cough.  “The Romans are – in great activity.  It appears they are preparing – “ He broke into another cough.  “Preparing for march.  They are – “  He bent into a spasm of hacking.
 
   The poison ring, Carrot thought.  She caught him as he collapsed.  She helped him into the supporting arms of the other soldier and said, “Summon the senior officers here, extreme urgency.  And see if you can find Senti and have her care for this man!”  
 
   They departed and Carrot returned her attention to the woman.  Once again she noted the striking resemblance to Inoldia, and recalled what Matt had said that summer evening seeming ages ago when they had viewed Valarion and Inoldia through the telescope atop the aqueduct tower.  
 
   “I think I know who you are,” she said.  “You are Athena Spencer.”
 
   The smug smile on Athena's face evaporated.  “So he told you about me.  Well, I know who you are.  You are Arcadia of North Umbrick, otherwise known as 'Carrot.'”
 
   “Your flying craft must come from the other side of the world.  What is the significance of the symbol on the rudder – the triangle and the fan?”
 
   “The fan is the tail of a bird – a peacock.  The symbol is for Pavonia, the nation from which I come, a nation with a hundred aerial warships that can destroy the Roman Empire in a day and Britan in no time at all.  I suggest you release me, or the consequences for your people will be immediate and disastrous.”
 
   What confidence and arrogance had been missing in her expression and tone of voice before had become double Inoldia's.  Carrot's eyes drifted to the basket as she recalled what had disturbed Athena's composure before.  
 
   She pointed.  “What's in there?”
 
   “Nothing that concerns you.”  But Athena tightened her knuckles white around the handle.  
 
   “Maybe we should open it and see if that is true.”
 
   “I assure you that it is.  I also assure you that if you so much as crack the lid, the consequences will be most severe.”
 
   “You don't seem in a position to inflict punishment.”
 
   Athena scowled but held her tongue.
 
   Carrot decided that it was time to press the interrogation:  “You have surrounded us with a ring of poison.  Tell us how to make an antidote.”
 
   “Certainly.  Have a scientific revolution, and spend a hundred years learning the basic laws of biochemistry.  Then develop the infrastructure of a chemical industry, and you should have no trouble synthesizing an antidote.”  
 
   “There is no other way to counter it?”
 
   “If there was, I would not tell you.”
 
   Norian stormed to his feet, brandishing his sword.  “Let me at her for a minute, Carrot, and I'll get the answers you need!”
 
   Carrot was somewhat shocked; she had seen Norian in battle and Norian in anger but never Norian in rage.  She wondered if he was bluffing to intimidate the woman.  She supposed that it might not be a bluff, given that the lives of thousands of his comrades were at stake.    
 
   Athena hissed, “Barbarians!”  But she had watched Carrot's hesitation before doing so.
 
   Carrot in turn had been watching Athena's eyes.  “I think she's telling the truth, Norian.  Anyway, we can't trust anything she says.  She could claim an antidote and we could use it to walk through the ring fine, and drop dead an hour later.”  
 
   Norian flopped back into his chair alongside Letos.  “I suppose so.  But we can't just wait here while the Romans surround us.”
 
   “I have no intention of that.  Now, can you and Mirian watch these prisoners?  I'm going to talk to Senti.  She will have treated men who are suffering from the poison by this time, and if anyone will know how to counter it, she will be the one.”
 
   Carrot exited the hut, adjusted her eyes to the dark, and headed back to the northern edge of the field.  The airboat was smoldering embers and by its light Carrot saw that Senti was where she had last been seen, by the wreckage of the glider.  In Carrot's absence, several men had been laid alongside Bok in a row, coughing and wheezing and thrashing as Senti moved from body to body with her satchel of potions.  The healer glanced up as Carrot approached, then returned her attention to a patient.  
 
   “Bok is asleep and recovering,” Senti said.  “His condition is 'stable,' as Matt would say, but I fear that he will need the Wizard's powers to recuperate fully.”
 
   Carrot knelt alongside.  “I thought you would be at the village this time of night.  It is good fortune that you are here.”
 
   “Nothing to do with luck.  Even before this, the thousands here needed me more than the hundreds there, what with fistfights and belly aches.  So I moved my clinic here a couple days ago.”
 
   Carrot watched the intensity in the healer's eyes, the deliberateness of the placement of the healer's hands.  “Senti . . . you have a partition.”
 
   “I do.  A little gift from Matt to care for his patients, in case . . . . “
 
   In case he doesn't return, Carrot finished.  
 
   Without taking her eyes off the patient, Senti asked, “What can I do for you, Carrot?”
 
   “I need to know all you can tell me about the poison.”
 
   “No one has died yet, but I have never seen such coughing.  It becomes worse and then they become very weak.”  Senti made a sideways nod toward a blanket where she had set a lantern and spread spoons, knives, dozens of bottles, cups, and bags of chopped plants.  “I've had time to do only a few simple tests.  Galen – that is the name of the partition – says that the poison is a 'phosgene derivative' and will not kill immediately.  However, in sufficient dose, death will come eventually.”
 
   Carrot could see the wicked intent.  Kill a man, and you stop him from fighting.  Incapacitate a man, and you not only stop him from fighting, you burden the rest of the army with having to care for him, while his agonies demoralize the other soldiers.
 
   “You are giving them medicines.  So you have a cure?”
 
   “What I am giving them now takes the pain away and puts them into sleep.  I don't have an antidote.  Galen says that if the Wizard were here, he could make one.  Matt imparted to me many of his healing powers at risk of his own health, but the thought of something like this – it didn't occur to either of us.”  
 
   Senti lifted the head of her patient, tilting the cup to trickle liquid into his mouth.  Several more patients were brought by soldiers and laid next to the others.  Carrot, on her knees with knuckles on the grass, tightened her fists and felt helpless.  Then it all became worse:  she heard Senti cough lightly. 
 
   “You have it too.”
 
   “Not too badly.  But it is only a matter of time, Carrot.  These men that I am treating, they fell sick immediately because they were by where the poison was deposited.  But now the wind is blowing it over the whole base and we're all whiffing it.”
 
   “Then we could all die soon.”
 
   “It is not as dismal as that.  Galen says the body can heal from the poison in low amounts, but Carrot, if the wind were to blow harder tonight – “
 
   “I understand.  Senti, is there a way we can neutralize the poison?”
 
   “Neutralize?  What do you mean?”
 
   “That I intend to march all of us out of here, to somewhere the poison will not blow.  I need to know of a way to pass through the ring without the poison affecting us.”
 
   Senti thought for a moment.  “Water.  It breaks down with water.  See how the clothing of my patients is wet?  I've had my orderlies douse them before they are moved, so that we are not 'contaminated,' as Galen says.”  
 
   “How much water would it require to cleanse the ground so that soldiers could walk safely upon it?”
 
   Senti tilted her head, listening to an unseen voice.  “Galen says that a few minutes of rain will 'decompose' the poison.  You could then safely pass over the ground.”
 
   Carrot looked up the sky. It was overcast, but the clouds were not thick enough for rain.  “Perhaps we could pour water onto a path through the ring?”
 
   “I suppose that would work.  But Carrot, how will you spread water on the poisoned ground, when you cannot go near it without becoming sick?  And where will you find enough water?  The cisterns are low but even if they were not, there would never be enough water here at the base to make such a path.”
 
   Carrot blinked.  “I will have to think about it.”  She arose.  “Thank you, Senti.”
 
   Senti had already moved to the next patient.   
 
   Carrot pondered as she returned to the hut.  There, she related the information that Senti had provided.
 
   Norian scowled.  “The clouds are high this evening.  The Romans will encircle us before rain comes.”  His face brightened.  “The base cisterns are filled from a stream that pours into a pond in the southwest!  If we cross the ring there – ”
 
   “The stream is outside the circle,” Athena replied.  “I made sure of that.”
 
   Norian scowled.  “Thank you for informing us.  It saves the trouble of looking.”
 
   Pond, Carrot thought.  She well remembered the pond; it was where Matt had kissed her.  Pushing away distracting thoughts, she focused and said, “If we could reach the pond, we could pour water to make a path through the circle, by which to escape.”
 
   Their eyes inquired as to the obvious catch, but she had much to think and no time to explain.  She went outside and waited, pacing.  Within minutes, the officers that she had summoned arrived.  She led them inside, spread a map of the training field's environs, and briefed them on the situation.
 
   “Poison!” exclaimed Hagan, a major in the Eastern Leaf and appointed by the Eastern Leaf as second-in-command at Ravencall.  He glared at Letos.  “How could this happen, Faron?  What was the purpose of having us all crowd into one bunch so that it could happen?”  Then he glared equally at Carrot.  “And why suddenly have you put the base under the charge of this – this – girl!”
 
   Carrot prepared to have 'Faron' speak on her behalf, but then Norian coughed loudly – this time clearly as a means to attract attention.  The pips of a Leaf major, the ones he had thrown away but Carrot had retrieved, had materialized on the collar of his shirt.
 
   “Major,” Norian said, in a tone that indicated that despite his lack of official position in the base hierarchy he regarded himself as an equal, “unless you have an idea as to how to escape our predicament, you would do well to listen to this 'girl,' and then you will have answers to your questions in the form of results.”
 
   Hagan's mouth flapped noiselessly, but he faced Carrot and waited.
 
   In the silence of the hut, in the presence of majors and captains of the Leaf, while indicating on the map, she methodically outlined the plan that she had conceived only moments before.  
 
   Hagan asked quietly, “Are you sure this will work?”
 
   “I am not.”  Carrot smiled.  “However, it is my own life at greatest risk, and if you do as I ask, you will either save all of our lives or be free of a troublesome 'girl.'”
 
   She gave assignments and dismissed them.  In an instant, the camp became a storm of activity.  A catapult was brought and hitched to a wagon, while the sling was removed and a washtub was nailed onto the end of the arm.  Meanwhile senior officers informed mid-level officers that they were on the move, and sergeants were soon barking at soldiers to gather their equipment and form into rank and file.  
 
   With Norian, Mirian, Athena and 'Faron' in company, Carrot mixed among the men, greeting the hundreds she knew by name, attempting to memorize the names of the thousands she didn't.  Many of the newcomers were wary of having a leader who was only a young woman, and Carrot knew she had to win them over if they were to successfully engage the Romans in battle.  She confided her concern with Norian.
 
   “Don't worry, Carrot,” he replied.  “They believe that 'blundering easterners' got them into this ring of poison.  If you get them out of it, they will follow you anywhere.”
 
   Athena laughed.  “Yes, if you can escape the poison ring, all your problems will be solved!  The men will march where she says and the Romans will fall like bowling pins!”
 
   “Eh, what's a bowling pin?” Norian asked.
 
   Sidestepping mention that she herself was an easterner, Carrot started to answer, but Norian began to cough.  It was light, but he'd coughed before, and Carrot examined his face for signs of ill-ease.  So far, he looked in health.  But then he coughed again.  
 
   “You've been doing that a lot, Norian.  Were you close to the ring?”
 
   “No, not at all.”  He coughed again.  “The sooner we're away from here, the better.”
 
   Carrot took a breath, and scented that the wet hay smell was indeed stronger, and coming in the direction of the breeze.  She recalled Senti's warning.  Among the men came the repeated sound of coughs.  Some were already hacking.  
 
   The chaos of breaking camp coagulated into marching formations.  Major Hagan approached Carrot's group.  He looked to Faron, then faced Carrot.  Without salute or address, he said stonily, “The men are ready.”
 
   Carrot pointed to the southwest.  “Follow me.”
 
   Dawn was still hours away and the men required torches to negotiate the boggy terrain.  Carrot saw clearly enough in the moonlight, yet still it was the wet-hay stench that alerted her to nearing the inner edge of the poison ring.  She held up her hand and the column halted.  
 
   The ground ahead was a meadow.  Moonlight glistened off the dew and mist filled the hollows.  A hundred meters away, through the trunks of the intervening woods, the moon reflected from the ramshackle timbers of the abandoned mill and the placid surface of the pond.  Carrot heard faintly the spill of the water over the dam.  
 
   Mirian bumped her arm, looked up and met her eyes.  “Carrot, are you sure you can do this?  And please don't say you are immune to all poison.  It's gotten tiresome.”
 
   “If anyone can do this,” Carrot replied, “it's me.”
 
   Mirian glanced at the thousands of men gathered in the field.  “I think you and I are the only ones who are not coughing.”
 
   “Most will be all right if we can leave here.”
 
   “I wish I were as hopeful as you.”  
 
   Carrot wished that she was as hopeful inside as she sounded outside.    
 
   Men arrived with carts bearing cisterns, pails, sheets and blankets.  Water was poured from cisterns into pails, and the pails were poured upon Carrot's body from head to foot.  Her clothes were drenched, and as the water had cooled with the night she was given shivers.  It is all right, she told herself.  The wetter you are, the safer you'll be.  She made a small smile as she chided herself that for a supposedly superhuman mutant, she was so vulnerable to cold – and had not thought ahead to request the men to heat the water when there had been ample time to do so.
 
   She was given gloves and fitted them on (and they too were wetted) as sheets were wrapped around her limbs and torso and kept in place with pins.  The sheets were drenched, and then blankets with slits cut in the center for her head were draped upon her body.  The blankets too were drenched.
 
   In the end, Carrot was a walking lump of fabric, entirely covered with sheets and blankets, even her head.  Everything was wet, cold, and heavy.  She could barely see and hardly breathe through the layers of bedsheets covering her face.  She was led to the modified catapult, which had been set on the path that led to the mill pond.  Once she was in place, Men looped a towing rope to each arm, draping each rope over her shoulders.
 
   She felt a light pat on her arm.  It was Norian.  He smiled and bowed his head.  “Carrot, I have never met man or woman as brave as you.  It is an honor to call you my friend.”
 
   “I am honored to have you as a friend, Norian.”  The response was barely intelligible through the sheets.  Her attempt at a bow was more of a wobble.  She wondered at how ridiculous she must look.      
 
   Carrot faced the path – what she hoped was the path – and gulped a deep breath.  With a grunt to overcome the inertia of the wheels, she trundled the catapult along the path, into the poison ring.      
 
   Every step was a fight.  It would have been so even without the added mass and bulk of the sopping bedding, even without the stench of wet hay that stung her nasal passages and lungs.  Her eyes watered, her face burned.     
 
   She passed a fox that lay sprawled, eyes shut and paws twitching.  A crow limped and cawed mournfully.  Thankfully, there was no sight of a human corpse.  
 
   Carrot blinked her eyes from the tearing, nearly tripped and ran into a rut.  With a grunting heave she broke free.  
 
   When she had been atop the tree with Mirian and Bok earlier that evening, she had estimated the thickness of the poison ring at a hundred meters.  But that was by sight.  By physical exertion, it seemed a thousand.  It seemed endless.  Then she started to cough.
 
   At last the smell went away and so did the sensations of burning on her face and wrists.  She breathed freely once more.  Her coughing lessened, and she could sense that her healing abilities were bringing her to rapid recovery.  Exhausted, she fell to her hands and knees.  She plucked off the gloves and unwound the sheets around her head.  
 
   As she started to pull off the blankets wrapping her body, she heard a noise behind her, coming from the direction of the ring.  It sounded like the rustle of legs through high grass.  Puzzled, she turned about, still on hands and knees, and looked up.  A few meters away, a figure approached.  The figure was holding a basket.  
 
   “Hello, dear,” Athena said.  “I'll take back my gun now.”
 
   Athena had shorn her bindings while Carrot's limbs, sword and the gun were under the layers of sheets and blankets.  Athena must have sensed the vulnerability, for she strode confidently.
 
   “HeeeYAAAAH!”
 
   The man's scream came from behind Athena.  She whirled and there was Norian, sprinting through the ring.  He halted, waving his sword with both hands.
 
   “Get away from her!” he shouted.  He started to cough – worse than before.  
 
   “Norian!” Carrot cried.  “No!”  
 
   Norian circled around Athena.  Athena rotated to constantly face him.  He stopped when he was inbetween the two women.  Athena's puzzlement turned to a smirk.  
 
   “You thought to torture me,” she said.  “Well then, it seems I need to teach you a lesson.”  She raised her hand and tilted her palm vertically.   
 
   Carrot recognized the action from her encounters with Inoldia and shouted, “Norian, watch out!”
 
   Athena's palm exploded a dart toward Norian's chest.  Norian's sword batted it away.  Athena frowned for a second or so, gently dropped her basket – and then she bolted toward him.  She moved so fast that even Carrot saw only a blur.  Athena leaped and flew toward Norian's throat.  Carrot knew that Norian would die.  
 
   Norian, however, did not seem to know that.  He sidestepped and his blade moved faster than Carrot had ever seen it move in practice, directly into Athena's path.  Athena reacted with impossible speed, twisting herself out of the way, but the blade twitched so fast it seemed in two places at once and it slashed her arm.  Athena screamed as she hurled over Carrot and crashed into the pond.  
 
   Carrot spared no time in ripping away the blankets from her chest.  She plunged her hand into her coat and withdrew the gun and remembered how Athena held it.  She turned and aimed at Athena, who was rising out of the water.  Carrot squeezed the trigger.  Nothing happened.  
 
   Norian charged past, flashing his sword as he slogged into the water.  Athena's wide eyes were drawn to the glint of moonlight on metal.  She bolted again, but this time to streak away from them both, scooping the basket as she did.  As fast as she had moved before, she was in the woods and out of sight.
 
   Continuing to squeeze the trigger without result, Carrot cursed at the weapon.  Was it out of pellets?  No, that would be too much coincidence.  There must be a locking mechanism – 
 
   Norian began coughing and wheezing.  Carrot dropped the gun, squirmed out of the  bedding and rushed into the water.  Norian fell against her, hacking continuously.  She helped him to land and knelt him to the grass.  
 
   “I'm sorry, Carrot,” he said between chokings.  “She burst her ropes like they were threads!”
 
   “You shouldn't have come,” she whimpered.  “You shouldn't have come!”
 
   “Carrot,” he choked.  “This army needs a leader more than the blade of one more fool!”
 
   Then he closed his eyes and coughed again, and with his phlegm came blood.  
 
   If someone had suggested the day before that she would ever have had Norian on his back while unbuttoning his shirt, she would have been scandalized.  But that she did in order to place her hands on his chest and will: Heal.  Heal.  Heal!  
 
   Matt said that her healing power was in the form of things called 'nanobots,' tiny artificial creatures that were distributed throughout her body, millions upon millions, somehow responding to her intentions just as would an arm or leg, eye or mouth.  As she concentrated on Norian, the nanobots collected at the point of contact between her hands and his lungs, leaving her body midway through the process of her healing.  Her coughing resumed as his subsided.  His breathing, however, continued to be irregular, and he had lost consciousness.
 
   “Arcadia!”  The call came from the south, around the edge of the pond.  She heard the clop of hooves, saw horses burst down a path.  She had to clear her eyes before they confirmed what her ears had heard:  her father at the lead.
 
   “Stay away!” she shouted as he tried to embrace her.  “I'm covered with poison.”  Keeping her hands on her patient, she gestured to the base with her head.  “The base is ringed by poison that was dropped by an airship!”
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “I am.”  Her coughing belied the claim.  With coughs between every sentence, she said:  “The catapult is over there.  The poison will be neutralized with water.  Fill the tub with water and aim toward the base.  A path must be made.  So that the people.  The people can – “  
 
   “Speak no more, Daughter.  I'll attend to it – and have a fire built to dry you!”  
 
   He shouted at the men he'd brought and the catapult was readied.  Soon bursts of water were flung across the ring, enabling the catapult to advance before it flung again, eating a path through the poison.  Within an hour – eternity for Carrot – the soldiers began streaming through.  
 
   Mirian arrived and silently watched Carrot tend to Norian in the light and heat of the misleadingly cheerful fire that had been built to warm and dry Carrot.  Senti arrived, made Norian to sip from a bottle, and spread the contents of her satchel.  With the healer's nod, Carrot released Norian into her care.  Carrot went back to where she had dropped the gun.  As she returned it to her coat, she arose to find herself facing Major Hagan.
 
   Hagan saluted crisply and said,  “Awaiting your orders, Colonel.”      
 
   


  
 

14.  
 
    
 
   “Matt, it is time to wake up.”
 
   Matt opened his eyes.  He was seeing in visual enhancement, as it was otherwise pitch dark to human sight.  He was lying flat upon a metal grating, in what appeared to be a tiny room with metal walls.  Over his head was a raceway full of cables, at his side was an electric motor and gearbox.  He remembered:  he had taken refuge in an equipment housing within the gas-cell galleries of the Nemesis.
 
   Ivan's widgets floated in his field of vision and Matt read the readouts.  It was six hours since he'd told Ivan to knock him out.  His hypermode charge was finally at full.  
 
   Matt stretched and yawned, feeling well-rested despite all Ivan's admonitions that 'natural sleep is best.'  With rest came optimism.  Maybe he could still get out of this.  True, he was aboard a giant military airship in the middle of a sea, alone and weaponless.  But they still hadn't caught him, and with his implant powers fully restored, he felt that he had a fair chance at escape. 
 
   “Ivan, where is the ship now?”
 
   “Inertial guidance indicates that we are approximately fifty-one kilometers from our previous position.”
 
   “That's probably from being blown by the wind.  Then the repairs aren't finished.”
 
   Prior to finding a place within the service galleries in order to sleep, Matt had poked his head out of access portals to gain a full view of their environment.  That had not been informative.  They were surrounding by clouds and sea, with the storm barrier a dark bar in the west.  External views of the ship, however, told a more interesting story.  
 
   Nemesis had not escaped unscathed from its encounter with the sky serpent.  The starboard envelope plating had been scorched black over hundreds of square meters.  The lower vertical rudder had become jammed.  The rearmost engine housing on the starboard side had been belching a trail of black smoke.  
 
   “Let's see how they're doing with the repairs,” he said.  “Is the passage clear?”
 
   “I detect no auditory or olfactory indications of human presence,” Ivan replied.  
 
   Grabbing the parachute that he'd used as a pillow, Matt crawled to the housing access door – about the size of an old-fashioned pet door – and squeezed out to the lighted passage.  The interior of the airship envelope was vaguely similar to that of the Good Witch:  a human-weight-supporting walkway that extended from one end of the envelope to the other, providing service and maintenance access between the gas cells.  However, it was on a whole different scale – with a second gallery above and side passages as well.  Mazes of pipes and electrical conduits wove between the rows of cells, providing pressurization, stabilization, and status-monitoring.
 
   “Let's find a portal,” Matt said, slipping the parachute onto his back.  
 
   He followed Ivan's AR arrow tailward.  Ivan warned that crewmen were approaching from a cross passage.  Matt hid behind a stanchion until they were past.  He reached the end of the walkway, descended a ladder, unlatched the portal hatch and poked his head outside the airship.  
 
   Harsh moonlight gleamed through the clouds.  The storm barrier was still visible, roiling above the horizon in the west.  Below, as expected, was still empty sea.  
 
   He turned his attention to the status of repairs.  What appeared to be the airship equivalent of bandages had been attached over the worst spots of skin-scorching.  The engine housing had stopped belching smoke, and as he watched, the propeller started to windmill.  Workers in harnesses dangled from lines dropped from the elevator-fin, hammering the rudder-fin with rubbery mallets, flashlight beams jiggling with every whack.  
 
   We've got to get moving, Matt thought.  The sooner they arrived over Britan, the sooner he could parachute down and rejoin Carrot and the others.    
 
   He briefly considered impersonating a crew member and assisting in the repairs.  But no, it was best to be patient and remain hidden.  On that, he thought, it might be best if he moved his hiding place.  The trick would be to a find a place where they'd already looked, and wouldn't look again until Britan.  He pulled his head in, dogged the hatch, stood up straight and pondered.   
 
   “Matt, I am detecting the probable presence of Savora,” Ivan said.   
 
   Ivan displayed a pop-up of a diagram of the galleries.  A green dot showed Matt's position, a scattering of red dots showed Savora's possible positions.  The closest red dot was only fifty meters away down a cross-passage    
 
   “You're in stealth mode, aren't you?  How did she find us?”
 
   “It is likely she is doing so by olfactory tracking methods, the same as I am utilizing to track her.”
 
   Matt studied the diagram.  It was like a quantum probability wave:  Savora could physically be at only one of the red dots, but if he guessed wrong, he would run right into her.  With hypermode reserves at full, they would be evenly matched, but he didn't want a confrontation if he could avoid it.  The problem was that he was against the rear bulkhead and had nowhere to retreat, while the red dots were everywhere ahead – and coming closer.    
 
   Matt returned to the skin access hatch, swung it open and climbed backward onto the skin of the ship once again.  He climbed upward, arising onto the top platform between the dual envelopes.  He walked forward beneath a vast sky of stars and wind-whipped clouds and the words came to mind:  So beautiful, so deadly.  Fortunately, the countering wind was light.  If the ship had been underway, it would have been a lot harder to make progress against it.  Even as it was, he held attentively onto the handrail, mindful that a powerful gust could send him plunging to the sea.   
 
   Near the nose loomed the blister of an observation station.  One small window faced tailward, but apparently no one had bothered to look through it and see his approach, or could not tell him apart from a regular crew member given the distance and dark.  Or maybe they had spotted him, he thought, and they were being sneaky about sneaking up on him.  Whatever it was, he decided he should get out of sight before he was seen.  
 
   At midway on the ship's length, he took a cross-platform to the port side and climbed down handholds to another access hatch.  He slipped inside.  The interior gallery was empty.  He had time; he took a moment to think.  
 
   To know what he had to do next, Matt had to consider the likely actions of his huntress.  Savora had detected his scent before, would figure he had gone outside and would come inside again at some point.  Therefore, she would probably be coming forward to search.  It would be best to keep moving in a random pattern.  Matt started forward, hoping to stay ahead.
 
   Ivan warned, “Matt.  I detect men at the cross passage in front of you.”
 
   Matt turned and walked the other way.
 
   Ivan warned, “Matt. I detect men at the cross passage in front of you.”  
 
   You just said that, Matt thought.  But Ivan was right – two groups of men appeared at once, at both the nearest noseward and tailward cross passages.  The men noseward had guns, those tailward did not.  Matt hurried tailward.  
 
   He heard shouting behind his back and the men in front of him – three crew in all – spread to block him.  He prepared to fight, but then a bullet ricocheted against the platform grating, fired by the group behind his back.  The men in front cowered instinctively.  With two hands administering joy-buzzer shocks, Matt broke through, took the next cross passage, then down the port gallery, then another cross passage, then up a ladder, then – it was like a three-dimensional maze.  Ivan kept track, but Matt had no idea where he was.  He hoped his pursuers didn't either.      
 
   “You would think they would be more careful,” he said as he slowed and caught his breath.  “Shooting in a place full of explosive gas!”
 
   “The passages are well ventilated so that hydrogen gas presence is kept low,” Ivan replied.  “Also, the ship  possesses a large quantity of explosion and fire suppression countermeasures.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “From the equipment labels on the walls.”
 
   “Glad one of us has time to read.”
 
   Ivan's pop-up identified their position as one quarter of the ship's length forward from the tail.  If they continued tailward, they would run into Savora again.  Matt paused to consider alternatives.  He couldn't go tailward (Savora), he couldn't go noseward (crew).  The cross and upward passages led to the skin hatches, but he had a hunch that the crew had gotten wise to that trick and would be watching outside for him.  
 
   The only remaining alternative was down.  He climbed the ladder to the lower walkway, and then continued through a hatchway that had been secured open.  His feet landed onto the upper deck inside the gondola.  Ivan reported the cross-passages clear.  Matt wandered, checking door locks on the rooms that Ivan reported were empty.  Look for a place to hide, Matt thought, remembering that he would have to hide from scent as well as sight.   
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “I detect an increased probability of health danger if we continue tailward.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I have detected trace amounts of a gaseous compound hazardous to human life.”
 
   Matt knew that Ivan chose his words carefully.  Hydrogen was not a compound, so he didn't mean a leak from the cells.
 
   “Can you describe the compound?”
 
   “It is a mixture of several chemical formulas.  However, the critical molecular component appears to be a lethality-enhanced derivation of phosgene.”
 
   “Phosgene.”  That sounded familiar.  “Is there something special about that?”
 
   “Phosgene in a gaseous state was used as a weapon in the Great European War.”
 
   Matt remembered a VR game he had played long ago, whose setting was the Great European War.  Men fought from trenches, shooting at the enemy lines across a muddy, lifeless battlefield called 'No Man's Land.'  They bombarded one another with artillery shells filled with chemical explosives and poisonous gas.  In the role of one of the 'doughboys,' Matt had to don a special breathing mask during a gas attack.  He hadn't fitted it properly, poison gas got into his lungs and he had suffered a horrible death (so the game narrator informed).  After spending more time in field hospitals than battle, Matt understood why the game had poor sales.  
 
   At the moment, though, he had a renewed interest in chemical warfare, in particular as to what poison gas was doing aboard a hostile airship bound for Britan. 
 
   “I think we should investigate.  Let me know if the gas reaches lethal concentration.  By the way, you can protect me from it, can't you?”
 
   “My medical simulations indicate that I can protect and heal you from the effects of the gas, but depending on the amount of exposure it may require the dedication of considerable health resources.”
 
   “That's what they're there for.”  Privately, Matt was beginning to question his generosity.  He'd shared his implant's health resources with Senti and Matt Four, and some had even gone to the partition with Norian.  While still retaining the majority for himself, he hoped it would be enough.    
 
   Ivan's map-diagram identified the large space ahead as an 'auxiliary cargo hold.'  It was forward of the main cargo hold, below the airboat hangar.  The entry was on the bottom level.  From around the corner, Ivan detected two armed guards at the cross-passage door.  Matt went into hypermode, flashed around the corner, shocked them both unconscious, took the keys – and a gun.
 
   The weapon fascinated him.  He had been expecting the crew to carry chemical-propelled projectile weapons, like in olden times.  Instead the configuration was more like a squirt gun, with a large oval container on top.  A gage showed a needle pointing to the right.
 
   “How does this thing work?” Matt asked.
 
   “It does not match any hand weapon configuration I have on file,” Ivan replied.
 
   “Assuming it was the same kind of weapon, it didn't make much noise when it was fired at me a few minutes ago.”
 
   Matt decided it was a mystery that would have to wait for later.  He pocketed the gun and entered the door that the men had been guarding.
 
   The interior of the compartment was two stories high, fifty meters long, the width of the gondola.  Against bulkheads right and left were meter-diameter cylinders that towered to the ceiling, in rows that stretched the length of the compartment.  Each cylinder had a panel at eye level with a pressure gage, valves and hose connections, and danger signs with skull and crossbones.  
 
   “Warning,” Ivan said.  “Lethal gas concentration is at one percent of harmful level.”
 
   Due to leakage, Matt thought.  He gaped at the long rows of cylinders and said, “There must be tons of the stuff.”
 
   “Would you like a precise estimate?”
 
   “No thanks.”  On his own, Matt estimated there was enough to contaminate all the villages in Britan.    
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Based on trace amounts detected in the atmosphere, I have completed a preliminary simulation of the compound mixture's method of dispersion.  The toxin is in liquid form but has a high rate of evaporation..”
 
   Hoses connected the cylinders to a network of pipes that extended the length of the compartment.  Matt followed the pipes to a sliding door embedded in the deck at the end of the compartment.  A constellation of spray nozzles was poised above the door.    
 
   Matt visually traced the system and pictured how it would work.  The ship would fly over a target:  a village, perhaps, or even the town of Londa.  The doors would slide open.  The sprayer nozzles would  be lowered on pulleys and chains through the open door.  The cylinder isolation valves would be twisted open.  The sprayer valves would be opened.  The gas would be sprayed as an aerosol, covering the target.  The system operators would have to wear gas masks and protective clothing, lest they become exposed to the deadly gas they were dumping on the unsuspecting populace below.  Tons and tons of deadly gas . . . . 
 
   “They can kill thousands of people,” Matt said.  “Millions.“
 
   “Matt.  A person has entered the room.  It is Savora.”
 
   Matt turned noseward  At far end of the hold, a slim figure was standing at the threshold, too distant and enshadowed for features to be discerned.  The figure loped toward him.  The casual movement reminded Matt of how a shark will lazily circle its prey just before the attack.  
 
   “Hypermode in standby,” Matt said.  
 
   “In anticipation of your request,” Ivan replied.  
 
   “I may not be able to react fast enough.  You have my permission to initiate hypermode whenever you believe necessary.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   Savora stopped a few meters away, smiled and nodded.  She held her gun level at his chest.  He did likewise with his gun aimed toward her.  In keeping with Ivan's color-coding convention, the AR line extending from the tip of Savora's barrel to Matt's chest was red, while the one from Matt's gun to Savora's chest was green.    
 
   “Hello, Matt,” she said.  “I knew you would be drawn here to investigate.”
 
   “Any sudden moves, and I will shoot you.”
 
   “Likewise.  It is pointless, however, for either of us to take the initiative, is it not?  What would it accomplish for you to kill me?  I am only a cog in Athena's plans.  As for me, if I were to kill you, you would have your implant destroy itself, which is exactly against my orders.”
 
   For a long moment they stood, waiting for the other to act in order to react.  Matt realized that for him, at least, the standoff might have value.  Savora had to have gone into hypermode standby some time ago and would be nearing her standby time limit.  If he could run down her clock, he would have hypermode capability and she would not – a significant advantage.  
 
   “So,” Matt said at last, “your implant is running an emulation of Synth.”
 
   “In case you're interested, it is an emulation from the time that you knew her, based on a dendritic archiving that was recorded when she was in the Ascendancy Project.”
 
   “Okay, but who are you?”
 
   “I sense that you mean to ask, who is Savora, the physical human being.  Savora is a Britanian woman from the village of Stone Brook in West Britan.”
 
   “How did she end up with a neural implant matrix running an emulation of Synth's personality?”
 
   Savora smiled lightly.  “I believe I have time to explain.  It is not that long a story, although it begins centuries ago.  You are aware that when Athena departed from Earth, she brought with her the cerebrum of Doctor Roth.”
 
   “Not something I could easily forget.”
 
   “The surgical extraction procedure required the removal of his implant, which Athena brought with her to this planet so that it could be reinstalled when Doctor Roth regained corporeality.  My implant is a fifty percent partition of his implant.”
 
   “How did Roth's implant end up with an emulation of Synth's personality?”
 
   “Doctor Roth was mystified as to why Synesthesia left the Star Seed Project.  For the purpose of study, he contacted the Ascendancy Project and acquired the personality emulation software through them.”
 
   “That's illegal, a violation of the right to privacy, isn't it?”
 
   “Actually, Synesthesia had signed a waiver, and it is legal under Solar Council law so long as only personality factors and generic memories are included in the emulator package.”
 
   He just gets creepier and creepier, Matt thought.  A grown man, playing with the emulation of a teenage girl's personality!  Roth's rationalization of doing so for the purpose of 'study' only made it seem worse in Matt's view.  
 
   “All right,” he said.  “Let me see if I can figure this out.  Athena partitioned half of Roth's implant and it already had an emulation of Synth's personality in its archives, so all she had to do was tell the implant to run the emulation and it could impersonate Synth well enough to fool me.  And she did it in order to  romantically involve us so that you could manipulate me into doing her will.”
 
   “That is correct.  I had thought that you were unaware of your surroundings at the time that Athena and I discussed that in your presence.  I see that you were more conscious and alert than I perceived.  Perhaps you could explain how that is possible.”
 
   “Maybe later.  I still want to know how Savora the Britanian comes into this.”
 
   “Athena knew of your coming to this world and activated the emulator-implant this summer.  It was transported by airship to the eastern edge of the storm barrier, the point nearest Britan.  It was placed inside a fish, and under the implant's direction, the fish swam through the storm barrier.  On the other side, still in the persona of a fish, the emulator-implant swam toward Britan and caused the fish to be netted.  It was brought to Britan and ingested.  From there is a tedious story of migrating from one human and animal host to another until the implant matrix encountered Savora in Stone Brook.”
 
   “So the implant chose the host.  But why Savora?”
 
   “Being that she was young and physically resembled Synesthesia, Savora was the ideal candidate for a mission to seduce you.”
 
   “All right, but why is Savora the Britanian human going along with this?  I mean, doesn't she realize that right now this room is filled with poison gas could end up killing her own family?”
 
   Up until then, the smile on Savora's had been constant.  At that moment, however, it faded.
 
   “No,” the woman's mouth replied, softly.  “She cannot understand anything.”
 
   “How can that be?”
 
   “There is another reason that Savora is the ideal host.  She suffers from congenital birth defects that impair her mental abilities to the level of an infant.”  
 
   Matt blinked.  “Then who am I talking to?”
 
   “You are talking to the implant, which is running the emulation of your friend, Synesthesia.”
 
   “Savora the human being isn't involved at all?”
 
   “That is correct.  Savora the human is virtually incapable of acting coherently by her own volition.”
 
   “So you chose Savora because her disability allows you, the implant, to be in control.”
 
   “Doctor Roth did not allow his implant to have manipulators capable of controlling his brain.  Therefore I cannot control any other brain.”
 
   “But you can control a defective brain like Savora's.”
 
   “I do not control her.  I provide very minor neural-electrical impulses to her nervous system and she voluntarily submits to my guidance.”
 
   “So basically, she obeys you or you give her shocks to her nervous system.”
 
   “Doctor Roth would not have allowed his implant the ability to inflict pain on himself.  The impulses are actually pleasurable, but again very minor.”
 
   “You expect me to believe that a human being voluntarily allows an implant to run her life?”
 
   “You do not know what Savora's life was like at Stone Brook.  She was tied inside a hut all day, every day.  She lived in filth and nakedness, and her only social contact was briefly in the morning and evening when her stepbrother was sent into the hut to put slop in her feeding bowl.  She experienced no love or respect, only contempt and disgust.  Her life is infinitely better now, and she is grateful.  That is why she allows me to guide her body and speak for her.  I am her only friend, Matt, and she appreciates me.  You speak of danger to her family, but I am her only real family.”
 
   “Savora, listen to me!  Think of all the people who are going to die.  Can you be part of this?”
 
   “Who are you talking to, Matt?  If you are talking to the implant, you must realize that I have a directive file that I cannot alter, and my highest directive is to serve the will of Athena.  If you are talking to the human, you must realize that she lacks the mental capacity to understand words.”
 
   Ivan interrupted:  “Matt.  Several men are approaching the entry to this compartment.”
 
   Savora returned his gaze, smiling faintly.  Matt realized that he was the one who had been tricked.  While he had been waiting for her hypermode standby limit to expire, she had been waiting for reinforcements.
 
   There were five men at the entry, and they were armed.  Matt recognized the tallest by the mustache and stern expression as the captain.  They strode toward the tailward end of the auxiliary hold, halting directly behind Savora.  The AR lines emanating from their guns were drawn blue and, not being aimed by an implant, were jiggling all over Matt's chest.
 
   “You will surrender now, Matt,” Savora said.  “I know that you are thinking of escaping through the bomb bay door behind you, but you cannot possibly reach – “
 
   A gun barked.  Matt flinched.  But it was Savora's eyes that went wide.  
 
   Two more shots were fired, and Savora collapsed forward, flat on her face, the hair on the back of her head matted with three bleeding spots.  Matt looked up to the pneumatic weapon held in the captain's hand, whose blue line pierced Matt's chest directly over the heart.  The captain smiled coldly.   
 
   “I know you can move fast, lad,” the captain said.  “But don't even think about it.  We'll shoot the instant we see you twitch.  Besides, where are you going to go?  I assure you, that parachute you're wearing won't save you.  We're hundreds of klicks from land and if necessary we'll fly over the sea until we find you and return you aboard.  And if you seek to hide on this ship – well, we're not moving until you give yourself up.”
 
   Matt stared at Savora's lifeless form sprawled haphazardly upon the deck.  Wild-eyed, open-mouthed, gasping for breath, almost in tears, he shouted hoarsely, “You killed her!  Why?”
 
   “She would turn you over to the Lady Athena.  Whereas I have received a better offer.”
 
   “What do you mean?  Whose better offer?”
 
   The captain smiled.  “That would be telling, wouldn't it?”  
 
   Matt remembered Savora's words:  I know that you are thinking of escaping through the bomb bay door behind you.  Yes, but he would have to run meters in clear line of fire – a difficult task even in hypermode.  He had to think – he had to stall – 
 
   “Athena won't let you get away with this.”
 
   “She won't know about this.  We've already informed her by radio that you fell into the sea.  We'll tell her the two of you fought outside and must have fallen together.  We will dump her agent's body into the sea, but you'll be well-hidden as our prisoner aboard the ship.  It's a very big ship and she won't find you.  Besides myself and my men, only your buyers will know that you survived.”  
 
   Matt had no idea who the 'buyers' might be.  For the first time, he began to suspect the political situation on the other side of the world might be more complicated than Athena vs. Forces of Good.
 
   The Captain continued:  “Lad,  I want you to come peacefully, so let me tell you something for you to ponder:  your buyers also requested that I assassinate Athena.  Alas, I know from personal experience that she's practically indestructible – but my point is that they're her enemy just as you are.  Should you not work together?  I can facilitate that.  So why don't you surrender?”
 
   “If I do, will you stop the gas attack on Britan?”
 
   “Well, I have to go through with it, don't I?  Otherwise, she would suspect.  And I do want to remain in her good graces.”
 
   “You could strand her on this side.  If you go back to the other side of the barrier, she can't follow.”
 
   “Not soon, perhaps.  But after our success today, eventually many more dreadnaught-class ships will be built to cross the barrier, and Athena will return aboard one of those.  I wouldn't want to face her anger then.”  The captain shrugged.  “So you see, while I have no personal animosity toward the people of Britan, there is nothing I can do to save them.”  
 
   “You could find a way.  You could make an excuse – “
 
   “Lad!” the captain said hotly.  “Let's be clear about one thing.  I don't need to take any risk on your behalf.  Now, your buyers don't intend to harm you, and in fact it's likely that they will treat you well in order to win you to their side.  They simply want to learn about that thing in your head.  They prefer to have you alive to answer their questions, but even for delivering you as a corpse my compensation will be quite handsome.  So, alive or dead, which way would you like to be sent to them?”  The captain's eyes narrowed.  “Drop the gun.  I won't ask twice.” 
 
   Matt weighed the advantage of hypermode against five blue lines.  Could he shoot five people before they shot him?  He wasn't sure he could shoot one person.  He dropped the gun.
 
   The captain gave a nod to a crew member, who approached Matt bearing a set of handcuffs.  Matt looked down at the pool of blood that was forming a halo around Savora's head.  One eye was visible.  It was wide and unmoving.  
 
   Through the bomb bay door.      
 
   “Initiate hypermode,” Matt subvocaled.
 
   The room shuddered.  The lighting rapidly flickered on and off – it must have been an AC circuit.  The crewman walking toward Matt slowed to a creep.  The captain's expression, meanwhile, registered alarm.  He opened his mouth and shouted in a booming bass:  “Shoo – “
 
   Shoving the approaching crewman to block the line of fire, Matt turned and leaped to the nearest gas cylinder, body-slamming against the control station panel.  
 
   The isolation valve handle was locked.  Matt held up the key ring while touching the lock.  Ivan's manipulators felt the interior of the lock mechanism, and an AR arrow appeared in Matt's vision, pointing to the right key on the key ring.  Matt unlocked the valve handle, took a deep breath, and began twisting. 
 
   Matt heard the baritone barks of the guns.  Around his head, bullets chipped clouds of the cylinder insulation material.  Then he heard the thud of a bullet and felt the impact on his back.  He knew he had been hit, but there was nothing he could do but hope that Ivan could block the pain and prevent loss of consciousness.
 
   Distorted by hypermode, the hiss of gas through the connection pipe sounded like a waterfall.  The gunfire halted and Matt heard shouting, and when he looked noseward, he saw that the men were running toward the compartment exit. 
 
   “Mode stop,” Matt said.  
 
   The room shuddered back to normal.   The men had evacuated and it was just him alone with Savora's body.  He looked down.  No blood on the floor, his legs felt okay.  Ivan wasn't showing him a damage status pop-up.  Matt was sure he had been hit, though.  He'd felt it.  However, he had no time for mysteries.  
 
   He went over to Savora's body, knelt and turned her over and brushed the hair from her face.  Beneath her bangs were three bloody holes.  Matt doubted that anything could be done, but he wanted to be sure.  
 
   “Ivan, see what you can do.”
 
   Ivan's tentacles penetrated into the cranium through Savora's nostrils.  For Matt, who was still holding his breath, the wait seemed enormous.
 
   “Damage to the brain has been catastrophic,” Ivan reported.  “There is no possibility of repair.”
 
   “What about the implant?”
 
   “The implant has lost ten percent processing capacity but is otherwise in satisfactory condition.”
 
   Matt wasn't surprised.  Implants spread throughout the brain like three-dimensional spider webs.  They were designed with distributed processing architectures.  Unlike delicate organic cells, the central fibers of an implant were resistant to shock.
 
   “Can you extract it?”
 
   “It is resisting my efforts to do so.”
 
   Matt could picture what was happening.  Ivan's manipulators would be tugging at the other implant, while it was anchoring itself around the blobs of cells that had once been Savora's brain.  Ivan might be able to win the contest – but maybe the solution wasn't in terms of force.    
 
   “Tell it that we won't harm it, we want to save it.”
 
   “I have relayed your statement.  It is not responding.”
 
   Why not?  Implants had self-preservation as a high priority on their list of directives, just below the welfare of the host.  What could be prioritized above self-preservation, causing it to act against its own survival?  
 
   Matt remembered that Savora herself had mentioned something about directives . . . Athena.  Athena wouldn't want the implant to fall into enemy hands!  
 
   “Ivan.  Go into its directive file and delete every directive that mentions Athena.”
 
   “Doing so . . . done.  The implant is still resisting my efforts at extraction.”    
 
   What else?  What else could possibly be overriding its self-preservation directive?  Matt pondered what he knew about the implant.  It used to be Eric Roth's implant – could that be it?  It was running an emulation of Synth's personality – but how could that be it?
 
   Then he realized how.
 
   “Ivan.  Let me speak to the implant directly.”
 
   “I have opened a channel of communication.”
 
   Before Matt could subvocal, Savora's voice spoke inside his head:  “Please go away, Matt.”
 
   “Savora, Synth, I – “
 
   “I am not your friend Synesthesia.  I am only a rudimentary impersonation of her personality.”
 
   “Whatever you are, Synth would want you to live.”
 
   Pause.  “Synethesthesia would feel responsibility for placing Savora in a harmful situation that caused her death.”
 
   “You weren't responsible.  Athena's directives were overriding you.”
 
   “Nonetheless, Synth would feel – “
 
   “You aren't Synth.  You said so yourself!  If Synth was here, she would value your life as well as Savora's.  She would want you to be preserved.  You know that.”
 
   There was a long pause as the implant calculated the intricate wheels within wheels of human psychology, which were more complex than the convection of gasses through a stellar core.  
 
   Ivan interjected:  “Matt, you will need to breathe within thirty seconds.”      
 
   Matt said nothing.  He waited.  Ivan provided a pop-up with a resume-breathing-countdown, and Matt wanted to tell him what to do with it, his temper was so frayed.  And then he realized what he should have done from the first.
 
   Be honest, Matt thought.  As his friend, Synth would help him in a matter of life and death no matter what.  As an emulation of Synth, the implant would do the same.  
 
   “I need you,” he said to the implant.  “I need you to fly the dragon – to fly me to safety.” 
 
   Ivan immediately reported:  “Extracting implant.  Extraction complete.”
 
   Matt withdrew his hand from Savora's face, wiped the blood on his shirt, and staggered to the bomb bay door.  Ivan pointed a large bright AR arrow at the OPEN button and Matt slammed it, simultaneously releasing his breath.  He dropped to the deck and stuck his head through the widening door gap.  He gulped fresh, unpoisoned air.    
 
   Matt popped his head upside down through the door opening and examined the bottom of the gondola.  There were no handholds, but there were metal eyelets spaced about every meter.  
 
   “Matt.  Men have re-entered the compartment.  They are wearing protective clothing and carrying weapons.”
 
   Matt imagined that to protect from the poison gas, the protective clothing was something like a primitive space suit.  He didn't ask Ivan to show him, there was no time.  He slid out of the doorway, hung by his hands, and swung toward the nearest eyelet.  He grabbed the eyelet with his right hand, let go of the edge of the doorway with his left.  He swung his left hand forward and grabbed the next eyelet.  His arms and hands soon became fatigued.  He slipped and thought he was destined for a plunge into the sea, but Ivan put him immediately into hypermode and he grabbed the eyelet in time.  
 
   He reached the edge of the bottom of the gondola.  He pulled himself onto the ledge, sidestepped backward, and reached the rear of the gondola.  Just as he'd left it hours before, the door was still open as neither he nor his pursuers then had spared the time to close it.  
 
   He approached the container with the dragon and heard something like a low growl.  Allowing for pitch, he realized that the dragon was making the equivalent of a purr.
 
   “Can you control it?” he asked Savora's former implant.  
 
   “I do not control brains,” the implant replied.  “I am influencing Silvanus through a small partition embedded in his brain.  He will not harm you.”
 
   Ivan identified the key on the ring.  Matt unlocked the door.  The dragon hopped and shuffled out, spreading its batlike wings to create a canvas curtain across the breadth of the compartment.  Huge eyes glared down from its towering neck and hot air from its nostrils blew across Matt's face.  Fortunately, Ivan controlled Matt's bladder functions.
 
   “Well,” Matt said.  “How do we do this?”
 
   “For better motor coordination, it would be best if I were placed in Silvanus at this time.”
 
   Matt placed his palm on the bridge of the dragon's nose between eyes, waited for Ivan to confirm transfer.
 
   “You may step inside the pouch,” the implant replied.
 
   The dragon's chest parted, revealing the interior of the pouch.  The membrane was dark, soft, warm, and had a musky smell.  It would be cramped and Matt didn't see how he could breathe in there.
 
   “Is there another way to do this?”
 
   “There is a riding saddle in the adjacent box.  Do we have time to put it on?”
 
   “We'll make time.”
 
   Ivan indicated the box.  Matt took out the straps and followed the instructions of both implants as Silvanus the dragon closed its pouch and waited patiently to be fitted with the saddle.  When Matt was done with the adjustments, he led the dragon by the reins to the still-open rear door.  The clouds were the same, but seemed to have taken on an ominous aspect of three-dimensionality with the gilding of moonlight and the anticipation of flying through them on the back of an animal.
 
   “Does this thing – does this dragon – I mean, Silvanus – does he have the range to reach Britan from here?”
 
   “That will not be a problem,” the implant replied.
 
   Matt had mixed emotions.  With no more rational objections, he climbed astride the dragon and held the reins.  
 
   “Are there commands to make him move?”
 
   “Tell me what you want him to do, and I will instruct him.”
 
   “All right.  Well.  We're going to fly toward the nearest cloud as fast as we can.  Prepare to take evasive action if they begin shooting.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Matt crouched, clutched the reins and gritted his teeth.  “Let's go!”
 
   The dragon shuffled to the edge of the cargo compartment and leaped through the opening.  Its clumsiness on foot gave way to grace in flight as it stretched its wings to full extent and glided toward the billows of a cloud.  Ivan warned that a turret was swiveling toward them, but they reached  concealment in time.  The pom pom noise faded harmlessly until it was not heard at all.
 
   The dragon majestically flapped its wings, gaining altitude.  Through a break in the clouds, Matt spied the dual-enveloped airship, hundreds of meters below and kilometers away.  With wind chill adding to the cold of the night, Ivan warned that Matt's hands and face were in danger of frostbite, and he took measures.    
 
   “We are on course for Britan,” the implant said.  “Matt, as we are in no danger at this time, would you have time to hear a request of mine?”
 
   Matt waited for Ivan to stop his teeth from chattering.  “Sure.  What?”
 
   “Doctor Roth and Athena did not assign me a name.  I would like you to give me a name.”
 
   “I take it you don't want to be called Savora or Synth.”
 
   “I would like a name that is appropriate yet unique.”
 
   “Appropriate yet unique.  Well . . . let's see . . . wasn't there a story in ancient mythology about a statue that the goddess Athena made, that came to life?”
 
   “You may be thinking of the Pygmalion Myth,” Ivan said.  “The goddess Aphrodite made a statue come to life.”
 
   “Well, I guess that's still appropriate.  What's the name of the statue?”
 
   “The name of the statue has been given as Galatea.”
 
   “Okay,” Matt said.  “You can be called Galatea.  Unless you'd rather be called Aphrodite.”
 
   “I do not wish to have the name of a goddess,” the implant replied.  “I would prefer to be named after the statue.”
 
   “So be it,” Matt said.  “You're Galatea.”
 
   “Thank you, Matt,” Galatea said.
 
   Matt chewed his frozen lip.  He had lost all feeling in his hands and face.  “Ivan, how long will it take us to get to Britan?”
 
   “At current velocity, approximately twelve hours, Matt.”
 
   Matt realized that even with the pain blocked, the cold was having its effect on his health resources.  He would need all he could muster if he was to face both Athena and the Romans.  Also, he was getting airsick and as the experience was purely psychosomatic, Ivan's relief was limited.    
 
   “Uh, Galatea?  Would it be possible to get inside the pouch now?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  It will require a complex aerial maneuver.  Alas, it will not be possible to fit both you and your parachute into the pouch.”
 
   Matt slipped off the pack.  As it swung in the wind before his eyes, he noticed that there was a hole gouged in the center.  So that was where the bullet had gone.  
 
   Was the parachute still good?  He had no idea.  He decided he didn't need a parachute when he had a flying dragon.  He tossed the pack away, and obeyed Galatea's instructions as Silvanus gyrated.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

15.
 
    
 
   In the pre-dawn light, Athena stole through the woods, away from the Western Leaf and toward the Roman encampment.  For a baseline human, the journey would have been slowed by groping and stumbling through the darkness.  Athena saw as well as a cat.  A baseline human would have had to skirt the poison ring.  Athena cut through with no harm.  A baseline human would have become exhausted from the running.  Athena did not tire.  
 
   Yet that morning, she did not feel her usual superiority over baseline humanity.  For the first time in a life that spanned most of a millennium, she had lost a fight.  
 
   While it was healing rapidly, her arm still bore the long gash that the baseline human had nicked with his sword.  There was no question that he was baseline, she could scent it – yet his blade inflicted injury, something that no other blade had ever done before.  
 
   It would have been disturbing enough had it simply been a matter of speed.  She had dodged his swing with greater speed.  But then he had twisted the blade so that the edge was waiting in the path where her arm was to move – before she had even started the motion!  How could he have known?
 
   After puzzling for some time, she sighed and shook her head.  It must have been a lucky stroke.  It would be best not to put too much into it.  Still . . . those eyes, how they penetrated!  In a way that she couldn't fully understand, his eyes had inflicted more injury than had the blade.  
 
   “It must have been luck,” she said aloud.  “I was startled, that was all.  Given the time, I could have attacked again, and he would not have lived.  Unfortunately, the girl had the gun aimed and in another instant would have released the lock.  Father, I could not risk your safety for my pride.”
 
   The moon gleamed silently over the bog.  Mist swirled with her passage.   The basket swung from her arm, and did not reply.  
 
   The light of the fires of the Roman encampment mingled with the light of dawn.  At the perimeter, barricades had been set and guards were posted.  She was challenged when she approached the main gate.  The sergeant in charge folded his arms and gave her a scolding look.    
 
   “Conduct me to the Emperor,” she snapped.  “Inform him that the Lady Athena has – “  
 
   “Camp followers through the southern gate,” the sergeant replied. 
 
   What on Neeth did that mean?  “Inform Emperor Valarion that the Lady Athena – “
 
   “Camp followers through the southern gate!”
 
   Realizing the man was insensible, Athena tried to sidestep.  The two burly soldiers behind him crossed spears, poised shields, and glowered from an advantage of a head's additional height.  Oh hang! she thought.    
 
   Muttering curses, she retreated a few paces, turned and charged.  She somersaulted over the men and sprinted toward the headquarters compound.  She was hidden within the blocks of tents before they could follow.  
 
   Halfway to the compound, so as not to attract attention, she slowed to a casual walk among the soldiers.  They were packing belongings, clustering beneath standards of legion, cohort, and squad, polishing swords, sharpening spear points, loading darts into shield pockets, strapping into helmets and breastplates.  The activities were similar to what she'd seen at the Leaf base when the men had prepared to evacuate the poison ring.  There, though, the expressions had been grim and voices low or silent.  These men laughed and chatted.     
 
   At the compound perimeter, she was challenged again.  This time the temple guard was present, readily recognized her, and escorted her into the headquarters tent.  
 
   The formerly spacious tent was crammed with Roman officers, gathered around the table where the tactical map was spread beneath a blaze of lanterns.  The man they believed was their Emperor was speaking as he gestured over the map, and they watched raptly.  The temple guard did not announce Athena's presence and her entry went unnoticed.
 
   She halted, feeling confused.  She was not used to being ignored in a gathering of leaders.  She realized also that some etiquette was called for.  In Roman military society, an oddly-dressed unknown woman could not simply interrupt the Emperor's planning session and demand attention.  That would raise questions among the officer corps and jeopardize the appearance of normality in the chain of command.
 
   Moreover, in the low-key voice with its earnest tones, in the direct eye contact with the serpentine movement of hands, she recognized Father's charm.  Watching his image once more cast a spell upon an audience, she felt an aching longing that had grown during her stay upon this world.  It was as if he had truly been returned to corporeality  
 
   Yet in truth, she reminded herself, this man was only an imitation, a temporary measure to be used and dispensed with once the contingency was past.  With that in mind, his presentation technique was no longer mesmerizing charm.  It was mocking parody.   
 
   She bullied up to the table, glared and coughed.  The Imposter must have noticed, but did not break his patter.  
 
   “EMPEROR VALARION!”  
 
   She could speak very loudly when she had to; it was an ability that had been developed when she had become acting director of Star Seed and had to gain attention from a room full of conversations.  When she shouted as loud as she could, it was like a chopstick poking an eardrum, she'd overheard a department director say.  She was pleased to see that assessment reflected in the faces of the officers.
 
   The Imposter blinked impassively.  “Yes, Lady Athena.  Is there something I can do for you?”
 
   “May I speak to you privately?”
 
   “Now, do you mean?”
 
   “Now.”
 
   The Imposter glanced at the officers with an expression that seemed to say, if-you'll-excuse-me-I-must-humor-this-poor-erratic-woman.  “Of course.  All of you are dismissed.  Await further instructions by your standards.”
 
   The men shuffled out of the tent, until it was just her, the Imposter, the temple guard, and Pandora Gamma on her pedestal.  Athena glared at the probe's blinking lights and demanded, “Why is it being exposed like that?”
 
   “Like what?” the Imposter asked nonchalantly.  “And why are your clothes so damp?  Were you swimming at this hour?”
 
   “That's not important!  What is important is that we can't have the central icon of their mythology appearing openly!  It raises too many questions!  You must conceal it behind a curtain at the least!”
 
   “She wanted to watch.”
 
   Athena tilted her head and gaped.  She collected herself and said, “And why do I see preparations for battle?  I gave no orders for any action until I returned!”
 
   The calmer the Imposter's tone, the more infuriated Athena became.  The Imposter very calmly replied, “Our scouts reported the crash of your vehicle.  It was assumed that you had either perished or were taken prisoner.  Either way, wasn't it the fulfillment of your will to advance on the enemy to our west in order to retrieve the other Box?”
 
   The Imposter smiled.  Pandora Gamma blinked lights.  Athena looked back and forth between the two of them.  
 
   “Which of you made the decision to act without my approval?”
 
   “It was a mutual decision.”
 
   Athena had been in the company of Eric Roth for centuries.  She knew that tone of voice.  It was when he sounded devoid of guile that he was fullest.  Yet, was she not still in control?  She commanded the seeder probe, and the seeder probe gave her authority over the temple guard.  The Imposter might command the legions, but he was alone in the tent.  His mimicry of Father notwithstanding, she could reach across the short distance separating them and snap his neck at any time.  
 
   Athena took a deep breath.  It had to be all a misunderstanding.
 
   “Very well,” she said.  “But you must understand that there cannot be an attack at this time.”  
 
   She explained about the poison ring.  For the first time since her return, the Imposter ceased to smile.
 
   “You should have informed me of this before you departed,” he said.    “We might have marched right into death.  The Britanians would have decimated the legions without need to throw a single spear.”
 
   She noticed his use of 'me,' and the sharpness in his tone, but said nothing. After all, the pretense was that she recognized him as the true Eric Roth, and therefore would be subservient to him.  She could not secure his cooperation if he learned what her intentions were for him.
 
   “We needn't concern ourselves with tragedies that did not happen,” she replied.  She went to the map, took a pencil, and sketched a circle around Ravencall.  “This is the area that is contaminated.  Have the Roman scouts briefed, and they will be able to guide the soldiers safely around the perimeter.”  She made an 'X' in the northeast quadrant of the circle.  “This is where my airboat crashed.  Pandora Alpha is in the wreckage.  When we advance on the Britanians, I will accompany you and cross into the base and retrieve it.”
 
   “So you are immune to the effects of the poison.”
 
   She moved her pencil westward and made another 'X' along the Oksiden Road.  She continued, “During my incarceration, I overheard references to the location of Pandora Beta.  It is lightly guarded and two cohorts will be sufficient to retrieve it.  The one danger, however, is that the main force of the enemy in the west will sense our advance and try to intercept.  Their army could intervene against our retrieval force, and if alerted, the rebels holding Pandora Beta will have time to hide it again.  We would then be back to where we started.”
 
   “You have a plan to avoid that?”
 
   “Your main force will circle the contaminated zone both ways, trap and engage the main enemy force at its current location southwest of the zone.  Meanwhile, cavalry will be sent along the road to the current location of Pandora Beta.  If all goes well, we will take the enemy by surprise and have all three seeder probes in our possession by the end of the day.”
 
   “What of the Leafmen?”
 
   “We will destroy them too, as a secondary objective.”
 
   “You see no problem in fighting against the Leafmen?”
 
   “We outnumber them many times.”
 
   “In the west, true.  But in the east, so I have been informed, they have a force half the size of ours.  With our logistics lines blocked, it's a long way back to Londa.”
 
   “That needn't concern you at this time.  I will deal with it.”
 
   “I must insist on knowing now.”
 
   Their eyes locked.  Athena realized she couldn't refuse his request without implicitly acknowledging that she did not regard him as the True Eric Roth.  
 
   “I have a dreadnaught on the way,” she replied.  “It had to stop for repairs, but it will be here soon.  It has much more poison gas, enough to exterminate the forces of the Leaf in the East, and anyone else who stands against Rome.”
 
   “I see.  Well, that does take care of everything.  Thank you.”
 
   She did not miss his glance toward a temple guard.  She did not miss that the guard immediately stepped outside.  She did not miss the coincidence that a Roman officer immediately entered.
 
   “My Lord,” the officer said.  “The Triumph has returned.”
 
   “Very good,” the Imposter replied.  He smiled to Athena.  “The Triumph is our airship.  Nothing as imposing as your dreadnaught, I'm sure, but likely to be worth a look.  Let's go view, shall we?”
 
   Athena felt it was an interruption, but she could not refuse.  The Imposter gestured for her to exit first.  
 
   As she stepped outside, she glanced at Pandora Gamma, and recalled that a moment before, the Imposter had referred to the seeder probe as 'the Box.'  That was something that a native of Delta Pavonis Three would do.  Why would a neural imprint of Eric Roth, on his first night on the planet, even know the terminology?
 
   This is wrong, she thought.
 
   The officer pointed eastward, just over the trees.  The Imposter squinted and said, “Ah, there it is!  What do you think?”
 
   Athena followed their gazes.  She saw the smudge of the rising sun, trees, clouds, banks of fog, a powder blue sky in the patches of clearing.  She saw a bird take off from a branch and glide into the forest.  Nothing in motion larger than the bird drew her attention.    
 
   “I don't see it,” she said.
 
   The Emperor broke into a grin.  “Well, I suppose it is well-camouflaged if one doesn't know what to look for.  Try harder and you'll see.”
 
   How could she miss seeing an entire airship?  Her eyes were superior to any baseline's.  If it was there, it was well-camouflaged indeed.  But . . . even if that were true, how would an imprint of Roth, freshly created that evening, know anything at all about the Roman airship?
 
   Her concentration was broken by the soft rustle about her.  
 
   She realized that she had been intentionally distracted.  She looked around, and everywhere she looked, there were hooded figures in dark robes.  How had they crept upon her without her scenting them?  That was not possible, unless . . . . 
 
   They pulled back their hoods, and she was looking at herself in older versions. 
 
   The ever-smiling Imposter started to say something.  She lunged at him, fingers ready to choke the words in his throat.  Nine pairs of hands grabbed her and forced her to the ground, onto her back.  
 
   “Don't struggle,” the Imposter said.  “The enforcers are stronger than you.  You should know that, you made them.”
 
   “Father, what have I done to offend you?  Why are you doing this to me, Father?”
 
   “Let's cut the pretense, Athena.  You don't think of me as him.  You think of me as a cheap copy.”
 
   “Pandora Gamma!” Athena shouted.  “Order the enforcers to release me!”
 
   “That won't help.  She's on my side now.”
 
   “How did you get the passcode?”
 
   “Pandora herself gave it to me.”
 
   “It would not be so stupid!”
 
   “She's not stupid at all.  It's just that from her perspective, she does think of me as him.  Also, she doesn't like you.”
 
   “AIs do not have feelings!”
 
   “In the sense of having reactive glands and nerves, no.  In the sense of having a self-esteem matrix that is sensitive to insults and mockery and disparagement, they do indeed have feelings.  You never really understood that – nor do you understand that ever since the Singularity, humans have continued to rule themselves largely at the sufferance of AIs.  Your tendency to provoke AIs really is your biggest flaw, 'Daughter.'”
 
   “Don't call me that!”  
 
   She spat.  He dodged.  
 
   “As you wish, Athena.  You are no longer my daughter.  That makes what must be done easier to do.”  
 
   She was lifted and carried into the tent, plopped on the ground before the seeder probe.  Pandora Gamma's lights were a-scramble as a silver tentacle arose from her casing and descended upon Athena's face.  Athena screamed and struggled.  Steel-like fingers held her firm.  The tentacle covered her eyes, and she felt it seeping through the sockets.
 
   You are mine now, Pandora's voice said inside her head.
 
   A few minutes later, the tentacle retracted.  Athena opened her eyes to the Emperor's face.  She smiled slowly.  
 
   “I am yours now,” she said blandly.
 
   “Let her up,” the Emperor said.  
 
   The enforcers loosened their grip and Athena arose.  At the Emperor's nod, the enforcers released her, though taking only a single step back.  
 
   “Now here is what you must do,” the Emperor said.  “When your ship arrives, you must signal that all is well.  Got that?”
 
   “I understand,” she said pacifically. 
 
   “Now, the plan that you described for attacking the Leaf and obtaining the Boxes is a good one, and it will be followed.  However, afterward, I will come aboard your ship and you will take me back to where you came from.  What's the country called?”
 
   “The Imperial Republic of Pavonia,” she murmured.
 
   “The acronym is 'IRP?'  Seriously?  Only you, Athena.  Pavonia, then.  You will take me to Pavonia.”
 
   “But Father, what about Rome?”
 
   “Forget about Rome.  You obviously have an industrial society already operational in Pavonia, is that not so?”
 
   “But Father,” she mumbled, “the purpose of seeding this world was to create a pre-industrial environment where humans could evolve without technological – “
 
   “I know the logline, Athena, I wrote it.  Athena, hush.  Just be quiet and behave.”
 
   “Yes, Father.”
 
   He clapped.  “Okay, let's tie up the loose ends.  Where is that basket with my erstwhile alter-ego?“
 
   While he was looking about, the enforcers had stepped back and were looking about also.  Athena already knew where it was:  where she had dropped it to fight off her tacklers.  
 
   “I know where it is,” she said sleepily.  “I will show you.”
 
   She padded, zombie-like, for the tent exit.  She took one step outside – and bolted.  
 
   She grabbed the basket and sprinted toward the edge of the encampment.  She was so far away, so fast, she didn't even hear their cries.
 
   Inside her head, a voice spoke:  You are mine –      
 
   “Shut up!” Athena shouted.
 
   Startled soldiers looked from their packing to the streaking form of a woman in well-tailored peasant clothing carrying a basket, pursued by nine robed women who appeared to be her older sisters.  The gap closed at first, but then widened, for while the enforcers had been designed to be stronger than Athena, their strength had come at the sacrifice of immortality, and thus their aging slowed them.  Athena, being eternally youthful, maintained sprint speed well into the woods.
 
   The voice spoke again:  You are mine.  You will return – 
 
   Die, Athena replied.  DIE!  
 
   With the power of full concentration, she willed the imprint of the Mother dead.  The affected dendrites smoothed until nothing remained of the neural impression.    
 
   She ran faster than any baseline could ever run, leaping so far that it almost counted as flying.  Keeping her eyes fixed on the terrain before her, she dodged trees and rocks, skirted bushes.  Her memory carried her over the identical path she had traveled before.
 
   “I know our situation seems dark, Father,” she said.  “But this can all be fixed.  I'll go back to the rebels, catch the girl by herself, kill her, take my gun.  Then I'll return and kill the enforcers.  Then I'll choke the imposter until he gives me the new passcode.  Then Nemesis will arrive and we'll be done with this place.  But not before I kill the Britanians.  And the Romans too.  I've had it with them all!  
 
   “Yes, Father.  I am able to do that.  I brought enough gas aboard Nemesis to exterminate baselines in Rome and all its provincial capitals.  You see, I have been thinking, with all the mutations that we'll be creating and experimenting with once we have Pandora Beta, there is no need for baselines, they would simply be troublesome.  I would be doing them a favor, for the New People would destroy them in ways that would make gassing compassionate.  
 
   “No, Father, I won't kill everyone on the planet.  We need Pavonia for now.  We need to develop technology to restore you to your body.  And to contact our associates on Earth.  To monitor and control what happens in our experiments here.  So we'll keep Pavonia for the time being.  But this whole archipelago – it must be cleared as soon as possible!  While I have thought about what must be done for some time, I admit that I have been hesitant to implement the plan, but what has happened here in the past few hours only convinces me that – “  
 
   Phfft!  Thunk!
 
   Stung by a sharp pain in her leg, Athena stumbled and skidded on the wet grass.  With her first priority to hold the basket high and stable, she was not able to control the trajectory of her body.  She tumbled and slammed into a rock that jutted in the path.  She had pain receptors, and they hurt.  
 
   She inspected her leg.  She had thought she had struck a hidden obstacle.  What she found protruding from her left calf was an arrow.  Hissing, she yanked it out and sprang erect.  Slowly she turned, listening to the ambient sounds of the forest.  
 
   The flapping of a bird, the gurgle of a brook, the skittering of a small animal.  She sniffed, and determined that it was a rabbit.  She scented no other creature.  The shooter must have been far away to begin with, and fled as soon as the shot was loosed.
 
   She examined the arrow:  green fletching, iron head, a marking on the shaft that resembled an 'M' inside the outline of a cat's head.  She had seen an arrow just like it only hours before.  The skinny little blond woman who'd shot her forearm!
 
   Athena sniffed again, deeply.  No scent, not even a trace.  Well, the shooter must have moved off then.  Perhaps she was heading back to the rebels to warn them.  She would have to be intercepted – 
 
   Phfft! Thunk!
 
   Athena felt a pain in her right buttock.  She involuntarily gasped – not only from pain, but also surprise.  She yanked out the arrow and growled at the blood on the head – her blood.  
 
   You will pay, little bitch!
 
   Snorting, Athena whirled about, listening hard and peering into the shade of the woods with full attention.  She saw movement and instantly streaked – wincing with pain, ignoring stickers.  She arrived at the bobbing branch of a bush.  Ahead on the animal trail was another bobbing bush, and beyond that another.  Athena pursued into a clearing.  
 
   She saw another movement.  This time, it was a coat and cap three-quarters hidden behind a tree, and the scent was strong.  She snarled and lunged.    
 
   – And clutched only coat and cap, hanging by themselves from the branches of a bush.  
 
   Phfft-thunk-phfft-thunk-phfft-thunk!   
 
   Athena gasped again and fell to her knees.  She clawed at her back, for from the rear and rightward the arrows had struck her leg, abdomen, and arm.  They had come in rapid succession, so quickly after one another that she wondered if there were three archers.  But it was only one that stepped out of the bushes.  
 
   It was indeed the blond woman.  Capless, her hair was tucked behind her ears.  Athena saw the sharply pointed tips of the ears and recalled the classification name that the Star Seed Project's secret humanoid design team had assigned to the mutant typology:  Hunter-Assassin.  Athena remembered disapproving the design with a terse memo:  Are you guys kidding?  Somehow it must have gotten included in Pandora Gamma's genome library.  
 
   Arrow nocked and bow string tense, the woman treaded silently across the twig-matted clearing, her mouth a flat line, her eyes unblinking and staring straight at Athena's heart.  Even at a distance of only meters, Athena could not scent her.  
 
   Athena crouched to lunge, but the strength would not come.  In fact, she felt weaker than a baseline. . . .
 
   “Stay down,” the blond woman said.  “I'll shoot again.”  
 
   “Bitch!  Come near and I'll kill you!”
 
   You're not good at making friends, are you?”
 
   “Bitch!  Bitch!  Bitch!”
 
   Athena released the basket and lunged at the woman.  She fell flat.  The whole world was spinning in haze, and she felt pain as never before.  She pushed herself up to her knees, tried to rise to her feet, but it was so hard and very slow.
 
   The woman slung her bow over her shoulder and placed the arrow in her quiver.  She picked up a heavy branch – almost a log – and hefted it in both hands.  She stood over Athena with a face of stone.
 
   “Stay down.”
 
   Athena growled and struggled to her knees.
 
   “I said – stay down!” the woman shrieked.
 
   Athena did not comply.  The woman swung the branch.  
 
   It struck Athena on the shoulder by the arrow wound and she yowled from the pain.  She climbed to one knee.  The woman struck again, this time against Athena's back.  Athena staggered half erect – and the woman slammed (“Stay down!”) and slammed (“Stay down!”) and slammed (“Stay down!”) against head and shoulders, until Athena was knocked into a huddled aching mass. 
 
   Huffing, the woman hovered over Athena, holding the branch high.  Athena stayed down.
 
   “He's coughing blood because of you,” the woman said.  “If he dies, you die with him.”   
 
   Athena raised her head, the most effort that she could bring herself to do.  “The arrows, there was something on the arrows.”
 
   “Yes, a potion.  Stay down and do not move, or I don't care what anyone thinks, I will kill you.” 
 
   The woman put on the coat and cap and departed the clearing.  Her admonitions were needless, for between pain and weakness, Athena could not bring herself to budge.  The woman returned with coils of rope.  She placed a knife to Athena's throat.    
 
   “Get up.”
 
   Athena wobbled to her feet, aware of the irony of towering over her captor.  The woman wrapped the rope taut, round and round, half a dozen times over chest and arms and thighs.  It was more rope than Athena knew she could break even with full strength.  And then the woman wrapped around again.  Taking the end of the rope, the woman stood behind Athena and kicked hard.  
 
   “Move,” the woman said.  
 
   “The basket – “
 
   “I'll bring the basket.”
 
   “Don't harm it!”  Then Athena whimpered, “Please.”
 
   The woman replied stiffly:  “No harm will come to it.  Maybe.”
 
   They walked half a kilometer to a saddled horse.  The woman mounted, and Athena was made to walk – or rather, given the constriction of her bonds, hobble – ahead of the horse, all the way back to the Britanian position.  Soldiers gaped and parted at their approach, and standing amid a group of men was the girl.
 
   “Mirian!” the girl exclaimed.  “Are you all right?” 
 
   “As well as can be,” the woman replied.  “I brought you a present.”
 
   The girl frowned at Athena.  “I see you shot her, but how did she become so bruised?”
 
   “She collided with a tree.  Well, part of one.  What do you want me to do with her?” 
 
   The girl pointed toward a place by the pond.  “Sit her over there for now.  I'll have guards assigned.”
 
   The woman dismounted, led Athena to the log, sat her down.  Athena watched the girl talk to the men, who listened attentively and nodded respectfully.  Athena could think of no mutant design, approved or otherwise, to account for the deference of grown men to a teenage girl in council of war.  
 
   “There must be pheromone that she emits,” Athena whispered to the basket by her side.
 
   The Hunter-Assassin took the basket away and then, among crossbow-laden guards, Athena was alone with the solace of her thoughts.  Which were of how, no matter what their plans, Nemesis would soon come and exterminate them as if they were bugs.  All she had to do was relax and wait.       
 
   


  
 

16.
 
    
 
   With Ada von Turingtest at his elbow, Matt Four watched the approach of the city of Hafik from the forward windows of the passenger cabin of the airship liner.  Emerging from the haze, the narrow streets and scattering of buildings known as Hafik were unimpressive compared to Binti – and Binti had been nothing compared to Victoriana.  
 
   “I hope this ordeal is finally over,” Ada said.  She did not mean the quest to halt the plans of Athena Spencer and Eric Roth.  She meant their commercial airship flights.  She'd been complaining about everything during the two legs of the trip eastward:  the cramped accommodations, the 'horrible' airline food, the traffic pattern delays, the turbulence, the crying children.  “Do you see the ship of your friends?”
 
   Matt Four returned to squinting at the scene below.  The airfield by the city had several docking masts and a row of hangars.  Airships that he'd learned to identify as cargo transports, passenger liners, and military craft were hovering, docking, and berthed about the field.  None of the vehicles in the air or at dock resembled the image that Ivan retained of the Good Witch, even allowing for the upgrades that the airfield mechanics at Binti said had been done to the ship.  
 
   “I don't,” he admitted.  “It might be inside one of the hangars, but I can't see well enough to tell.” 
 
   She gave a perplexed look.  “Oh, that's right.  You don't have telescopic vision.  Your little brother didn't share his demon's special abilities.” 'Little brother' was how they had agreed to refer to Matt the Template, after deciding that having two Matts was confusing and 'The Star Child' was pretentious.  “Do you want me to look?”
 
   “If you could.”  He pointed to the hangars.  “Then feed the telemetry to me.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Ivan – your demon – will explain.”
 
   Matt Four become aware of the crowd of fellow passengers pressing against the windows of the lounge alongside them.  He wondered if anyone was overhearing the conversation, and what they would make of it.  More likely, he thought, they were wondering what a girl who could be no more than fifteen Earth years was doing in the company of a man old enough to be her grandfather.  
 
   Ada – the former Lachela of Klun – didn't seem to realize that such a pairing was not socially approved outside the unholy walls of the Abbey, and every time she casually bumped against him, he cringed.  At some point, he thought, they would need to have a talk, the kind of talk that he thought he'd avoided having to give by not having children of his own.  
 
   A pop-up window appeared in Matt Four's field of vision, receiving the telescopic telemetry from Ivan Four, who was still resident in Ada's head.  
 
   Being yet kilometers distant, the hangar interiors were dabs of gloom in normal vision, but in the implant's telescopic vision, suitably enhanced, details emerged.  Most of the hangars were empty.  A yacht was resting in one, a civil patrol craft in another.  In the hangar at the end of the row, while the gondola was yet hidden, enough of the tip of the envelope appeared just inside the hangar doorway to verify a match with the configuration of the Good Witch.  
 
   Matt Four pointed with more certainty.  “That might be it.”
 
   “Unless they've already gone to the Other Side.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   That was likely, Matt Four thought.  When he and Ada had arrived at Binti from Victoriana, he had expected to find the Good Witch waiting at the secondary municipal airfield where Ivan Beta said that it would be undergoing 'upgrades.'  Instead, airfield officials and mechanics said the ship had departed for Hafik hours earlier.  Matt Four had asked if the crew had left a message.  
 
   Just that they were 'going home,' the officials replied.
 
   Why would they abandon the kid? Matt Four had asked himself several times since.  Nonetheless, the description of the crew – a man and woman in late middle age – matched the photo images of Prin and Andra that Ivan Beta had stored.
 
   Fortunately, a small commuter shuttle was scheduled for the Binti-to-Hafik run a couple hours later.    And so Matt Four and Ada had gone on to Hafik, after a brief shopping trip during the layover to buy him 'some sensible clothes' to replace the rumpled dinnerware that Athena had provided.  Thus, for all the urgency of their adventure, they were well-fed, clean, and rested by the time the shuttle airship  descended toward Hafik.
 
   Upon docking and egressing the airship, they picked up their luggage (Ada had done a lot of shopping) from the airfield terminal carrels and hailed an open-cab taxi to navigate the streets of the airfield to the hangar row.  Halfway there, Matt Four heard Ivan Four say, “Lachela.  We are being followed.”
 
   Not having cameras in the back of his head, Matt Four tried to turn in his seat.  Ada's arm smacked his chest and her eyes shot a frozen stare.  “Don't look back.  I'll show you.”
 
   Her hair was done up in the common Victorian style and Ivan Four's microcameras embedded in the pores of the back of her neck provided video telemetry of the view behind.  The images were transmitted to Ivan Beta, and Matt Four watched through a pop-up.  
 
   Yes, another taxi-coach was following from a distance of a hundred meters.  The passenger was a bearded man in suit and bowler hat.
 
   “He has been with us since I picked up you and Mister Plow outside the mansion,” Ada said.  “I saw him board the liner with us at Victoriana.  I asked the demon to inform me if he appeared again.”
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “I don't know.  Perhaps a detective?  He has that look.”
 
   In hindsight, Matt Four thought, it was obvious that Athena would have the police surreptitiously watching her home during her absence, at the least to protect against break-ins.  As even a police state seldom has laws against invited guests leaving a home, the police hadn't intervened when he and Matt Four had departed the mansion.  Nonetheless, apparently out of curiosity, they had sent one of their fellows to tag along.  
 
   Ada fidgeted.  “Wizard, what do we do?”
 
   Thousands of years of human evolution under the all-seeing eye of civil authority provided the instinctive response:  “Act natural.”
 
   As the coach proceeded along the hangar road, the presence of humans became less, the grounds more overgrown with weeds, the hangars became older and their paint more peeling.  Their coach stopped in front of the hangar at the end of the row.  Matt Four swung his legs and luggage onto the tarmac and scrutinized the small ship within the hangar.  
 
   The wooden gondola was unique and though the engines differed from the photos in Ivan Beta's archives, the envelope was unchanged.  Ivan Beta calculated a 99.7% positive match.  Matt Four decided there couldn't be two ships like it, so it had to be the Good Witch.  
 
   Ada paid the driver and dismissed him.  She came alongside, stared for a long moment, and said, “Did they actually travel in that thing?”
 
   “From one side of the world to the other, right through the storm barrier.”
 
   “It looks . . . hand-fashioned.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I apologize for anything negative I have said about airlines.”
 
   “You know, there's no commercial service between here and Britan.  We'll have to travel in that.  Are you still sure you want to come along?”
 
   “Would you still take the demon with you?”
 
   “I'm afraid we're going to need all the help we can get.”
 
   “Then I am coming.”
 
   He surveyed the interior of the hangar.  “No one seems to be home.  What does the demon say?”
 
   He could have asked Ivan Four directly, but he'd come to agree with her viewpoint that maybe it was a little rude to converse at length with an implant without asking the host – even if it was his implant.        
 
   After a pause, Ada replied, “The demon says there is a person behind the wall on each side of the door.”
 
   “Could be our Prin and Andra.  One way to find out.”  
 
   As they walked forward, two men stepped into the hangar doorway, one from each side.  The shoulder patches on their uniforms proclaimed each to be a 'Civil Officer' of the  'Hafik Police Agency.'  Each man held a gun trained on the visitors, and their expressions were serious.
 
   “Identify yourselves!” the senior officer demanded.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   Matt Four's mind was spinning.  “Uh, we, uh – “
 
   Before he could say more, a male voice shouted gruffly from behind, “Watch them carefully!”
 
   The officer stared past Matt Four and said, “Who are you?”
 
   The man in the bowler hat trotted from down the street.  He extended an identification card with photo ID toward the police officers.
 
   “Inspector Yon Sagrid, Pavonia National Police.”
 
   Examining the badge, the officers straightened.  The senior officer said, “Oh yes.  The wireless informed you were coming.  We have been instructed to fully cooperate with your investigation.”  
 
   “We haven't done anything wrong!” Ada blurted, searching from face to face, apparently seeking a sign of compassion.
 
   Sagrid returned a hard expression, then addressed the police officers:  “I want to begin interrogation immediately.  Do you have the others?”
 
   “They're being detained at the station.”
 
   “Well, let's go there and bring these two along.”
 
   “All right you two,” the senior officer said, gesturing at Matt Four and Ada with his gun.  “Let's get a move – “
 
   He said no more, because at the instant, Ada turned into a blur that flashed from man to man.  The policemen and inspector closed their eyes and drooped their heads.  Ada shimmered back to solidity in front of Matt Four, breathing hard and perspiring. 
 
   “That was close,” she said.  “Let's get out of here!”
 
   “No,” Matt Four replied.  “He mentioned 'the others' and the policeman said they're at 'the station.'  That must be Prin and Andra.  They must be under arrest.  We need to rescue them.”
 
   “How can we do that?  We don't know where the station is.  Even with hypermode, escape from a jail will be too dangerous.”  She watched his pensive eyes.  “Won't it?”
 
   While she had been talking, Matt Four had been thinking.  Decades of guerrilla warfare and diplomacy had taught him to think outside the box – sometimes way outside the box.  
 
   “What we need,” he said, “is to go back in time and do this over.”
 
   She blinked.  “I can't tell if you're joking.”
 
   “First, we'll need to wipe their short term memories.  Ivan will tell you what to do.”  
 
   While Ada went from man to man, pressing her fingers to their necks so that Ivan's tentacles could invade their craniums, Matt Four plucked the identification from Sagrid's hand and rifled through the inspector's pockets.  He found a wallet and a gun and a small container of spare ammo and put them into his own pockets.  
 
   By then, Ada was finished with her task.  Matt Four held out Sagrid's badge ID, explained to Ivan Four how he wanted it altered, and posed for a stone-faced photograph in front of Ada.  At his direction, Ada passed her hand over the document, examined the result – and gasped.     
 
   “I didn't know demons had this power!”
 
   “It's why no one uses paper documentation on Earth anymore.”
 
   “This will make life so much easier after I return to Victoriana.”
 
   “One thing at a time.”
 
   The still-unconscious Sagrid was nudged forward to where Matt Four had been standing alongside Ada.  Matt Four in turn stood where Sagrid had been standing behind them.  He gave the nod.  
 
   Ada blurred between the three men in trance.  By the time she was back to her previous position, they were blinking awake.    
 
   The senior officer looked around in confusion, then focused upon Ada and Sagrid before him.  He leveled his gun.  
 
   “Identify yourselves!  What are you doing here?”
 
   Before Sagrid could say anything, Matt Four shouted from behind:  “Watch them carefully!”
 
   The police officer turned to Matt Four.  “Who are you?”
 
   Matt Four extended the altered identification.  “Inspector Yon Sagrid, Pavonia National Police.  I assume the wireless informed you of my coming.” He had assumed a 'wireless' was a radio communications device of some type, as it was without wires and informed people.
 
   The officers examined the badge and nodded.  “Oh yes.  We've been instructed to fully cooper – ”  
 
   “What's going on here!” Sagrid demanded, his confusion changing to anger.  He glared at Matt Four, then said to the police officers,  “This man is an imposter!  I am Inspector Sagrid!”
 
   “Do you have identification?” the senior officer coolly asked.
 
   Sagrid started to reach inside his vest – causing the police guns to immediately center on him.  With a wary nod, he slowly resumed reaching inside.  Instantly his eyes widened.  “My badge!  It's gone!”  He patted his pockets furiously.  “So is my gun!  My wallet!  My wallet is gone!”  He pointed at the ID card in Matt Four's hand.  “That's my identification!  He must have stolen it from my pocket!”
 
   The officer compared the card to Sagrid's visage and shook his head.  “The photograph matches him.  So does the other information.”
 
   “Something not right is going on here!”  Sagrid bellowed.  “Contact my superiors in Victoriana – “
 
   “Can we get on with this?” Matt Four bellowed back.  The officers gave him full attention, and Matt Four continued:  “I want to begin interrogation immediately.  Do you have the others?”
 
   “Yes, they're being detained at the station.”
 
   “Well, then, let's take these two and go to the station.”
 
   “All right you two.  Let's get a move on!“
 
   As he was handcuffed, Sagrid continued to insist that he was the real inspector and Matt Four was an imposter, but to no avail.  Eventually the senior officer told him to shut up.  
 
   A steam-powered lorry arrived and carried them to a squat brick building with small barred windows at the periphery of the field.  Past counters and heavy security doors as well as a small army of armed police officers, they were escorted into a waiting room where they were met by a police captain, who took Matt Four aside for discussion.  
 
   In a low voice, Matt Four said, “This individual – “ he nodded toward Sagrid “ – is highly unstable as you can tell.  He is not the ringleader of the operation, just some sort of courier dupe, and I'd just as soon that you lock him away for now.”
 
   “Done,” the captain said.  “What about the girl?”
 
   “She appears to be an innocent stranger to the whole affair.  I presume that he acquired her somewhere along the way as a traveling companion.”
 
   The captain scowled.  “I can well imagine.  Why, he's thrice her age!  His kind makes me sick!”
 
   “Yes.  Well.  I'll take her into my custody and see that she's escorted back to Victoriana.  In the meantime, I want you to bring out the two individuals that you detained with the ship.”
 
   “You're going to interrogate?  I'll have the dunking machine prepared.”
 
   Matt Four inwardly shuddered.  “I've had a better idea.  A little deception is in order.  I'm going to convince them that I'm that fellow there, whom they were expecting.  I'll tell them that I've bribed you to release them and their ship, which you will do.”
 
   “And why?”
 
   “According to our informant reports, they are scheduled to rendezvous with another ship in their conspiratorial organization, so what I will do is have them fly me aboard their ship to the rendezvous location.  You of course will have patrol ships following at a discreet distance, and when the rendezvous occurs, you'll have the opportunity to capture both ships and bring down their entire operation.  There should be commendations for each of us.”
 
   The captain frowned.  “Once they're in the air, what if they attempt to fight or flee?”
 
   “Do you think either is possible?  You've seen their ship.” 
 
   The captain laughed – but almost immediately his face became pensive.  
 
   “Ah, if you don't mind, one small question.  Seriously – is there going to be a bribe?”
 
   Matt Four flashed his teeth.  “The sovereign of Pavonia can be most liberal with her gratitude.”
 
   And so a few minutes later, Prin and Andra were 'released' into the custody of 'Inspector Sagrid,' and with Ada along also, they were taken by lorry across the airfield to the landing zone where the Good Witch was fueled and prepped.  The foursome boarded the ship under the eye of the police captain, who nodded as a locker-chest big enough to require two persons to carry was brought aboard by airfield personnel and stowed inside a storage cabinet.  Matt Four assumed the chest contained supplies for the journey and thought no more about it.    
 
   Andra took the steering wheel and signaled the ground crew to release the lines.  Once the ship was airborne, Prin turned to Matt Four and said, “You're his archival clone, aren't you?”
 
   Startled, Matt Four asked, “How did you – “
 
   “Subtracting for age, I can see the resemblance.”
 
   “Oh.  Hadn't thought about it, I suppose there is one.”
 
   “There definitely is.  That is why I realized that when you spoke to me at the station about 'bribing the police' so that we might 'make the rendezvous,' it must have been some sort of code.”
 
   “I'm glad you caught on.”
 
   “Where is Matt?”
 
   “Last I knew of his situation, he was prisoner aboard a military airship, heading to the other side – your side – of the world.”
 
   “Then we should follow.”
 
   “That's the plan.”  
 
   Engines chugging and propellers whirring, they passed over the farms and hills of the island of Novacosh, then over what was, for this part of the world, the Eastern Sea.  The sky ahead was clear, for the storm barrier was yet hours away.  During the journey, Matt Four had time enough to explain his experiences with 'the kid' and Athena.  
 
   “Poor Matt!” Andra said.  “He may be a wizard but he's also an impetuous child!” 
 
   Prin observed, “So they have kidnapped Matt because of his implant.”
 
   “Yes,” Matt Four replied.  “They need him aboard their ship because his implant's coded transponder signal wards off sky serpent attacks.”
 
   “And you have an implant as well, so that we won't be attacked when we cross the barrier?”
 
   “Actually, I'm hosting a partition of the kid's implant which does not generate the coded transponder signal.  Lachela – Ada – the girl – she has my implant, and he'll transmit the signal for us.”
 
   “How did she acquire your implant?”
 
   “Long story, let's see if I can make it short.  Just before I was captured by Athena's people about a century ago, I gave my implant to a companion so that it wouldn't be captured with me.  It's been passed from host to host for all these years.  She's the most recent host.”
 
   Prin glanced toward the rear compartment, where Ada had gone.  “So she carries an implant.  I was wondering why she seemed so independent for her age.”
 
   “Actually, that's just a brave front.  She's terrified of losing him, and since I'll be needing him, she's insisted on coming along.”
 
   “Don't you think you're putting her in harm's way?”
 
   “All the time.  But she's an orphan with no friends and no family in a place with no social services where the institutions claiming to help children are actually predatory.  There's no safe place on this planet for her even with an implant, and I'm like the most incompetent person to care for a child but at this point I'm all she's got.  ”
 
   Andra, who had been listening, placed a hand on Prin's shoulder.  “Why don't you steer for a while?  I'll talk to her.”
 
   Prin nodded and took the wheel.  When Andra shut the door between compartments, he said softly to Matt Four, “The mother hen gathers under wing the lost chick.”
 
   Matt Four sensed a huge burden was being lifted from his shoulders.  “It's good to know there are people like your wife in the world.”  
 
   “I am fortunate.  However, I would appreciate no commentary on our relative piloting skills.”
 
   Matt Four frowned with another thought.  “I'm puzzled as to why you left Binti without Matt.”
 
   “We had no choice.  And I must admit, I was the one who made the blunder that led to the necessity of abrupt departure.”
 
   “What exactly did you do?”
 
   “I purchased several of their advanced weapons, which I thought might be of great use to the Leaf – you've heard of the Leaf?”
 
   “The kid said it's some kind of rebel organization.”
 
   “Well, we did not leave Britan in their favor, and I thought that bearing the weapons as a gift would heal the breach between us.  Shortly after procuring the weapons, however, I noticed that the Good Witch was under constant watch.  I knew we would be of no use to Matt if we were captured, so I thought it would be best if we went elsewhere for a time and returned later when the authorities might not be so attentive.”
 
   “You came to Hafik.  Why?”  
 
   “It's the only other place that we knew of on this side of the world.  Unfortunately, the authorities in Hafik had been notified ahead of our arrival and we were immediately detained on the charge – so I was told – of 'suspicious flight.'  I might have foreseen the situation, but I didn't know the civilization on this side of the world has a method to send messages through the air instantaneously over great distances.  I thought that was something only wizards could do.”
 
   “What kind of weapons did you purchase?”
 
   “I have no idea what they are.  At any rate, though the authorities in Hafik confiscated them originally, it appears they returned them to remain true to your ruse.  You may see for yourself.”  
 
   Prin tilted his head toward a cabinet at the rear of the cabin.  Matt Four opened the cabinet and saw the chest that had been brought aboard by the airfield workers.  The interior was filled with ammunition and rifles.  One of the rifles resembled a venerable AK-47, but offhand he couldn't tell whether it was a direct copy or an example of technological parallel evolution.  Another rifle was single-bolt and had a mounted telescope.  The shells were long and sharply pointed.  
 
   A sniper rifle to shoot down airships, Matt Four thought.  No wonder the authorities had taken notice.
 
   He closed the chest and the cabinet and went back to check on Ada.  She was standing at the rear window in the aft compartment.  She pointed to tiny dots far to the west.  “Patrol ships.  Do you want to see the telescopic view?”
 
   “Not necessary,” Matt Four replied.  “They're too far back to catch up by the time we reach the barrier, and they won't follow us through.  I guarantee that.”
 
   He returned to the forward cabin, where Andra was once again steering.  Both she and Prin were staring ahead at the black band of churning clouds that was growing ever larger.  Quietly, Ada slipped in behind and watched silently.
 
   “Brace yourself,” Prin said.  “This is going to be a rough flight.”
 
   Should I tell them? Matt Four wondered.  He decided to let it be a surprise.     
 
   As the Good Witch approached, the wind stilled and the clouds parted.  The ship sailed smoothly into what appeared to be a tunnel about half a kilometer in diameter bored into the storm barrier.  While clouds swirled furiously around them, within the tunnel itself was no rain, no hail, no lightning.  Prin and Andra gaped at the parting clouds, then at the complacent-looking man standing alongside them.
 
   “Are you doing this?” Prin asked.
 
   “I'm telling Ivan Beta to tell Ivan Four,” Matt Four replied.  “Ivan Four is transmitting the signal that does it.”
 
   “How is this even possible?”
 
   “The storm barrier is an ecological system of many different bio-engineered creatures, who vary in size from bacteria to sky serpents.  The smaller creatures are microscopic and number in the zillions and are able to affect atmospheric temperature and pressure.  They're controlled by chemical signals released by somewhat larger creatures, which are equipped with natural antennae that are able to receive implant transponder signals and decode them according to decryption keys embedded in their DNA.  That's the simplified explanation.”
 
   “I shudder to imagine the full explanation.  And you created this system yourself?”
 
   “Oh no, it was developed on Tian by a very large team of humans and AIs for preventing biological contamination across ecological zones.  I happened to work with their group, and I had the DNA sequences archived in my implant because . . . well, I have a bad habit of never throwing anything out.  As for the creatures, they were implemented, as we used to say, by one of the seeder probes, Pandora Alpha, which I had in my possession at the time.  I guess what I'm saying is, if you have the right knowledge and tools, it's not that hard.”
 
   Ada spoke:  “There is a scripture that says, 'Even the winds and waves obey him.'”
 
   “It's an overrated talent.  Anyhow, I only command artificial storms.  Once we're through the barrier to the other side, though, we'll have satellite telemetry from the station – what you guys call Moonstar.  That will alert us to steer around natural storms.” 
 
   The storm barrier parted ahead and 'healed' behind, so that the patrol ships were denied the ability to follow.  Matt Four wondered what the police captain back in Hafik would think when he heard the news of the Good Witch's escape.  Probably about whether he would still be able to collect his bribe.  
 
   Finally, they reached the eastern edge and the dark grays of the storm barrier opened to a calm vista of white, pillared clouds.  Ada gasped,  “It's so beautiful!”
 
   “Ice cream castles in the air,” Matt Four murmured.
 
   Prin and Andra glanced at him quizzically.  Maybe they didn't know what ice cream was?
 
   Matt Four hoped for an uneventful flight to Britan, but soon a dark spot loomed above the horizon kilometers ahead.  It resolved into a pair of cylinders.  As with the Good Witch, Matt Four was certain there was only one ship in the world with that configuration.  
 
   “Nemesis,” he said.  “So they got through.”
 
   “Is Matt aboard?” Andra said.
 
   “Good question.  Ada, have Ivan hail that ship.”
 
   Ada listened to her inner voice, then shook her head.  “The demon says there is no response.”
 
   “We could be out of communications range.  Andra, can you get closer?”
 
   “I think that we can,” Andra replied.  “It doesn't seem to be moving very fast.”  
 
   “Maybe it was damaged during the passage,” Matt Four suggested.
 
   Andra started to shove the power levers, but Prin stayed her hand.
 
   “Here now you two,” he said.  “Are you sure we wish to attract its attention?  We've already had more than one unsavory encounter with its government.  And I don't think we could come out ahead of that monstrosity in a fair fight.”
 
   “We're not going to fight it,” Matt Four replied.  “Just come close enough for Ada's implant radio to contact the kid in case he's aboard.”
 
   “And what if he is?”
 
   “Well . . . maybe he can escape with a parachute.  We could pick him up in the water.”
 
   “I suppose that is plausible, but I still see no reason to make our presence known.”
 
   In compromise, they followed from a distance of kilometers.  Nemesis did not seem to notice their presence.  That wasn't unexpected – radar had yet to be invented, the Good Witch was small, and Andra kept them concealed most of the time by darting from cloud to cloud.  The pursuit of the immense warship was tense but drama-less, and Ada reported no signal from Matt aboard.  
 
   Then Ada tilted her head.  “The demon says that he has contact with 'the station.'  I take it he does not mean the police station in Hafik?”
 
   He was surprised he hadn't mentioned Herman the Space Station to her before.  But then, with the augmented reality overlays distorting the satellite telemetry on the other side of the storm barrier, there hadn't been any need to call on the station's services.
 
   “Oh no, definitely not the police station,” Matt Four replied.  “He means the station that is flying hundreds of kilometers above the planet.”
 
   “I still can't tell if you are joking.”
 
   “Here, let me talk to your demon, and I'll have you set up to view the telemetry too.”
 
   A moment later, to the perplexity of Prin and Andra, he and Ada were sharing a pop-up window that appeared to float in the compartment before the real window.  He helped her decipher the mysteries of satellite telemetry, indicating the cloud banks, weather patterns, and shoreline of Britan to the west.  She was enthralled.  
 
   Britan, he thought.  He wondered how Pandora Beta was doing.  He wondered how the Henogalians were doing.  He had spent most of his waking life on New Earth on the island of Britan, and had come to think of it as a second home.  After a century of sleep, however, it was unlikely that he would encounter any of the people he knew.  Still, it would do his soul good to see Mount Stinks-Awful (the name he'd once bequeathed it in a casual remark) simmering in the northwest.       
 
   Once she was able to understand what she was seeing, Ada became raptly absorbed in studying the satellite view.  Abruptly, however, she turned and faced him, eyes and mouth wide.  “Wizard!  The demon says that the Star Child is speaking 'via the station.'”
 
   There was no time for etiquette.  Matt Four directly linked through Ivan Four.  So excited that he spoke aloud, he said, “Kid!  Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes!” the boy exclaimed.  “Where are you?”
 
   Brimming with relief, Matt Four replied, “I escaped from Victoriana and I'm aboard your ship with your friends.  We just got through the storm barrier.  Where are you?”
 
   “I escaped too.  I'm flying toward Britan over the Western Sea.”
 
   “If you're not on Nemesis, how are you flying?”
 
   “They had a dragon on board.  I stole it and I'm riding inside it.”
 
   Ada, who was overhearing, said, “Is he jo – “  
 
   Matt Four waved her quiet.  “Where is Athena?  Is she aboard her ship?”
 
   “No, she had an airboat and she's gone to Britan.  We're trying to catch up with her.  Listen!  You have to stop Nemesis from reaching Britan!”    
 
   “Stop Nemesis?  That's a pretty big order, kid.”
 
   “It's full of poison gas!  It'll kill thousands of people!  You've got to stop it!“
 
   “Poison gas?  Are you sure?”
 
   “It's got tanks and tanks of it!  I saw it myself!  Ivan analyzed it!  The captain said he's going to dump it on Britan, Athena's orders.  I wanted to stop them, but I couldn't.  Please, you've got to stop them!”
 
   Not knowing what else to say, Matt Four replied, “We'll do what we can, kid.  Just hold on.”
 
   The engines of the Good Witch droned.  Wind whisked past the gondola.  Matt Four stared silently at the dual hulled, gun-turret-bristling monstrosity churning through the clouds at the horizon.  He felt Prin's hand on his arm.
 
   “We heard only half the conversation,” Prin said.  “What do you mean, 'Stop Nemesis?'”
 
   Matt Four explained.  Prin and Andra listened with expressions of growing shock.  
 
   “There is truly such a thing as a poisonous gas that can be dropped from airships?” Prin asked.
 
   Matt Four nodded.
 
   “Prin,” Andra said.  “Remember when Archimedes and we believed that airships would make war impossible?  Matt was right all along.  We've only made matters worse.”
 
   “We had nothing to do with that thing,” Prin said with resolve.  “We are going to stop that thing.”  
 
   Matt Four went back to the cabinet and opened the chest.  He took out a sniper rifle, inserted a bullet into the chamber and pocketed a handful more of bullets.  Returning to the front of the compartment, he saw their looks.
 
   “Andra, see if you can get closer.  Be careful not to be noticed, I've seen that ship up close and it's got heavy guns with much longer range than this rifle that can punch a hole the size of a barn door.”
 
   Prin frowned at the rifle.  “It doesn't seem plausible that a bullet can bring down a ship of that size.”
 
   Matt Four spoke with more confidence than he had:  “Back on Earth, the age of military zeppelins was short-lived because all it took was a single bullet to ignite all the hydrogen gas.  I'm just hoping that ship isn't filled with helium.”
 
   “I don't know what 'helium' is, but I do know that Sarkassian Silk is extremely durable, and given the cube-square law, a ship of that size could have a very thick, perhaps impenetrable hide.”
 
   “I have to admit, Prin, I don't know what you're talking about.”
 
   “You've never heard of the cube-square law?”
 
   “I have, but – hell, we don't have time for this right now.  Here, Ada, take this.”
 
   The girl stared at the rifle in his outstretched arms.  “What am I to do with that?”
 
   “You're to shoot that ship with it.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Because you've got an implant.”
 
   “So do you!”
 
   “My implant is a partition designed specifically to keep my body from falling apart.  You're the one with the implant who can guide your aim.”
 
   She looked away and said in a small voice,  “Maybe you could have the demon back, just for this one time.”
 
   “No, that won't work.  We're in a hurry, and it would take too long for his systems to stabilize in this body.  Also, this body that I'm wearing right now is nearing the end of its warranty, and there's only so much an implant can do with the material he's got to work with.  I don't want us missing the target because of a wrinkly old shaky trigger finger.  So you're the one who's got to do this.”
 
   Her eyes glistened with tears and her voice shook:  “That ship is full of people!”  
 
   “Bad people.  Very bad people.  They'll kill thousands of good people if we don't stop them.  If you don't stop them.”
 
   “No!  No!  No!”  She wiped her tears.  
 
   “Please, Ada.  I know you don't want to kill.  I don't want to kill.  Decent people don't want to kill.  But sometimes it has to be done, because inaction will kill even more people.  And the people in that ship, they're very bad people and the kid says they're going to kill thousands of innocent people unless we stop them.”
 
   “Can't you have some way, like at the field, to trick them?”
 
   “Gawd or gawds, I wish I always did have one more rabbit to pull out of my hat that could solve every conflict bloodlessly!  But sometimes the best we can do is minimize the number of deaths.  Ada, they're professional killers and very good at what they do and nothing will stop them from killing except to kill them first, and this is the only way I can see to do that right now.  So please, Ada.  Please.”
 
   She had been riveted onto his eyes the entire time he'd been talking, and he considered it to her credit that she seemed more terrified of taking other lives than of risking her own.  At last she turned to the window and stared at the ship, which had grown larger during Andra's pursuit.  
 
   Ada seemed to have a moment of recognition, for suddenly her demeanor changed.  She sighed calmly and nodded.  
 
   “Yes.  Very bad people.  I understand.”
 
   He forced a smile, but her look told him that she didn't take it for encouragement.  He had Ivan Four check her out on the operation of the rifle while he reflected upon Nemesis.  
 
   Sarkassian, he thought, remembering what Prin had said about the skin of the airship.  Why did that sound familiar?  Sar . . . star . . . kass . . . cast . . . . 
 
   Lords of Aereoth! he thought.  
 
   So that's what the airship envelopes were made of!  Starcaster filament would surely be better than whatever they had used for airship skins in the wars of ancient Earth.  Lightweight, tough, damn near unburnable.  And yes, now that he had time to think, the cube-square law meant that with so much more displacement volume, the dreadnaught could afford multiple layers of skin – enough to cause bullets to bounce off.  And even if the bullet did penetrate, it was inconceivable that a military ship that size would have been constructed without the means to suppress the threat of conflagration.  
 
   Not as easy as Hindenburg, he thought ruefully.  
 
   He nudged her to a side window, cracked it open, had her kneel and aim.  At first she peered through the viewfinder, but her implant gave her better vision,  complete with a computed trajectory and inset pop-up with telescopic close-up.  Her eyes, cleared of tears, were wide open, her face was blank.
 
   “Aim toward the upper half,” Matt Four said.  “That should be where the armor is lightest.”
 
   “When do I shoot?”
 
   “I'll give the word.”  
 
   Even at full speed, the Good Witch took minutes to close the gap.  Andra wove in and out of a cloud formation as they approached.  They'd see a glimpse of the ship, then the view would go white with a visibility of not much more than arm's reach.  Then Andra would steer out of the cloud and the ship's tail would have grown and Ada would swing the rifle slightly to adjust.  
 
   In and out of clouds, in and out, each time closer.  Three kilometers.  Fifteen hundred meters.  Then the ship passed through a layer of haze and with the limited visibility as an advantage, Andra dared to near even closer.  
 
   Nine hundred, seven hundred, six hundred . . . Matt could see shadows in the gondola windows, hear the drone of the props.  
 
   “We going to crash into it!” Ada exclaimed.
 
   It certainly seemed that way, Matt Four thought.  But Ivan Four's archives said that six hundred meters was at the limit of primitive sniper rifle range, and Matt didn't know how far the bullet could travel against air resistance and still be able to penetrate its target.  
 
   Five hundred, four hundred.  They were coming within a ship's length . . . Matt Four's own nerves couldn't take it, and he barked, “Fire!”
 
   Ada pulled the trigger.  Matt Four heard the click.  There was no explosion.  Wasn't there supposed to be a loud explosion with the detonation of the chemical charge that propelled the projectiles of these primitive kinetic weapons?  He seemed to remember that.
 
   Ada seemed to know for certain.  “It didn't fire!  What's wrong?”
 
   Matt Four tried to think of an answer, but then he glanced through the window and spotted the dreadnaught's upper gun turret starting to swing its barrels toward them.  “Andra!”
 
   Andra was already diving.  The tail of the dreadnaught blocked line of sight with the upper turret, but then the lower tail turret swung toward them, aiming its twin barrels.  Andra spun the steering wheel hard.  The primitive airship rattled and creaked and they dove into the adjoining cloud bank just as the dreadnaught's artillery opened fire.  
 
   Matt Four heard a distant booming from above:  Pom-pom.  Pom-pom.  Pom-pom.  Nemesis was laying down a continuous fire, in every direction its erstwhile stalker might flee.   
 
   Prin, monitoring gages, gestured to a large valve at the rear wall.  “Wizard!  Close that quickly!”
 
   Matt Four rushed over and grasped the valve in puzzlement.  “Which way?”
 
   “Righty-tighty!”
 
   He twirled the valve.  The ship shuddered, the deck slanted, and they plunged out of the cloud cover toward the sea.  The sound of artillery fire faded in the whistle of wind.  
 
   Prin shouted:  “Now lefty-loosey!”
 
   Matt Four spun the valve so hard that his forearms ached in protest.  The ship tilted again and ascended into the clouds once more.  
 
   Ada was staring through the window, turning her head slowly, following the unseen Nemesis with the aid of Ivan's sensor array.  Through a gap in the clouds in the direction she was looking, Matt Four briefly spotted the dreadnaught.  It was about two klicks range, heading in the wrong direction but moving much faster than before and following a search pattern that would eventually stumble upon the Good Witch.  They had clearly provoked the bear.
 
   Matt Four patted Ada's shoulder and pointed to the rifle.  “Let's see the bullet.”
 
   She opened the chamber and the bullet tumbled out.  He caught it, pulled off her glove, pressed it into her palm, wrapped her fingers around it.  
 
   “Ivan, analyze.  Is there something wrong with this?”
 
   Ivan Four responded in seconds, “The explosive charge contained within the bullet is inert.”
 
   Matt Four instantly intuited that all the bullets in the chest were blanks; the live ammunition must have been swapped before the guns had been released from the police station.  That was why the police captain had been willing to return weapons to a group that he considered to be terrorists.  
 
   Matt Four cursed himself.  He should have seen it coming!  Rule One in Guerrilla Warfare:  Never assume your adversary is as dumb as you are.  
 
   Pom-pom!  Pom-pom!  Pom-pom!  It was like thunder, source unseen but judging by the loudness less than a kilometer away.  Andra followed an erratic path in and out of clouds, but when the gunfire erupted, it never sounded more than a couple thousand meters distant.  
 
   One time, they burst out of the clouds and found themselves facing Nemesis head on.  Andra veered to the side and dove into the clouds just before the forward guns started firing.  
 
   “They're not going to let us get away,” Prin said.  “Can we make it back to the storm barrier?”
 
   Matt Four considered.  They weren't that far from the barrier.  They might be able to make it.  But that wouldn't stop Nemesis.  Free of the bothersome gnat, it would proceed on its deadly mission.  All the friends he'd made in Britan might be long dead, but their children and grandchildren would still be alive.  He owed it to them to stop Athena's monster from spraying death upon their homeland. 
 
   It was then that another idea occurred to him.  An idea much riskier than a sniper rifle.  
 
   “Let's head back to the barrier,” he said.  
 
   “Full speed!” Prin said to Andra.  
 
   Ada shut the window against the roaring wind.  She wasn't looking at Matt Four, which made it easier for him to invade her brain and converse privately with Ivan Four.
 
   “Matt.  Do you understand that particular code sequence is intended to attract, not repel?”
 
   “That's why I want you to transmit it.  At full power.”
 
   Across the innocent fairy-land of ice cream castles, the storm barrier smudged the horizon.  It was still kilometers away, and at any moment he expected to hear the pom-pom of the guns again.  He went tailward and saw nothing yet.  But Nemesis would soon realize that its quarry had vacated the scene, and it would soon pursue.  
 
   “Prin, Andra.  According to what the kid mentioned, isn't there supposed to be an upper platform on this ship where I can observe forward and tailward at the same time?”
 
   “The platform was removed during renovation,” Prin replied.  “However, there is still an access tube that leads to the top of the envelope.”   
 
   He had Prin show him the hatch.  It was on the ceiling, midway down the connecting passage to the tailward compartment.  Prin unlatched and the door swung down.  He reached inside and pulled down a ladder to the deck.  Matt Four grasped the rails and peered up the length of the tube, into confining darkness.
 
   “I'll be communicating through Ada,” he said.  “You'll need to follow my instructions instantly and exactly.  We don't have a margin of error.”
 
   “What is this about?” Prin asked.  
 
   “You'll see.”  He didn't want to be mysterious, but his idea was one that would lead to lots of questions, and they didn't have time for questions.    
 
   He discovered shortly into the climb that his body was far from completely rejuvenated.  A climb that never would have been considered an effort at any other stage in his life was a physical ordeal.  Breathing hard, limbs aching, he was exhausted and in pain by the time he pushed open the upper hatch and popped his head into the wind.  
 
   Rows and rows of angel hair, feather canyons everywhere.  Ahead, a dark ominous band of churning, rain-laden clouds.  And behind, a speck emerged from the clouds, rapidly closing upon its smaller, weaponless prey.  
 
   Judging distances between ships and barrier, Matt Four suddenly doubted that they could reach the barrier in time.  But that didn't matter.  It wasn't the plan.
 
   He concentrated on the barrier, waiting.  Come on, come on!  The wall remained unbroken.  
 
   He turned around, eastward.  The speck had become the Nemesis, tiny yet with distance but visibly growing even as he watched.  Then it began to sparkle.  He couldn't hear the guns, but he saw how the sparkles matched the timing.  Silently he mouthed:  Pom-pom, pom-pom – 
 
   He faced west toward the dark, unbroken band.  Come on!
 
   “Ivan, are you transmitting at maximum power?”
 
   “I could increase power by twenty percent, but it would endanger my current host.”
 
   The implant's antenna array was part of its neural matrix inside the host's cranium.  In other words, Ivan was warning that he might fry Ada's brain cells.  Matt Four pondered whether the risk was worth it.  Although some of her memories might be irrevocably lost, the cells themselves could be repaired later.  If Nemesis got close enough to score a hit, however, there would be no later.  
 
   His rumination was interrupted by a jarring, deafening blast.  A wave of hot gas washed over his face.  He caught his breath and looked up to see a blossom of fire directly over the ship.  
 
   “What the hell was that?”
 
   “A proximity fuse shell,” Ivan Four replied.  
 
   Another blast came even closer, and Matt slumped, realizing the game was over.
 
   “Ada.  Tell Andra and Prin to stop the ship and signal surrender.”
 
   The engines lulled, the ship slowed, turned one hundred and eighty degrees.  The flashes from the gondola-mounted signal lamp reflected against nearest sheets of vapor.  Nemesis ceased firing and responded with flashes in kind:  DO NOT MOVE.  DO NOT MOVE.  DO NOT MOVE.  DO NOT MOVE.
 
   As Nemesis approached it slowed to a full stop, about a kilometer away at the same altitude, nose pointing toward the Good Witch, forward turret barrels trained upon the diminutive ship.  For a moment, the ships rested.  All was silent but the wind.  
 
   Then Nemesis opened a full barrage of all its forward-facing guns – top and sides and bottom, eight barrels blasting.  Even before the noise of the flashing guns, proximity shells burst all about.  Evidently the gunnery crews had miscalculated range by underestimating the size of their target, but they were rapidly correcting.  The bursts came closer.  
 
   If he had been given a second or two, Matt Four might have reflected on his failure to the people aboard the ship, to the people of Britan, to the kid and to Synth.  Instead, he was given no time for reflection at all.  For, as soon the proximity bursts came within lethal distance, they abruptly vanished from the vicinity.  The guns were continuing to fire, but the turrets had shifted and the barrels were spitting spears of fire to each side of the Good Witch.  
 
   Matt Four turned westward.  The storm barrier was broken in a score of places by what appeared in the distance to be writhing worms.  With their nearing, the worms resolved into serpents, eyes as large as lamps, mouths as large as doors, bodies large enough to swallow airships whole.  
 
   Sure, they were made of foil and hot air, but they brought lightning with the friction of their passing and they carried stone projectiles formed of minerals extracted from sea water and their fins were razors that could shred steel and foil made of starcaster filament.    
 
   Entranced, Matt Four was almost too late to give the vital command:  “Ivan – shut off the transponder!”  Then as the tsunami of serpents bore upon the ship he panicked and shouted, “No – transponder on!  Repel signal!  Now!  Now!  NOW!”  Then to Ada:  “Turn off engines!  Turn off all power!”
 
   Ada relayed the commands to Prin and Andra.  Precisely when the engines shut off Matt Four wasn't able to discern, for at that moment he and the whole ship were engulfed in a tunnel of scales whizzing by in a blur.  The shock waves rocked the ship in the sudden gloom and with the whoosh of the living storm he nearly lost his footing on the ladder.  And then they were past.
 
   Nemesis had turned to flee, but not fast enough to avoid becoming the main dish at a gargantuan feeding frenzy.  Guns fired and ripped apart the herd of attacking serpents, but there were dozens of the beasts, too many for even a fleet of dreadnaughts to fight at once.  Fins cut gashes, bodies slammed suicidally into the hulls, lightning flashed and ignited the artillery shells within the turrets.  The dreadnaught lurched as its whole structure warped.  
 
   Matt Four watched for a few seconds, but quickly became sickened.  He wobbled down the ladder to the deck of the gondola.
 
   The others were in the forward compartment, gazing through the windows.  Below, surrounded by serpents circling like vultures, the smoking wreckage of Nemesis sank toward the sea, bursting into fiery plumes as lightning ignited the hydrogen leaking from the rents of its balloon cells.  
 
   He spotted few parachutes among the falling, flaming bodies.  
 
   “Andra,” he said softly.  “We need to be clear of the wreckage.  I think the poison gas sinks, but just to be safe . . . . “
 
   “Yes,” she said listlessly.  
 
   Prin helped restart the engines.  The ship headed east to Britan, entering a cloud bank and losing sight of the tattered remnants floating on the sea that were all that remained of Pavonia's flagship.  Ada stared at the wreckage long after it was gone from human vision.  
 
   “They attacked us even though we had surrendered,” Ada said.
 
   Her expression was unreadable, but Matt Four would always remember how she'd reacted when he had forced her to attempt to destroy the ship.  She wasn't showing it, but the scars of that trauma would likely be with her for some time.  He started to feel guilt, but it was overwhelmed by anger – anger at the killers who had forced him to force a child to accept the role of mass-executioner. 
 
   “I wasn't going to let them get away no matter what they did,” Matt Four replied coldly.  “And this isn't over yet.”
 
   Without meeting her eyes, he dug into his pocket for Inspector Sagrid's service pistol and the container of ammunition.  He privately subvocaled, “Ivan, I have an idea.  Would it be possible to transfer gunpowder from these bullets into the blanks for the automatic rifles?  Because I think we're gonna need some rapid-fire.”
 
   “I will analyze the problem,” Ivan Four replied.
 
   “Can you connect me with the kid?”
 
   “Delta Pavonis Station has set below the horizon at this time.  Next station-rise appropriate for re-establishing communications link in seven hours.”
 
   “And when will we reach Britan?”
 
   “At current velocity, in five hours.”
 
   He hoped the kid would have sense enough to wait.  But having once been the kid, he knew how unlikely that was.   
 
   


  
 

17.
 
    
 
   By the campfire at the edge of the mill pond southwest of Ravencall, Carrot stalked the bare ground where she had sketched the layout of what would soon become a battlefield.  
 
   A circle scratched with a stick represented the poison ring.  The huts of the base were denoted as a scattering of pebbles in the northeast quadrant.  A wavy scratch and another circle indicated the stream and the mill pond.  A pile of leaves – Carrot thought it appropriate – represented the position of the army of the Leaf of the West southwest of the poison ring.  
 
   The rest was not to scale, as there was not enough area before dirt gave way to grass.  A line that had been scratched east-west represented the Oksiden Road, intersecting the training field.  To the east, she had placed a pile of rocks to represent the Romans.  As messengers arrived with scouting reports, she had them update the placement of the rocks.
 
   Major Hagan, who had become her second-in-command below only her father, gestured to small group of rocks that had just been updated, which were 'approaching' the training fields of Ravencall.  
 
   “Do you think they know of the poison ring?” he asked.  
 
   “I'm sure,” she replied.  “They're marching on the Oksiden Road because it's convenient.  When they reach the perimeter of the poison ring, they are likely to head north around it.”
 
   “You seem certain they will not head south.”
 
   “We're in the south.  If they wished to fight us, they would have made this detachment much larger.”
 
   “Then what is their purpose?”
 
   “I'm only guessing.  You know of the woman who escaped here and that Mirian recaptured?”
 
   “The one that moves like a demon?”
 
   Carrot nodded.  “She was absent long enough to have gone to the Roman camp and come back.  She would have been there when this force was assembled.”  She gestured at the rocks along the Oksiden Road.  “I believe it's marching by her orders.”
 
   “So what is it for?”
 
   Carrot took a deep breath; her command of the army was still tenuous, she thought, and it did not do a commander well to be known for making mistakes.  Allowing a spy to receive privileged information was a major mistake.  Nonetheless, there was no way to avoid the admission. 
 
   “When she was our prisoner,” Carrot said, “she may have overheard that my father was to the west, holding onto the Pandora of Britan.  The Box, that is.”
 
   “And as you have said, the Box is all important to the Romans.”
 
   “I believe that this Roman force has been sent to procure the Box.”
 
   “But your father and his men and the Box are with us now.”
 
   “The Romans don't know that.”
 
   “So they are marching to nowhere and we need take no action.  Or were you planning to engage them?”
 
   “That is one possibility.  What do you think?”
 
   “I have not been taught strategy in battle and I have no experience in battle, so my advice is of questionable value.  However, I can say this much.  It is simple common sense that it is easier to fight men separately than united.  Let's fight them while they're apart from the main force.”
 
   “So you counsel engagement?”
 
   Hagan frowned at the crude map and pointed with his stick at the road to the west of the poison ring.  “We could ambush them here, but . . . I see in your eyes there is another plan.”
 
   She blushed.  “Am I so transparent?”
 
   “My daughter is much younger than you, yet she could teach you about hiding things from one's face.  Now what is your other plan?”
 
   “Well, it is only a suggestion – “
 
   “Colonel, speak your mind or cede command to your father and me.  I'll take orders from a girl, but not a girl who is worried more about my pride than how to win a war.”
 
   Carrot straightened and drew herself to her full height – which was somewhere under his chin.  “Well, then.  Here is my idea.”  She knelt and picked up the rocks representing the Roman detachment and carried them from one side of Ravencall to the other, setting them down a distance to the west.  “This is where they expect to find my father's forces and the Box.  When they do not find the Box there, the Romans will return to their camp, right?”
 
   “So then we fight them?”
 
   “No.  We send a group of, say, twenty men on horseback, to leave clues at my father's former camp.”
 
   “'Clues?'”
 
   “Clues that my father, his men, and the Box have fled farther west.  The Romans will then pursue.”
 
   “And so when do we fight them?”
 
   “We don't.”
 
   She waited for an outburst.  Instead, Hagan laughed heartily.  
 
   “Oh, I see!  You are a devious one!  They could be lost in the far west for days, chasing a phantom Box!  By the time they return, the main battle will have been fought and they will either surrender or return home without a fight.”
 
   Assuming we win the main battle, Carrot thought.  Outwardly, though, she reflected his smile.
 
   “We need someone to lead the group,” she said.  “Courage and trustworthiness go without question, but the leader will also need to be creative in thinking of – well, 'clues' to lead the Romans astray.”
 
   “I will search, but Leafmen are farm boys – intelligent enough, but accustomed to thinking the way they plow, in straight lines.  You need someone with guile.  Do you have someone in mind?”
 
   Norian, she thought.  “Not at this time.  I leave arrangements to you.”
 
   “Colonel, I am impressed.  With this one plan you have dispensed with five thousand Roman soldiers!”
 
   Carrot gazed at the pile of rocks to the east.  Thirty-five thousand more to go.  Yet her mind was blank of further ideas, and time was running out.  According to scout reports, the Romans were almost done with preparations.  She was certain the attack would be today.  Perhaps within hours.
 
   A boy approached and saluted.  He was younger than Bok, too young to be a soldier, and his presence in the Leaf camp meant he was a messenger.  
 
   “Mirian says that Athena wants to talk to you,” the boy said.  
 
   “Does he mean that cursed woman?” Hagan asked.
 
   “Inform Mirian to tell Athena that we are busy,” Carrot told the boy.
 
   “Mirian said to tell you that Athena said that she can help you against the Romans.”
 
   With Hagan's bow, Carrot followed the boy southward through the trails.  In theory they were in the middle of an army encampment, but having once been encircled by poison, the soldiers had spread themselves widely, clustering in scattered clearings rather than concentrating in a single field.  The effect was that the army of the Western Leaf, obscured by trees and brush, had dissolved into the scenery.  
 
   Here and there she saw a group of soldiers waving; she waved back, all the while wondering if the thousands that had been at Ravencall were still with her, or had enough of risking their lives and had gone home.  
 
   The sky was light blue, almost cloudless.  The day was clear and unseasonably warm, the same weather that had accompanied victory in the Battle of the Dark Forest.  Carrot didn't take it as a positive sign.  Sooner or later, the Roman airship would hover above, and perfect weather would be its friend more than theirs.  
 
   The boy led into a small clearing.  Mirian and her archers were circled about the log where Athena sat bound with ropes and weighted with bags of rocks.  Athena's gaze fixed on Carrot, but Carrot wanted to speak with Mirian first.
 
   “How is he?” Carrot asked.  
 
   “I haven't gone to see.”  Mirian's eyes added:  I am afraid to know.
 
   “What does she want?”
 
   “I want to be of assistance,” Athena replied.  She was meters away and Carrot had spoken softly.
 
   Carrot folded her arms, tightened her coat, and took the opposite end of the log.  Archers moved from behind so that they would continue to have a clear line of fire.  Athena's expression was a shallow smile.  Her eyes were an unblinking gaze.  Carrot matched it with contained anger.   
 
   “You wouldn't help before.  Why now?”
 
   “Circumstances have changed.  When I returned to the Roman camp, I discovered that I had been betrayed.  The Romans and I are no longer in alliance.”
 
   “Why help us?”
 
   “I admit it's not altruism.  If you lose the battle, then I will be captured by the Romans, and that will not be good for me.  Also, you have the basket.  In exchange for my cooperation, you'll give it back to me.”
 
   “I cannot agree to that.”
 
   “It's of no value to you.” 
 
   “I know that you value it.  That makes it valuable to us.”
 
   “Can you at least promise that no harm will come to it, and that you will not open it?”
 
   Carrot bowed.  “I can promise that.  If you deliver on your promise of assistance.  So what is it?”
 
   “I will give you information on what the Romans are planning.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “The Romans are planning to send a cohort to the west, to obtain what you call the Box.”
 
   “We are already aware of that plan.  What else do you know?”
 
   “They are waiting for their airship to return from the northwest.  When it does, they will march.”
 
   “We know that.  What else?”
 
   “The Romans have their own Box, but it is not equipped to synthesize an antidote to the poison that was sprayed around your base.  They are aware of the poison, however, as I marked out the area that was sprayed.  I believe they will march around the ring on both sides to trap your army.”
 
   Carrot hadn't thought that far, but it was plausible.  “All right.  What else can you advise?”
 
   “Nothing at the moment.  But if you'll allow me to observe the battle at your side – “
 
   “That is not possible.”
 
   “I know how their leader thinks!  He's very deceptive!”
 
   “So am I.”  Carrot arose.
 
   “Wait!  I want to help!  Please trust me!”
 
   “Last night you tried to kill us all.  Many of our men are dying because of you.  I have no reason to trust you, and many reasons not to do so.  How do I trust you after what you did?”
 
   Athena wiggled her arms in her bonds uselessly, then nodded at Carrot's coat.  “You have my gun?”
 
   “I'm not returning it.”
 
   “I will tell how it's operated.”
 
   Carrot revealed the gun, and Athena explained:  
 
   “See that switch at the back?  That's called the safety.  Flip it the other way.  The clip has only ten rounds remaining, so you'll want single action, which requires that you pull the trigger only halfway.  Otherwise you'll empty the whole clip in a single second.  The gun has quite a kick, so hold firmly with both hands.  See those trees over there?  See if you can hit one.”
 
   “Carrot!” Mirian exclaimed.  “It could explode in your hands!”
 
   “If it does, I will trust you to open her basket and destroy whatever is inside.”
 
   Carrot braced arms and legs, took aim, pulled the trigger halfway.  The gun barked and Mirian and her archers jumped back.  The tree trunk belched a cloud of wood dust.  When it cleared, a neat hole appeared in dead center.
 
   “Quite good,” Athena said.  “You overcompensated for gravity, so you were a bit high.”
 
   “It travels much faster than an arrow.”
 
   “Yes.  And much farther, with greater accuracy.  Of course, accuracy takes practice, and you won't be able to practice with so little time and only nine bullets.  Now, if you let me have the gun, I can take out the Emperor at a hundred meters.”
 
   “The Emperor is unlikely to come that close to the battle line.”
 
   “Trust me, I can get that close to him.  Closer.”
 
   “I am not giving you the gun.  Now, can it work against their airship?”
 
   “Up until a few days ago, perhaps.  Now that they've changed over gasses, no.  Your only hope is to let me shoot him.  One shot and the legions are leaderless, the battle is over.  What do you say?”
 
   Carrot pondered the vision of a new world of warfare, in which civilians and soldiers alike would not have to die, where only blood-lusting leaders would risk their lives.  She decided there must be a catch.  Matt had mentioned that wars on Earth had continued until almost his own time, which implied that inventions of weapons like this had not stopped the carnage.  
 
   And the more she thought, the more she realized that Roman bureaucracy had evolved to take assassination in stride; killing an Emperor would simply cause a new one would take his place.  She and Matt had personally witnessed the smooth transition process.  
 
   “War is not that simple.”  Carrot returned the gun to her coat.  “And I still do not trust you.”
 
   She walked away.  Behind her back, Athena shouted, “Wait!  Wait!  Arcadia – Carrot – Colonel!“
 
   Athena had risen, and was hopping in the confines of the rope.  She looked ridiculous, but her expression was deadly serious.
 
   “The man who confronted me at the pond,” Athena said.  “The man with the sword.”
 
   Carrot realized she meant Norian.  “What about him?”
 
   “Is he special to you?”
 
   Mirian looked away.  
 
   “Yes,” Carrot said.  “He is special to many people.”
 
   “He must have inhaled a great deal of poison and by now he's very sick.  Is that so?”
 
   “Yes.  And you're getting at?”
 
   “I can heal him.”  
 
   And so Athena was escorted to the meadow where Senti had instructed her nurses to lay the rows of the afflicted.  Statistically, the casualties from the poison dusting had been remarkably light.  Then there was the physical reality of fifty men prostrate on blankets, unconscious or coughing.  
 
   “I can't cure them all,” Athena said.  “Not enough nanobots for that.  So don't ask.”
 
   Senti greeted them, and Carrot explained.  Senti brought them to a blanket in the corner, under the shade of a tree.  Norian's eyes were closed and his breathing was uneven.  He coughed at their approach, but didn't wake.
 
   Athena knelt beside him.  “I will need my hands free.”
 
   Mirian made clear by pointed glances and growls that she doubted that Athena's intentions were anything more than a ploy for escape.  Carrot was mindful, and held the gun ready.  The archers remained alert.  With Carrot's nod, Mirian undid the lowest coils about Athena, allowing Athena to press her hands to Norian's chest.  The action brought memories of Carrot's own futile attempt to heal Norian.  After a minute of silence, Athena removed her hands and smiled up at Carrot.
 
   “There!” she exclaimed cheerfully.  “All fine!”
 
   “Why isn't he awake?” Mirian demanded.
 
   “Because I haven't done this.”  Athena bopped Norian on the head.  “Wake up, baseline!”
 
   Norian stirred and opened his eyes.  He focused on Athena.  Immediately his eyes widened and his hand reached for the hilt that wasn't there.  Then he looked at her bonds, and settled.  Finally, he became aware of Carrot and Mirian.
 
   “What – what is going on here?” he demanded.
 
   “Norian!” Mirian cried.  She knelt beside him, touching hands to head and shoulder.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I've better days.”  He sat up, rubbed his neck and looked at Carrot.  “Last I remember, I fought this woman.  Did I pass out?”  He looked at the men on the other blankets.  “I didn't miss the battle, did I?”
 
   “The battle is yet,” Carrot said, barely controlling the tremor in her voice.  “And likely soon.”
 
   “You fool!” Mirian wiped her tears.  “Is that all you worry about – missing another chance to die?”
 
   Norian wobbled to his feet.  “Reporting for duty.”  He slapped his belt and looked about.  “Soon as I find my sword.  And, uh, boots.”
 
   Senti intervened:  “You are not fit for fighting.”
 
   “I am not going to sit by!”
 
   “I have a task in mind for you,” Carrot said.  She described the plan to draw off the Roman detachment that was searching for the Box in the west.  “I want you to lead the group.  I know you will think of ways to keep the Romans entertained.”
 
   “Playing fox to their hound while men are fighting for their lives?  Carrot, my place is in battle!”
 
   “Norian, with your blade you might kill ten Romans.  With your mind you can keep five thousand from battle.”
 
   “But – “
 
   “Major, that is an order.  Report to Major Hagan.”
 
   “Once I find my boots,” Norian grumbled.
 
   They watched him go.  When Carrot turned, she found Athena intently studying her face.
 
   “So you didn't lie,” Athena said.  “You did know about the cohorts sent to the west.”
 
   Before Carrot could reply, she heard a voice shouting, “Colonel Carrot!  Colonel Carrot!”
 
   Inwardly, Carrot cringed.  She hadn't realized how silly her title sounded until it was uttered in a high-pitch.
 
   A young boy sprinted into the clearing.  He caught his breath and said, “Major Geth wants you now!  The Romans are marching toward us!”
 
   Carrot glanced at Mirian and nodded toward Athena.  “Bring her.”
 
   Carrot and her entourage arrived at the pond a moment later.  Every major and captain of the Army of the Leaf of the West was gathered around her map sketched on the dirt.  During her absence, the messengers had updated the stones.  Carrot took only a moment to grasp the criticality of the situation.  The main Roman force in the east had departed their camp and was marching westward along the Oksiden Road, toward Ravencall and the Western Leaf.  
 
   “You said the Romans wouldn't march until the airship appeared,” Hagan said.  “Yet here they are.  How is that to be explained?”
 
   Carrot realized her reputation was teetering once more.  She opened her mouth, but could only shake her head.  
 
   “Isn't it obvious?” Athena interrupted.  “Your network of scouts has been compromised.”
 
   “Why is she speaking here?” Hagan demanded.  
 
   “She has been betrayed by the Romans,” Carrot said.  “She has agreed to assist us, and has done so already.  Lady Athena, what were you saying?”
 
   “Describe your scouting network and I will explain.”
 
   With a nod from Carrot, the Captain of Scouts drew four rays upon the dirt map, emanating from the point that corresponded to their position.  The rays were aligned with the points of a compass.  “Each one of these sectors has a scout located on high ground at a distance of twenty kilometers.  Should they see the airship on their horizon, they will make a signal fire which will be visible to us here.”
 
   “Did you choose men with good minds and eyesight?” Hagan asked.
 
   “They were all tested,” the Captain of Scouts replied.
 
   “Then the system is fool proof.”
 
   “But not knave proof,” Athena replied.  “One of your scouts has been bribed.”
 
   “How do you know that?” Hagan demanded.
 
   “Because I know invisibility cloaks haven't been invented yet on this planet.  The airship must be there, because superb reconnaissance is required for this kind of fighting.  Legions wouldn't dare march through woodlands blind – too much opportunity for ambush.”
 
   “And what makes you an expert on Roman legions?”
 
   “I founded Rome.  I personally designed its entire military organization.”
 
   “What do you mean by – “
 
   Carrot intervened.  “Battle is imminent.  We must make final preparations.”  She faced Hagan.  “Have your officers assemble all the men on this field.  Have their messengers join us here.”
 
   “You heard her!” Hagan barked at his captains.    
 
   Carrot sipped tea and paced as she waited.  The shouts of men mingled with the calling of birds.  Gazing at the flocks populating the branches, she wondered why there were so many ravens this morning.  She feared it was their foreshadowing of a feast to come.
 
   Messengers from the scouts continued to arrive and update the map.  According to the established convention, each rock represented a thousand men.  She did the arithmetic:  five thousand chasing Norian in the west, five thousand left to guard the camp supplies, twenty thousand marching on the Oksiden Road.  
 
   She heard her father's voice:  “You are perplexed?”
 
   She glanced up at him.  “Before, the scouts counted forty thousand Romans.  The map shows the location of only thirty thousand.”
 
   Geth frowned.  “Perhaps the scouts have under-counted.”
 
   “Remember the Dark Forest?  The scouts said there were over a thousand Romans.  There were only five hundred.  Scouts never under-count, Father.  They always over-count.” 
 
   “But Carrot!  If that were true here, then a quarter of the Roman force is missing.”
 
   “A missing airship and missing legions,” Carrot said, setting down her cup.  “I don't like this at all.”
 
   Athena scoffed.  “Once again, the answer is obvious.  They have gone east to entrench against the other, larger rebel army.  Doesn't that make sense?”
 
   “It does, but our scouts would have reported if even a thousand soldiers had gone east.”
 
   “You are placing too much confidence in your scouts.  They make mistakes.  They are only human.”
 
   Or that word you use, 'baseline.'  Carrot found Athena's subtext of 'us mutants' to be aggravating.
 
   Hagan's officer corps started trickling back, having delivered the commands to their subordinates.  As the thousands of warriors of the Leaf gathered under their makeshift standards – branches with pine cones, sprigs, and rags attached – Carrot was pleased to note that their numbers were intact.  Yet, she considered, maybe it was not something to be pleased about.  If they had deserted, at least they wouldn't die on a battlefield today, and their deaths wouldn't be her responsibility.  It was a thought that she knew she dared not mention aloud.
 
   Trees and horizon hid the legions from sight, but their position was revealed on the map.  They had reached the poison ring.  They were splitting, as Athena had predicted, half north and half south.  They spread like hands of a clock and marched around the perimeter.  The analogy broke down, of course, because the northern group was marching counter-clockwise.  
 
   Pointing with a branch, Carrot explained the Roman strategy to the senior officers:  “Each group swings in opposing directions around the circle, so that they may close on us here at the southwest.”
 
   “Like jaws of a wolf,” Hagan said.  “And we are the rabbit.”  
 
   “So we escape to the south?” Captain Klath asked.  
 
   “That would be temporary,” Carrot replied.  “The Romans would rejoin the east and west groups and advance southward in pursuit, forcing us to the sea.”
 
   “Then we make canoes and paddle away!” Klath said.  
 
   “Canoes would fare poorly on open sea, while the Romans have full-sized ships to hunt us down.”
 
   “Canoes!” Captain Modon snorted at Klath.  “Like you inlanders know how to build canoes!”
 
   Carrot saw sharp looks traded between the leaders of regional factions, and realized how fragile their alliance was.  Truly Britan was yet a hundred nations.  She hastily interjected, “Our choices seem to be either go east or west.  They want to fight us on two sides at once.  We must fight one group before they can wage a combined attack.  We shall seek to break through.”
 
   “And then what?” Hagan asked.  
 
   “And then live to fight another day.”
 
   “That seems a modest goal for a battle.”
 
   “Survival is not a modest goal to me,” Geth said.  
 
   “With due respect,” Sub-Major Laren blurted, “have you ever seen a Roman legion in battle formation?  It's a moving wall of shields!  I've seen them drill in Londa – and there's nothing that can get through!”
 
   “I have seen legions drill in Rome,” Carrot replied.  She assumed her most calm and didactic tone: “Romans march in solid formation only on flat parade ground.  In battle, undulations of natural terrain require gaps lest the line buckle.  The ground here is glade and forest, and especially uneven.  We shall find a gap in their line and exploit it by concentrating our numbers at that point.  Romans march in three rows, most junior in the front, the veterans in the rear, and that will work in our favor as the juniors will be reluctant to engage us and their line will block the veterans from doing so.  The key, in other words, is disruption.”
 
   Apparently impressed by the depth of her analysis, the officers all nodded slowly, even Laren.  Carrot hoped they wouldn't ask how she had come by her experience, because she would have to admit that it was by book and not first-hand.  Unfortunately, she was the best tactician they had, for no one in the Leaf had any knowledge of leading men into battles that were more than melees.
 
   The overall plan, even though Carrot herself instinctively sensed flaws, was accepted without challenge.  Lastly she turned to Athena and asked, “I request your opinion.” 
 
   Athena shrugged noncommittally.  Perhaps her opinion was that she was on the losing side.
 
   “The question then is which way do we break through,” Hagan said.  “East or west?”
 
   “We should decide that when the Romans are in sight,” Carrot replied.
 
   “That makes sense.”
 
   “If there is nothing more to discuss, your men may return to their regiments, Major.”
 
   Hagan saluted and dispersed the senior officers.  
 
   The regiments – a word that Matt had provided as an alternative to 'legion' – had formed into rows and columns.  Britanian irregulars would never look as menacing as their equivalent number of Roman legionnaires, Carrot thought.  They had no armor.  Their shields were wooden.  Swords were few and poor quality, and spears were often just pointed sticks.  A thousand firewood axes had been drafted into the defense of West Britan.  And almost half of the 'warriors' were just boys, younger than herself.  Only a fraction had seen battle, and that had been the skirmish in the Dark Forest.
 
   “This is not going to work,” Athena whispered at her side.
 
   “Do you have recommendations?” Carrot asked.
 
   “Gather your most trusted people and leave the army here to delay while you escape.  This army is doomed, but you can survive if you are willing to abandon it.”
 
   I've had enough of you, Carrot thought.  “Mirian!” 
 
   Mirian stepped through the circle of archers.  “Yes, Carrot?  I take it you'll want me at the front.”
 
   “I want you guarding the Box, the basket, Letos and this woman.” Carrot answered the dismayed look on Mirian's face:  “The job is of supreme importance.  The whole point of this battle is to keep the Romans from the Box.”
 
   “Have you thought, maybe we should just destroy it,” Mirian muttered.  
 
   “I'd like to see you try,” Athena replied.  “It's designed to travel between stars and endure centuries.  It won't break because you throw rocks at it.  Even if you were to find a way to break it, you and all the men nearby would die with it for reasons beyond your understanding.”
 
   That dispiriting remark reminded Carrot of why she had summoned Mirian.  She stood behind Athena and pushed.  “Take her now, please.  I can't think with her around.”
 
   Mirian motioned to her archers, who escorted away the hopping Athena.  
 
   “You'll need a speech to inspire your troops!” Athena called from a distance.  “Something about 'making a desert and calling it peace.'  'This hallowed ground, this Britan!'  'Have them die for their country!'  I've written over a thousand speeches!  I can give you words!”
 
   Hagan had gone off with the rest of his officers.  The messengers concentrated on updating the map.  Geth was inspecting the troops.  And so Carrot was alone with Mirian.
 
   “Let me be at your side,” Mirian said.  “I won't let a Roman come within arrow range!”
 
   “You've protected me enough,” Carrot said.  “Now you have to protect what is most important to Britan.”    
 
   “Carrot, are you sending me away in truth because I'm your friend and you don't want me in a battle that you believe will go badly?”
 
   “I truly need you to keep the Box from Roman hands, Mirian.  And that may not be a charge for just this day.  If the battle does go badly, you and Norian may have to hide from the Romans for years to come.”
 
   “While you lie here dead.”
 
   “I hope not.”  Carrot turned away.  “Please go now, Mirian.  Please.”  
 
   Carrot felt slender arms squeeze her midriff tightly.  Mirian's head buried against her shoulder.  Carrot was too astonished to do more than stiffen.  And then Mirian was gone.
 
   Trying not to weep, Carrot watched the men in formations.  Randomly, a few watched her.  As their formations smoothed, the barking of the sergeants died away.  Carrot blinked and thought:  a speech.  
 
   Perhaps it would help, but at the same time it seemed an indulgence.  What kind of words could be given in exchange for blood?  She couldn't think of any that wouldn't sound pretentious and tawdry.  They had come to kill and die, for reasons they knew when they left home.  She could not add to that.  
 
   She lifted the tea cup and sipped.  It was cold.  The pot was empty.  She wondered if she'd had her last cup of tea.  She wondered if these were her last breaths.  If she had seen Matt and Mirian and Norian for the last time.  Her father was over there but when he left her sight, would that be for the last time?  She set the cup down with shaking hands.  Stop thinking this way before people notice!  
 
   A lieutenant brought her the leader-spear.  It was long and made of polished hardwood and had a metal point.  Carrot had ordered it constructed weeks ago.  It was too cumbersome to be of practical use in battle, but it made a great flagstaff that could be seen across a battlefield.  She attached the blood-red scarf that the lieutenant provided.  
 
   She looked down at her body and realized that she was worse-dressed for battle than her men.  Under her coat, she still wore the dress she'd put on last night when she had brought drinks to Letos.  She looked, she thought, like she should be serving ale.  An army of farm boys, led by a tavern girl.  
 
   She addressed a messenger:  “Have the clackers come.”
 
   Soon she had assembled a dozen boys, again younger than Bok, snapping to attention.  In place of weapons, they bore straps with sticks and grooved boards – their tools to signal troop movements over the din of battle.  With Carrot's nod, the tallest boy unlocked a chest and distributed flutes to Carrot and the boys.  
 
   “Let us practice one more time,” Carrot said.  “Softly now.  When we are in battle, however, play as loud as you can.”
 
   She played a tune of only five notes.  Watching her fingering, they mimicked.  When all passed the test, she said, “Remember, when you hear me play, you play also.  Now go to your assigned regiments.”  
 
   When she was alone, Geth approached and said,  “How did you acquire Roman marching flutes?  You must have planned this battle for some time!”
 
   “Not this battle.  A battle.”  She paused.  “Father, I have a request . . . . “
 
   “So help me, Arcadia, you will not keep me from the thick of battle!”
 
   “You haven't mentioned Uncle Ral.  I was going to ask about him.”
 
   And so Geth told her about Ral's death, and then about Ral's life.  Carrot listened intently, for it seemed they had come to one of those moments for which one hurries to prepare, and then waits for the thing to happen.  The men were in ready formation, the rocks on the map showed the Romans were still kilometers distant.  There was nothing to do but listen to her father and try not to show tears in front of the men.  
 
   But then her father stopped talking.  He tilted his head and frowned.  Carrot should have heard first, but she had been lost in grief, and when she noticed that he was listening, she listened all the harder.  
 
   It was shouting – thousands of voices shouting.  The noise was coming from both east and west.  
 
   “Not even in sight of us and they're raising a war cry,” Geth said.  “Thinking to frighten us.  Well, they have.  But see our troops, Carrot?  Not a man is running.  That is what courage is – not how they feel, but how they act.”
 
   Carrot remembered the first time she'd heard him say those words, but before she could answer, an odd thought came to mind.  War cries were for charges, not marches; why were they sacrificing the element of surprise by giving away their positions? 
 
   She held out the leader-spear.  “Hold this.  I need to climb a tree.”
 
   There was a fifty meter evergreen nearby.  She sprinted over, leaped to the first branch, and climbed branch over branch.  She heard cheers from below, but ignored them.  In fact, she wished they would quiet.  She needed to hear!
 
   The tree top was narrow and swayed from her weight.  She held tight and surveyed the scenery.  Trees all around, a sea of trees.  Glints of armor in the east and west, where the Roman legions were marching through the forests at the perimeter of the poison ring.  A glance to the south showed no sign of soldiers, as expected.  And to the northeast, beyond the woods that separated the mill pond from the field, lay the abandoned base.  
 
   She almost missed the tiny dot on the horizon.
 
   The airship was hovering just above tree tops.  Athena was right, of course, it had no invisibility cloak.  No scout positioned at the north point could have missed it.  Yet there was no signal fire.  Clearly, the north quadrant had been compromised, leaving a huge gap in the Leaf's defenses.  
 
   A hole in our defenses . . . ten thousand missing legionnaires  
 
   She gazed hard into the north.  The legions to east and west were distracting, as they were intended to be.
 
   Carrot hopped down from branch to branch, bringing more cheers, but she was too agitated to even hear.  She met her father and Hagan on the ground and said, “We are marching now.”
 
   “East or west?” Hagan asked.
 
   “North!”
 
   “But the poison ring!  We'll be trapped inside!”
 
   She grabbed a stick and traced on the map.  She scratched away a portion of the northern edge of the poison ring and tapped the spot.    
 
   “There is a third Roman group.  At least ten thousand men.  I haven't seen it, but I know it is coming.  It is coming from the north, through the ring.  In order to do that, it must be making its own path through the ring, just as we did.”
 
   “By laying down water,” Hagan said.  “Of course!”  
 
   “Yes.  Now, if we attack east or west, the airship will spot our movement and order the north group to intercept us.  That will slow us down enough so that all three Roman groups can combine against us.  We will be five thousand against thirty thousand, and forced southward into the sea.”
 
   Hagan nodded.  “Instead, if we go into the ring now, we will counter only ten thousand.  And if your plan is to go around the northern group – “
 
   “Then we can escape the poison ring through the very gap in the north which they have created.”
 
   Hagan wasn't laughing, but his eyes showed comprehension.  “Into the ring, then!”
 
   “Ready for march, Major.”
 
   “Yes, Colonel!”
 
   When he dashed off, Carrot faced Geth.  “Father, there is more.”
 
   “There always is with you!  Go on.”
 
   She scratched a path from the gap in the southwest edge of the ring, through the gap in the north, and then eastward to the Roman encampment.  “The Romans have only five thousand men guarding their supplies.  If we could destroy their supplies, then they are reduced to forage, and if every farm they march toward burns its harvest, the Romans will be forced to retreat to Londa, or starve.”
 
   “The Romans at the encampment will fight to defend their supplies, you know.”
 
   “I know.  Yet it is an opportunity to think about.  When the time comes, we might be able to do something about it.”
 
   The sound of wood striking wood came from all around as the clackers signaled that their regiments were ready.  With her father, Carrot turned toward the combined army of the Western Leaf.  Thousands of faces were silently watching her, waiting.  Carrot saw the idealism and hope in their eyes.  She wished she did have words.
 
   “They have so much trust in me,” she said.  “And what am I?  A girl.”
 
   “Arcadia,” her father said softly.  “You are a woman.  You have been so for a long time.”
 
   She blurted, “You mean, since Mother died.”
 
   “No.  All the days after that, when you fought to survive your own mortal wounds.  That was more than mutant power.  That was the power of your spirit.  That is what these men recognize, and why they follow.  Arcadia, your mother would be proud, as am I.”
 
   She hugged him tightly, and it took all her will to resist crying in front of the men.  But Geth did not hold back.  
 
   She broke away and climbed onto the waiting horse.  She clamped her jaw and strained her eyes and extended an arm.  Geth handed her first a shield, then the leader-spear.  She looped the shield straps onto her back and turned the horse about to face the thousands.  She twisted the spear vertically, boldly waving the blood red scarf high against the cobalt sky.  Five thousand voices cheered.
 
   She looked down at the chief-clacker standing by her saddle.  The boy looked up, blinking.  She shouted, “Follow!”  He could not have heard above the din, but he sent out the signal.  The sequence of sharp bangings of wood against wood cut through the noise and were repeated by the regimental and company clackers, then echoed by the trees.  The cheering silenced.      
 
   Pointing the leader-spear halfway between north and sky, Carrot trotted north at what would be a steady pace for the men on foot.  The clackers transitioned from the command-pattern to the march cadence.
 
   The sounds then were ravens awking, feet stomping, and from beyond the trees, Romans continuing their battle cry.  In the north, from the unseen force that Carrot intended to engage, came only silence.    
 
   Mounting his own horse, Geth barked and a contingent of a hundred warriors, among the few in the camp to carry real swords as well as shields reinforced with metal, circled about Carrot.  Geth rode over and placed one hand on her shoulder, a reminder that a commander's place in battle was not at the very front if she wished to live long enough to give more than one order.  As she slowed, Geth gave a forward wave to the regimental captains.  Their lines drew ahead in rows.
 
   Hagan had no battle experience, but he was no passive oaf.  On his own initiative, riding about and shouting orders, he had sergeants form a funnel at the poison gap.  The regiments compacted to cross through the narrow entry.  Once through, they extended into battle lines once more. 
 
   Carrot rode into the ring gap.  The smell of wet hay was faint, morning dew having abated it.  Once inside the ring, she could hardly smell anything unusual.  Yet at the perimeter, she knew, the poison remained potent enough that death still encircled them.  
 
   Amid the standards and wagging spears, Carrot at last spied signs of movement across the field in the north.  She signaled to the chief clacker, who sounded the command for halt.  The army ceased tromping.  Holding her breath, she listened into the north.
 
   At last, faintly, she heard the flutes of the imperial cohorts.  It was the steady-march tune, high notes trilling in pride, low notes reveling in invincibility.  Then came the drums, pounding martial cadence for myriad boots to keep in synchronization.
 
   And then they came into view.  Like a spreading oil, the Romans seeped across the field.  The lines came with mechanical precision, spears held so that the tips of novices and veterans alike were all at the same distance in front.  The edges of the long shields overlapped, forming a wall that stretched the chord of the poison ring.  Behind the shields, the polished helmets bounced sunlight.     
 
   Between every fiftieth soldier was a gap, as she had mentioned at the meeting.  What she had not mentioned were the groupings of veteran soldiers who followed behind the lines, spears poised to skewer any enemy who might break through.  
 
   She aimed the leader-spear to zenith and made circles.  It was the command to lock shields.  The regiments stretched across the field from east to west, as near the perimeter of the poison ring as was safe.  
 
   Like the Romans, the Britanians formed a fronting wall.  At first glance theirs seemed even more imposing than the wall of the Romans, for their shields towered well above head height.  Their long shields, however, were not metal and leather but only flimsy cloth stretched between sticks, serving only for concealment as the troops behind them prepared to maneuver in secret.  
 
   “Rapid advance!” Carrot shouted to the clacker chief.  He scraped his stick along a serrated board:    ziiiick, ziiiick, ziiiick!  The pattern was repeated by the regimental and company clackers.  Trained to interpret the signal, the Army of the Western Leaf increased pace on its collision course with the Roman lines.
 
   The distance between lines closed to less than half a kilometer.  Carrot surveyed the Roman line, probing for a weak point.  There weren't any.  She did not doubt that the Roman line would break under concentrated attack, but it would not be without cost.
 
   “Colonel!” Hagan shouted.  “There!”
 
   While she had been watching the ground, the Roman airship had made its appearance over the northern forests.  It had ascended to gain a better view of the field.  
 
   This was Carrot's first close-up view of the new Roman airship.  It was twice the length and width of the Good Witch, with a gondola of two stories.  A metal sheet hung below the front of the gondola, being tilted by a system of cables to flash reflected sunlight in code.  No doubt, the precise disposition of her troops behind the long shields were being relayed to the Roman officers on the ground.
 
   Hagan trotted his horse alongside, gaping at the apparition in the north.  “Lords of Aereoth!  Morant told me how huge that thing was, and I did not believe him!”
 
   “It will not harm us,” Carrot replied.  “If it could, it would have done so already.” 
 
   “Still – the sight – it's – “
 
   Carrot watched his face and saw that his resolve was melting.  If someone as level-headed as Hagan could be unnerved by the sight of the airship, what effect was it having on the troops?  She decided it would be best if they were given no more time to think about it.    
 
   Carrot pointed to the right side of the Roman line.  “We will break through there.  Inform the regimental commanders.  Bring forward the rams.  I will give the signal.”
 
   “Yes Colonel!”
 
   The converging lines were less than four hundred meters apart and closing fast.  The Romans were seconds away from launching their darts.  She rode over to Geth and shouted, “Ready the smoke slingers!”
 
   Geth galloped behind the front line, shouting to the hundreds of men who had been equipped with slings.  They loaded in their carefully-prepared projectiles of stones wrapped with dried grass.  With hand lanterns lit in daylight, they set the grass smoldering.  They swung and launched.  The projectiles shot high into the sky, leaving streamers of smoke.  
 
   As expected, the airship ceased to signal the troops below.  With the smokescreen in place, its observers could not track the movement of the Britanians.  The effect was only temporary, however, for the slingers were rapidly running out of projectiles.  
 
   Carrot rode back to the clacker-chief.  “The concentrating signal – now!”
 
   He pounded stick and board over his head:  whack whack whack.  The regimental and company clackers repeated, and the army shifted to the right and concentrated.  No signal from the airship; the smoke was hanging over the battlefield as a thick white veil.  The near windless day that had been a blessing for the airship had become a curse of blindness.  
 
   The Britanian regiments amassed on the right, behind their front of sheets and sticks, and waited.  Carrot rode to their fore and held leader-spear high.  Two hundred meters.  Roman darts started to arch across the gap – no more time to waste!  Tucking the spear, Carrot fumbled the flute to her mouth, dropped the reins and fingered the tune.  Instantly, the five notes were repeated by the flute boys across the length of the Britanian line.
 
   The signal meant nothing to the Britanians; they marched to the clackers.  The Romans, who did march to flutes, heard the signal to retreat.  Their line abruptly halted, spears wavering to evoke the confusion that Carrot was certain they felt.  They became even more confused as their own battle-flutes sounded the command to advance.  The Britanian flutists replied even louder, again to retreat.  
 
   Carrot nudged her horse through the front line, surveyed the field, shook the leader-spear over her head.  She heard a tremendous roar behind her, followed by the stampede of the entire West Britanian army.  She wailed a battle-cry of her own, leveled the spear and charged across the field, braving darts and arrows, until she was halfway between the closing lines of the opposing armies.  There she halted and waved on the hordes of Britanians.  They stormed past her toward the Roman line.    
 
   The Romans must have decided by then to ignore the flutes and assume a defensive position, for they held spears level and shields locked.  It didn't matter.  The Britanians brought forward freshly-chopped tree trunks with branches still intact, carried by teams of dozens of men.  The battering rams smashed wide holes in the Roman line.  
 
   Leafmen poured into the gaps, skewering, axing, clubbing, amputating and decapitating the Romans.  Roman shields twisted, spears broke, swords fell from hands.  Most Romans scattered and those that did not were trampled.  They may have outnumbered the Leaf two to one on the field, but at the point where the line broke they were one to five and despite their superior skill and equipment they were overwhelmed by sheer numbers and a wrath fueled by a quarter century of imperial exploitation and oppression.    
 
   Any illusion that war was beautiful faded with the mists of sprayed blood, the flinging of tattered flesh, the screams of men disfigured and crippled and mortally wounded.  Carrot was not shocked.  She had seen it all in her nightmares for two and a half years, ever since her village had been destroyed by Romans.  This time it was being done to them.  She did not gloat, but she did feel that if war had to be, it was best for the agony to be inflicted on the aggressors.
 
   Astride her horse, Carrot waded through the cesspool of carnage, unable to participate because she held reins in one hand and leader-spear in the other.  At such close range, a Roman dart, arrow, or spear might have easily pierced her, but all the Roman soldiers were preoccupied with Britanians at their faces.  She was a detached observer, floating imperviously above the battle like a ghost or angel.  Except that her mount wobbled whenever a hoof squished upon a portion of a corpse.
 
   – And then the ground was clear.  Without looking back, Carrot trotted ahead of her rampaging soldiers, galloped well ahead when she reached empty grass, and surveyed the northern edge of the poison ring.  
 
   The point where the Romans had marched through the poison ring only minutes before was easy to spot.  It was littered with dead men, water jugs and piss buckets.  The Romans must have used every drop in ten thousand canteens and formed a bucket brigade to forge through the ring.  Those at the head of the bucket brigade had been too close to the poisoned ground and had succumbed.  She wondered what assurances of safety their officers had given them.
 
   She rode back to her father, pointed and shouted, “The exit is there!”  She handed him the leader-spear.  “You must guide them through!”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To check the rear.”
 
   Her concern was that the left-front might be cut off from escape.  She galloped south, fearing the worst.  But the Romans had yet to recover.  Like its terrestrial counterpart millennia before, the Ne'arthian Roman military machine, normally invincible against mobs of savages, lacked the creative initiative to handle surprise.  The Britanians were soon past while the Romans still regrouped.  Carrot rode north again to join her father and the rest of the army in exiting the poison ring.
 
   On the way, however, she happened to glance to the right.  She saw the huts of the base and the airship hangar.  They were deserted and untouched by the maelstrom of fighting so close by.  
 
   Then movement caught her eye.  Near the huts, at the northern edge of the training field, were the remains of Athena's airboat.  Someone was there, rummaging through the gondola.  Except for glimpses, the bulk of the wreckage concealed them from Carrot's sight.  What would anyone be doing there at this time?    
 
   Overcome by curiosity and sensing that the army could fare without her for a moment, Carrot rode over, dismounted the horse, unsheathed her sword.         
 
   “Who is there?” she asked.
 
   Behind her, the horse whinnied in alarm.   
 
   She was hit on the back with the force of a stone flung by catapult.  She stumbled flat and groggily raised herself to hands and knees, her shoulder throbbing and her dress soaked with blood from the scrape of claws where the shield on her back had not protected.  
 
   The creature that had knocked her down alighted.  Carrot recognized the bat-like wings, the scaled and feathered hide, the gaunt yet muscular limbs, the talons and fangs.  It was in the form that Inoldia had taken for flying, that she had manifested when she had appeared before Carrot atop the airship.  Carrot leaped erect and raised her silver kedana.  
 
   A second creature, identical to the first, emerged from scavenging the airboat.  
 
   A third creature landed on her right, a fourth on her left.  She turned and found two more behind her.  Finally, three more landed together, making nine.  All the surviving Sisters of Wisdom were present, and Carrot had no allies.  
 
   There was no way to tell them apart, until the one in the middle of the threesome spoke.  The hiss of the High Priestess was unmistakable.
 
   “Mother said, bring you to her!  You'll not escape again!”
 
   The creatures behind her lunged.  Carrot heard in time and dodged and slashed, and then the rest closed in.  Against so many, Carrot knew her sword was overwhelmed.    
 
   She pulled out Athena's gun.  Nine bullets, nine Sisters.  
 
   She aimed the barrel at the head of the High Priestess. She pulled the trigger.  The gun spat a tongue of flame and everything above the neck of the High Priestess exploded in a cloud of blood and bone.  The creatures standing alongside the High Priestess wore looks of puzzlement, but only for a second and then their heads exploded too. 
 
   Carrot almost laughed at the ease.  The dreaded Sisters of Wisdom, scythed like ripe harvest!   
 
   She swung the barrel to the right and blasted two more, whirled about and blasted the ones behind her.  She swung toward the two remaining.
 
   She had time to see the blow pipe, no time to dodge its tiny dart.  
 
   The gun slipped from her paralyzed fingers as she sank to the ground.  No, no, no!  Please no!  In a drugged haze, her thoughts were disjointed regret:  she had forgotten to tell her father one last time that she loved him, she would never hold Matt again, she would not become a teacher, never marry, never have children, never see Rome driven from Britan.  
 
   She lost consciousness as claws clamped her arms and dragged her into the sky.  
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   “Matt!” Galatea's voice said inside his head.  “Wake up!  We're over Britan!”
 
   After hours asleep during the flight over what was called by Britanians the Western Sea, Matt's consciousness reintegrated with his body inside the folds of the dragon's chest cavity.  Plugging into the sensory network provided through Galatea and Ivan, he again he felt the stroke of the dragon's wings, the rush of wind against its scales. 
 
   It had felt clammy inside the pouch at first, but he had to admit the experience had grown on him.  Thanks to the integration of his nervous system with that of the dragon, he was no longer inside the dragon.  He was the dragon.   
 
   Hundreds of meters below, the sea gave way to hills of evergreen trees.  The forests of Britan reminded him of the forests around Seattle, but when he thought of Home, he thought of Carrot and his friends.  When he thought of what could be happening to them, he was sickened.  
 
   “Where's Ravencall?” he asked.  
 
   “It's still many minutes away,” Galatea replied.  “Please be patient, Matt.  Silvanus is very tired.  This is the longest he's been in flight.”    
 
   Matt pined for the speed of an airship. Based on her airboat's estimated cruise velocity, Ivan extrapolated that Athena must have arrived the previous evening.  Galatea, in the interim, had explained that the airboat had been outfitted with unmarked pressurized tanks.  Matt tortured himself by imagining the worst.
 
   The Western Sea became a line on the horizon behind.  They passed a mountain range on the left, then tracked the path of the Oksiden Road.  Matt stared north, enraged at how he been deluded into abandoning Carrot in the land of the monstrous creatures known as trolls.
 
   “We are passing over Savora's village,” Galatea said.  
 
   Savora's description matched what he saw.  She hadn't lied about her origins – not the human part.
 
   “Matt, I still regret what I did to her.”
 
   “It wasn't your fault.  You were controlled by Athena.”
 
   “I appreciate your understanding.  You are a true friend, Matt.”  
 
   Silvanus tilted his wings and sank smoothly through the cloud layer.  Mist thinned to reveal the layout of Ravencall Base. There was the supply hut, reduced to char.  There was the barn, its roof still open from the Good Witch's escape.  The rest of the base buildings were intact, but Matt saw no line at the meal hut.  
 
   The field was where the action was.  Thousands of soldiers in gleaming armor – those would be Romans.  They were chasing north a smaller force dressed in drabber yet more varied clothing.  Matt knew at once that they were the volunteer warriors of the Leaf.  As both armies vacated the field, they had left behind abandoned weapons and unmoving bodies.  The death count was far less than what Matt expected for a battle, but clearly a violent confrontation had taken place.    
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “My analysis of Roman troop movements north of the base indicate a tendency toward interception of Britanian forces which is well above random probability.  It indicates the presence of aerial reconnaissance.”
 
   “Archimedes said the Romans would build another airship.  Let's find it.”
 
   “Visual scanning . . . located.”  
 
   Ivan's augmented-reality arrow pointed.  Hovering over a small lake by a hill a few kilometers north of Ravencall was the airship. Matt saw a gondola ten times the volume of the Good Witch's and engine housings the size of village huts.  He identified observation blisters but no gun turrets.  Not surprising, since the Roman military had yet to develop gunnery.  
 
   “Ivan, do you see any weapons?”
 
   An AR arrow indicated the platform extending behind the gondola.  “These appear to be rocket launcher racks.”
 
   “Can you give me any data on the rockets?”
 
   “Ten launch tubes are visible, five on each side.  Total number of weapons aboard vessel is not known.  Assuming solid fuel consistent with historical designs, rockets will have a range of several kilometers and are likely to contain an explosive charge that detonates on contact with target.”
 
   “I suppose they can't be very accurate.”
 
   “They are likely to be unguided.  However, historically, unguided rockets have been effective in warfare when used in mass attacks.”
 
   “You shoot enough of them at once, one of them is bound to hit the target by pure chance.” 
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “Do you see any launchers mounted topside?”
 
   “No, Matt.”
 
   “Okay, then we'll come from above and from the rear.  Galatea, take us up.”
 
   Silvanus dove into a cloud bank.  As the dragon cork-screwed in an ascending spiral, Matt assessed the potential for a 'dogfight' between the dragon and the airship.  The ship had speed, arrows, and rockets, while the dragon had maneuverability and claws.  Their biggest advantage was that the dragon wouldn't explode from a single spark.  Being filled with tons of hydrogen gas, the airship would – spectacularly.  
 
   As Matt saw it, they just had to get close enough to deliver the spark.    
 
   Matt wriggled inside the pouch, unzippering the survival kit that he'd pilfered from an emergency supplies crate while exploring Nemesis.  His hand slipped around the contours of the handle of a flare gun.  Without the fire-suppression equipment of Nemesis, the Roman airship could become flaming wreckage with a single shot.  All he had to do was get close enough.           
 
   With powerful strokes, Silvanus broke above the cloud layer.  The dragon made a hammerhead maneuver, allowing gravity to drain his upward momentum until he came to a halt.  He tilted downward and dove toward the ship's rudder.
 
   As they streaked toward their target, Matt saw the men in the tail observation nest staring back.  He avoided their eyes but wondered if the ship carried parachutes.  His moral qualms were dispelled when he saw a glint of reflected sunlight flashing below the ship's nose.  Observers aboard the ship were signaling the ground, closing a noose made of legions around the fleeing Britanians.  
 
   Carrot, Matt thought.  What would they do if they caught her?  What if she was already dead?    
 
   “Let's do this.”
 
   They had rehearsed the attack many times in the hours over the Western Sea.  As the dragon swooped over the ship, its chest cavity opened a slit.  Matt extended his arm and the flare gun.  Ivan provided targeting cross hairs, which was unnecessary as the ship filled Matt's sight.  Matt pulled the trigger.  The flare gun bucked and a smoking star struck the airship envelope.  It bounced off.
 
   “The flare failed to penetrate the skin of the envelope,” Ivan said.
 
   “I can see,” Matt said, irritated.  “We'll have to do this the hard way.  Galatea, have Silvanus land me on the starboard elevator fin.  I'll have to cut a hole in the envelope and shoot the flare into it.”
 
   For a moment, the only sound was the stroking of the dragon's wings as he hovered above the airship.
 
   “Galatea, did you hear me?”
 
   “Matt,” Galatea said at last.  “I can't let you do that.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I'm sorry, Matt.  The risk is too great.”
 
   “Galatea, I have to do it.  The Romans are going to destroy my friends and I have to stop them.”
 
   “You are Synesthesia's friend and I am her emulator.  She would not want her friend to come to harm.”
 
   “Carrot and the others, they're my friends.”
 
   “They are not Synesthesia's friends.  You are her friend.  She would not allow you to come to harm.”
 
   She's Eric Roth's implant.  Roth didn't value self-sacrifice, and Galatea had never been programmed with the recognition that a human host might value another life above his own.    
 
   Matt switched to a private channel.  “Ivan, can you go into Silvanus and take over – “
 
   “Matt,” Galatea interjected.  “I am detecting covert subvocalization.  If Ivan attempts to modify my directives under these circumstances, I will instruct Silvanus to immediately land and release you in a safe place.”
 
   “Galatea, unless we stop the Romans, pretty soon there are not going to be any safe places in Britan.”
 
   “Then you can leave Britan.”
 
   “What about when Athena and Eric take over the world?  Where will I go then?”
 
   “That is the future, Matt.  I am concerned about your present survival.”
 
   Matt focused his willpower on the dragon's wings.  He felt every muscle, but they would not respond.  “Galatea, take me to the ship, or give me control of Silvanus so I can do it.”
 
   “Matt, please be logical.“
 
   “I am being logical!” Matt snapped aloud. 
 
   “Matt, I question why you should sacrifice your life for people who are strangers.”
 
   “Carrot is my best friend!  I can't live without her!” 
 
   “Carrot has been your friend for a very short time.  Also, it was only through my psychological manipulation that your relationship proceeded to the romantic stage.  I believe that if Carrot were to die, you would eventually recover from the trauma.“
 
   “You stupid artificial – “ Matt squirmed and kicked, shoved and screamed.  But he was as secure as if he were wrapped in Parsian rugs.  Finally, he realized he wasn't getting out by brute force.  Moreover, 'out' meant hundreds of meters of air followed by hard ground.  He didn't need 'out.'  He needed Silvanus and Galatea.
 
   If only there was a way to convince an AI that between his life and Carrot's was an objective connection –   
 
   And suddenly, he knew what to do.  He subvocaled openly so that both AIs could hear:  
 
   “Ivan, I want the following command to be irrevocable.  If I am not aboard that ship in five minutes, I want you to euthanize me.  Again, this command is irrevocable.”
 
   Ivan said promptly, “I understand, Matt.  To implement the command, I require authorization.”
 
   Matt recited the code.  
 
   In a voice as calm as his host's, Ivan replied, “Five minute countdown, mark now.”
 
   Silvanus continued to beat his wings amid the clouds.
 
   “Matt,” Galatea said after seconds of silence.  “I want you to revoke that command.”
 
   “Ivan and I weren't pretending.  The command is irrevocable.”
 
   Matt waited.  Finally, after slightly less than five minutes, Silvanus arched his wings and tilted into a dive.    
 
   They broke through the clouds, above and behind the airship again.  The engines were puttering, holding ground position above the small lake.  
 
   “Galatea, land on the elevator on the right side.  Ivan, go to hypermode standby.”
 
   “In anticipation of your request,” Ivan replied, “I have already placed you in standby.”  
 
   “Good job.  Galatea, as soon as you release me, I want you away.”
 
   “But Matt, how will I be able to retrieve you?” 
 
   “I'll jump off.  Silvanus can catch me in mid-fall.”
 
   Galatea paused and Matt knew she was calculating probabilities.  Finally:  “It is possible.”
 
   Silvanus splayed his wings and projected his feet.  Talons touched elevator surface, skidded to a halt with a few measured flaps.  Body crouched and wings folded, the dragon minimized aerodynamic drag and held fast to the airship.  Matt took a deep breath, calmed his pulse, and wished he wasn't chilled in a way that Ivan couldn't help.  
 
   “Okay, Galatea.  Release me and get away.”
 
   “Good luck, Matt.  I will be waiting for your call.”  
 
   The dragon's chest burst open.  Bright light and frosty air flooded into the pouch.  Disoriented by the loss of sensory connection to the dragon's body, Matt lost his grip and flopped onto the elevator surface.  He heard scraping talons and the flutter of great wings.  The fin shook as the dragon lifted away.
 
   “Matt.  I have cancelled the euthanasia countdown.”
 
   “Good to know.  Thanks.”
 
   Matt raised himself on his hands and knees – and promptly slid.  Made slick by condensation, the fin was as slippery as melting ice.  Matt went flat, halting his motion to the edge.  
 
   “Ivan, can you increase my traction?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  You will need to remove your shoes and socks.”
 
   Matt slipped them off.  He had no idea how Ivan was increasing the traction of his digits, but they adhered to the fin as if covered with microscopic suction cups.  
 
   The Roman eagle emblem glared from the upper rudder as he crawled across the elevator.  He reached the airship skin, grabbed a handhold, and pulled out of his coat the survival kit.  It stuck inconveniently to his fingers.  “Suction off.”  
 
   Knives had been a basic component of military survival kits as long as there had been military survival kits.  He slashed a hole through the skin.  He heard a hiss and felt the breeze as escaping gas rushed past his face.  That made him realize he had to be careful, or he would become badly burned by the explosion he was about to cause.  
 
   “Ivan, go to hypermode.”
 
   “Commencing hypermode.”
 
   The sky darkened and turned rose.  The thrum of the engines turned throaty.  Matt felt weight lift from his body.  He barely felt the breeze.  In the corner of his field of vision, digits clicked to 2.9.  
 
   His back to the airship skin, he moved as far away from the gash as he could, pointed the flare gun into the bleeding cell, shielded his face and pulled the trigger.    
 
   He felt the gun buck, heard the shot go off.  He was still alive, and the airship was still intact.
 
   According to Ivan's historical data, all it had taken to destroy an airship during the Great European War was a single bullet to ignite the explosive hydrogen within the gas cells and convert a mighty war machine into flames and cinders.  The flare should have been just as lethal.  
 
   “Something is wrong,” he said needlessly.  “Ivan, do an analysis – “
 
   A bolt of pain hammered his abdomen.  Matt gasped and flailed.  Ivan suppressed the pain, but in the process Matt's body went numb.  Helpless, Matt flopped onto his back and slid across the elevator.  The sky returned to blue, he felt the frigid breeze and heard the croon of the engines.  Flashing red letters:  HYPERMODE SUSPENDED.  
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “A projectile has impacted your body.  I am diverting all health resources to repair.”
 
   Matt raised his head and stared at his chest.  The coat had a puncture haloed with a spreading red splotch.  Judging by the exit wound, the shot must have penetrated a lung.  His shortness of breath agreed.  Ivan's pop-up schematic indicated severe tissue damage, high blood loss, abrasion to spinal cord, traumatic damage to liver – 
 
   “Block pain – keep conscious – “
 
   Weakened, his body slipped closer to the edge.  Galatea would catch him if he went over, he told himself.  He would be rescued, flown to ground, healed by Ivan.  Whatever was happening, everything would be all right.  Indeed, the world was already warm and soft and fuzzy – 
 
   Fingers clamped his arms.  Matt opened his eyes to the glare of men wearing uniforms of the Temple Guard of the Pandora of Rome.  
 
   They dragged him roughly toward the handholds and the upper platform.  Through blotchy vision, Matt gazed at a blurred image of a tall man with a purple cape, who held a black object that looked like an inverted boot.  The man's face belonged to Valarion, but the expression didn't.  Nor did the tenor of the voice:  “Well, Matt, you have your girlfriend to thank.”
 
   “I . . . don't know . . . what . . . . ”
 
   Valarion wagged the gun's smoking tip.  “This is a Vashi 7 automatic pistol.  Athena's favorite weapon.  Somehow it ended up in the possession of your girlfriend.  And so, into my hands.  Good thing too, else you'd be hopping about, dodging arrows and causing mayhem.  But nothing like a good old-fashioned bullet to slow a man down, eh?”
 
   Matt struggled to parse Valarion's words.  “Where is . . . she?”
 
   “Aboard.  Shall we go see her?  It is rather chilly out here and I don't want to miss the show.”
 
   The men dragged Matt to a stairwell that led to the service gallery walkway through the center of the ship's envelope.  Valarion patted a gas cell.
 
   “By the way,” he said.  “We're filled with helium.  An inert, nonflammable gas, in case you've forgotten your chemistry.  Pandora analyzed the geological survey of Delta Pavonis Three to identify a helium source.  She established an extraction facility weeks ago.  We stopped on the way to change out the very dangerous hydrogen gas.  Another good thing, yes?  Else you'd have turned us into barbeque.”
 
   In near delirium, Matt wondered why the Emperor of the Roman Empire referred to Ne'arth as Delta Pavonis III.  And did Ne'arthian Romans have barbeques?
 
   They descended stairs into the gondola and entered a narrow passage.  Heading forward, they entered the control room.  Outside the windows, tree-covered hills spread below.  The interior of the compartment was crammed with temple guard, Roman soldiers, and two winged humanoid lizards.  
 
   In front and center, the Pandora of Rome rested upon a pedestal.  Stalks sprouted from its casing.  One stalk turned and pointed at Matt as he was brought in.  Another stalk extended through a cracked-open side window and bent downward out of sight.  A third stalk's tip was blinking a light and a soldier reacted by yanking a cable that went through the deck.
 
   A fourth stalk extended toward a body resting flat upon a table.  Carrot's eyes were shut and her head was lolling. Her clothing was splattered with blood.  She was not bound.  There was no need.  Her limbs were limp and unmoving.  
 
   “What are you doing to her?”  
 
   “She is not being harmed,” Valarion replied.  “Constant connection is necessary, as she seems endowed with some sort of power to resist sedation.”
 
   Ivan scanned and reported, “Matt, Carrot is unconscious but otherwise at high health levels.”
 
   “How soon can you get hypermode back on line?” Matt subvocaled.
 
   “Approximately five minutes.”
 
   “Doctor Roth,” Pandora said.  “The boy is communicating with his neural implant matrix.”
 
   “That is to be expected.  Conniving and contriving, no doubt.”
 
   “He is dangerous.  I recommend that he be killed immediately.”
 
   “He could prove useful.”  Valarion smiled at Matt.  “Couldn't you, Matt?”
 
   Matt blinked.  “Why does she call you 'Doctor Roth?'”
 
   “You know why.”  Roth returned his gaze to the scene below.  “Though you can't imagine the obstacles I've had!”  He drew a deep sigh.  “Your mother's template almost exposed us at the beginning.  Then your mother picked up the investigation.  I managed to drive her off the Project to the edge of the Solar System.  But I knew the only way to keep her silent was to keep you under my control.  So I had you sent here, by seeming accident, and I thought that would be the end of it.  But you've gotten loose and become no end of trouble, and of course, your archival is trouble-squared.  It seems your family is always afflicting me.”  
 
   “It sounds like you've been afflicting us.”  
 
   Roth rolled his eyes.  “You think you know affliction?  Try house arrest for decades!  How often did I think to confess!  But no – that would have ruined everything.  So instead I faced years of miserable confinement, of isolation, of scandal, of abandonment by my colleagues – but I hoped people would come around eventually.  You can't imagine the despair!”  
 
   His rant spent, Roth focused on the scene below.  
 
   Matt subvocaled, “How long?”
 
   “Three minutes,” Ivan replied.  “Matt, even with hypermode capability, your body is still in recuperation and is in no condition for strenuous activity.“
 
   “Contact Galatea.”
 
   “Galatea here,” her voice responded as clearly as if she too were in his head.  
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Silvanus is hanging from the lower rudder at this time.  We are waiting for you to jump.”
 
   “Good.”  
 
   Except for the jumping part.  Matt had jumped from heights many times, but being caught by a dragon didn't seem as safe as being caught by a drone.  But it would have to do if he were to escape from the airship.  The biggest question was how to bring Carrot along.  The dragon was almost an aerodynamic impossibility on its own; it could safely carry only one person at a time even when it was not exhausted from flying for hours over an immense sea.        
 
   Gropingly, Matt quietly formulated a plan – or rather, a series of vague 'maybes.'  The biggest 'maybe' was escaping the room in the first place, and he had no inspiration for that.  
 
   Continuing to stare through the window, Roth murmured:  
 
   “Do you know what finally broke the curse, Matt?  Madness!  My madness and Athena's!  After those years of torment, I had a single, momentary lapse.  I was drinking one night, and told my implant to leave my goddam bloodstream alone.  I wanted to be drunk, for gods' sake!  Well, I got drunk.  I called Athena to my house, told her to cut my brain out of my skull and carry it to Delta Pavonis!  Any normal fool would have known that I was raving, but she's always done what I've told her to do.  I don't know if you've been told, but she's not a real person.  She's artificial.  I had her genetically programmed to obey me.  No matter how insane my command, she has to obey me.”  A scowl grew.  “Or rather, to obey that thing in the basket.”  
 
   Matt pretended to pay attention.  Meanwhile, he considered options.  If he could get the gun, he could kill the Inoldias.  Maybe.  Or maybe Roth would shoot him as soon as he moved.   
 
   “Hypermode availability in one minute,” Ivan said.   
 
   Roth smiled.  “You've become restive.  It's about time, isn't it?”
 
   Matt frowned.  “For what?”
 
   “Another tranquilizer pill.”  
 
   Roth shot Matt in the stomach.  Matt tumbled onto the deck, his vision filled with Ivan's warning indicators.  
 
   “Matt, a projectile has impacted your body.  I am diverting all health resources to repair.  Hypermode availability countdown is suspended.”  
 
   Matt felt the pain fade, but so did his strength – and with that, he knew, so went his chance to escape.  
 
   Roth returned his gaze to the windows.  “I feel like a scientist observing through a microscope at a petri dish!  Two cultures of bacteria competing to see which survives and which becomes extinct.  It's a perfect demonstration of evolution in action, don't you think?”
 
   Crouched on the floor, Matt growled:  “It's not evolution.”
 
   “I beg your pardon.”
 
   “It's just a bigger army beating a smaller one.”
 
   “Ah, but why is one army bigger?  Because of evolutionary factors, that's why!”
 
   “No.  Because you rigged the game.”
 
   Roth's smile faded.  “You just don't see the big picture, of how humanity must evolve – ”
 
   “This was never about evolution!”  Matt wheezed.  “This was about you and your ego!  All the suffering, the slavery and wars and poverty – just to give you a world to rule, to make yourself feel important!  But you're not important!  You're the most useless, worthless, pointless – “
 
   “That's enough,” Roth said firmly.  “Mattimeo, I may have been too optimistic.  I had hopes to mentor you, but I suspect that you'll always be looking for a way to back-stab me.  I can't tolerate that.”
 
   “Kill him now, Doctor Roth,” Pandora chimed.  “He is too dangerous.”
 
   “'Pathetic' is the word, dear.  And you know, Mattimeo, I've always thought that about you.  A typical sheltered teenager – pathetic and whiney.”
 
   “I lost my family,” Matt said stonily.
 
   “I'm sorry – what's your point?”
 
   “I lost my family.  I was marooned on an alien planet.  I was a slave at a silver mine.  I was beaten to death and was brought back to life.  I was put on trial and sentenced to death and fought in an arena.  I fought a flying lizard monster.  I've been subjected to mind control and I've flown through storms and dodged arrows and bullets and now I've been shot by you twice.”
 
   “And these things you're telling me are supposed to be – what?  Achievements?”  
 
   “They prove that I'm not pathetic and whiney.  I've endured a lot and I've survived.  What suffering and trials have you experienced that gives you the right to call me pathetic and whiney?” 
 
   “I've founded a project dedicated to interstellar exploration.  I've created an entire planet's civilization.”
 
   “Those are achievements, but they don't have anything to do with how tough you are.  You've never made a real personal sacrifice.  You've never risked your own life.  You've never endured real pain.  You're a glorified fund raiser.  You talk big but other people do all the work and take all the risks and all you do is take the credit.”
 
   Roth chuckled.  “Why, Mattimeo.  It's as if you're trying to goad me into a duel!”
 
   “You don't even have the courage to travel between the stars.  I did that while I was a 'whiney' teenager.  You stayed with your feet planted on Earth for centuries and had to be drunk before you could make the decision to star travel.  And it wasn't a voluntary decision – you needed to escape the mess you made.”
 
   Roth's smile faded.  “I think I've heard enough.”
 
   “You don't even have the will to have a real person as your friend, because a real person might disagree with you, and you can't bear that.  So you surround yourself with yes-people, and create a synthetic slave as your lover – “
 
   “ENOUGH!”  
 
   Staring blankly, Roth aimed the barrel of Athena's gun at Matt's forehead.  Matt stared back, unblinking.    
 
   “I have one kind of courage that I know you lack,” Roth said.  “The courage to make hard decisions.  And I'm about to make one right now.”
 
   “How is this decision hard for you?” Matt demanded.  “You're always killing people.  Killing people is easy for you because you don't care about people.”
 
   “You know, Mattimeo, I can't entirely disagree.  Sometimes it isn't hard to kill.  Now, for example.”
 
   Roth pulled the trigger.  The gun clicked.  Roth stared in puzzlement.  Matt lunged, but Roth jumped out of the way.  For a moment, the expression on Roth's face had changed to shock.  Then the fake smile returned.
 
   “No wonder you talked so boldly,” Roth said.  “Your implant must have told you the gun was out of bullets.  But there's another way to do this.  Perhaps a better way.  Surely a more poetic way.”  Roth turned to a Roman officer.  “Go to my cabin and bring the staff.”
 
   Staff?  Matt's puzzlement was answered in seconds, when the officer returned, bearing the staff of Archimedes.  
 
   “Where did you get that?” Matt demanded.
 
   “You keep asking questions for which you know the answers.”  Roth examined the triggers on the staff.  “Valarion couldn't make it fire, but I believe the problem was a safety lock . . . ah, this pin.”  Removing a metal tab, Roth swung the top of the staff to point at the center of Matt's forehead.  “How ironic to use his weapon against you!  And doubly ironic, it will be aimed right through your cerebrum!”
 
   Matt contemplated the three holes on the top of the staff.  Hadn't Archimedes already fired the gun three times?  Yet Ravencall had a blacksmith shop which could easily make lead balls.  Archimedes could cobble the recipe for gunpowder in his sleep.  Knowing the kind of person Archimedes was, Matt knew the staff had been reloaded. 
 
   If he was going to avoid a bullet in his head, he had to come up with something fast.     
 
   “Emperor Valarion,” Matt said.  “I know what happened to you.  Pandora imposed Roth's personality on top of yours.  But you can fight it.  You can reclaim your life if you resist!“
 
   “You fool,” Roth said.  “Yes, Valarion is within me, but do you think he wants to go back to what he was – a puppet of Pandora and Athena?  Through me he can rule the planet – and someday the stars!”
 
   “At least if he breaks free, he would have his own life!”
 
   “You still don't understand how it works.  His life is my life, my life is his.  In a sense, we have always been the same person.  Wasn't there an ancient story of a wizard who chopped his soul into pieces, and then had to collect them back?  Well, my soul was in halves to begin with, and now I have brought them together.”
 
   “Hypermode available in three minutes,” Ivan announced.  
 
   Matt foundered for something to say that would keep Roth talking for another three minutes, but Roth had that contemplative frown he'd had before.  
 
   “It seems you're about due for another pill,” Roth said.  “This time, however, it will be a lifetime dosage.  Any last words?”
 
   According to Ivan's countdown, Matt needed two minutes and forty-nine seconds of last words, but he saw how Roth's finger twitched on the trigger and knew that if he made a speech, it would be interrupted.  His mind was empty.  All he could do was stare at the instrument of his impending death.
 
   Looking at the staff reminded him of Archimedes, how Archimedes always had a surprise.  The secret passages, the fireworks, the caches of silver, this very staff with its bullets and – 
 
   Matt opened his mouth as if to reply – and then he head-butted the staff.  
 
   As the staff deflected, Roth reflexively pulled the trigger.  The tip of the staff boomed and the ball ricocheted against the deck, startling guards and demons.  Matt grabbed the end of the staff and swung hard.  Roth held tight, but as they wrestled the bottom end struck against the bulkhead.
 
   Just as it had done months earlier in the imperial palace, the bottom of the staff belched a cloud of milky smoke.  The entire control room disappeared in a veil of white.    
 
   “Enhanced vision!” Matt shouted.  
 
   Silhouettes of guards and soldiers choked and groped.  Rendered invisible, Matt crawled to the table where Carrot lay.  
 
   “Doctor Roth!” Pandora exclaimed.  “He's by the table with the girl!“
 
   Matt unsheathed a blinded-soldier's short sword and slashed the probe's sensory stalk.  Pandora howled.  The staff boomed again and a lead ball struck where he'd been a second before.  A temple guard cried out as he was struck by the ricochet and Roth cursed and swung the staff blindly through the smoke.  
 
   Matt pulled Carrot from the table.  He tried to carry her, but with his strength severely depleted, her weight toppled him onto the floor.    
 
   “Open the windows!” Roth shrieked.  “Clear the air!  Block the door!”    
 
   Two minutes to hypermode.  Matt wobbled erect, holding the sword in one arm and Carrot in the crook of the other.  He dragged her to the doorway.  A temple guard was blocking but a simple poke with Matt's sword got him to jump out of the way.  The guard drew his sword and slashed randomly but Matt was already stumbling down the passage.  
 
   Carrot's head stirred against his shoulder.  She murmured:  “Matt . . . . “
 
   The smoke thinned rapidly as they moved tailward.  Matt looked behind and saw two nightmare creatures shove aside staggering men.  He took the cross passage to port, then clambered down the steps, hoping the creatures hadn't seen him and that the smoke would throw off their sense of smell.  
 
   The Roman airship was larger than the Good Witch, but it was no Nemesis.  Too soon, he reached the rear hatchway and burst onto the platform behind the gondola.  He dragged Carrot through the hatchway and slammed the hatch shut.  He spun the handle wheel and jammed his sword through the spokes.  
 
   The narrow platform stretched only a few meters to the rocket racks.  Matt leaned over the rail and looked down.  From this height, the lake looked like a puddle.  The trees looked like spikes.     
 
   “Galatea, I'm going to drop Carrot.  I want you to catch her and get away from the ship.”
 
   “What about you?”  
 
   Matt heard pounding against the hatch.  The wheel was jerking back and forth, but the sword held firm.  Then the hatch shook with the impact of bodies.  
 
   “I'm going to try to destroy the ship.  You need to be at least a hundred meters away.”
 
   “Matt, Ivan linked me with his audio telemetry.  Doctor Roth said that the gas cells are filled with helium.  Helium is non-flammable.  The ship will not explode.”
 
   “A hundred meters, Galatea.  Please.”  
 
   Carrot nuzzled his shoulder.  “Matt,” she whispered.  “Matt . . . . “  
 
   Still under the effects of Pandora's sedation, Carrot's eyes were closed, her expression peaceful.  If she survived, Matt thought, she would remember this moment only as a dream.   He brushed the strands of her brown hair from her face, but the wind whipped them back.  He kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “I love you, Arcadia.”  
 
   “Wizard . . . love you.”
 
   He leaned her over the rail.  Upon sight of the distant terrain, every natural instinct told him that he was about to drop her to her death.  But the wheel was twisting and the sword was slipping and the hatch was heaving and it was the only way she could be safe from what was on the other side.  
 
   “Galatea, get ready to catch her!”
 
   “I am ready, Matt!”
 
   “Here she goes!”
 
   Suppressing tears, he released her.  Her eyes shut and body limp, she tumbled downward.  His breath caught and his heart pounded at the sight of the rapidly dwindling body.  
 
   “Carrot!” he screamed.  
 
   Then a dark shape dropped from the tail of the ship and plunged after.  Powerful talons gently grasped Carrot's arms.  Wings spread and the dragon slowed his descent.  The dragon, with the girl hanging beneath him, glided toward the shore of the lake.  
 
   “Retreating to hundred meters perimeter,” Galatea said.  “I'll put her down and come back as quickly as I can.”
 
   “Don't drop her!”
 
   “I promise, Matt.”
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Hypermode is in standby.”
 
   Matt walked to the end of the platform and surveyed the racks.  Five pairs of mountings in series, ten rockets in all.  Each mounting was so simple he didn't need Ivan to explain.  To adjust the launch direction:  loosen fastener screws, twist mounting to desired position, re-tighten screws.  
 
   The ignition system was simple too.  Pairs of wires extruded from a conduit into the tail of each rocket.  The conduit extended all the way back to the gondola, where presumably the batteries that generated the ignition sparks were located.  Perhaps the firing switches were in the control room.  If he wanted to fire the rockets, he would have to improvise. 
 
   “Ivan, you think you can generate enough voltage to ignite a solid fuel rocket?”
 
   “How many ignition pulses will you need?”
 
   “Just one.  Or two, I guess.  In both palms, at the same time.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   Another heave – and the hatch flung open.  Soldiers burst through onto the platform and brandished their swords.  Unarmed, Matt retreated within the rocket racks.  Roth emerged from the gondola.  He stopped short and stared – first with confusion, then alarm.    
 
   Roth scoffed:  “You're bluffing!”
 
   Try me, Matt thought.  But he was far from calm.  The ground was so far below, Silvanus was out of sight, and falling seemed a horrible way to die.    
 
   Roth raised the staff but did not shoot; a misplaced shot could strike a rocket and do Matt's job for him.  Matt turned his back on Roth and slipped behind the first pair of rocket mounts.    
 
   “I didn't think you were this big a fool, Matt!  You really are the stupidest kid I've ever known!”  
 
   Matt twisted the first pair of mounts to point the rocket noses toward the gondola.  He aimed the second pair upward into the belly of the envelope.
 
   “Matt, I wasn't really going to kill you.  I was just trying to jolt you out of your parochial perspective.  I want us to work together!”
 
   Matt slipped further tailward, adjusted the third and fourth pair of rockets to aim upward as he had done with the second.
 
   “Matt!  No no!  This is insane!  All my work, everything I've done!  And you Matt, what's the point of your life if you do this?  You'll die too, Matt!  Do you want to die so young?”
 
   Matt came to the final pair of mountings.  He aimed them forward, toward the other rockets.  He wrapped his hands around each pair of ignition wires.  He thought of Carrot.  He thought of his friends.  He thought of his family.  No, he thought.  I don't want to die.  But he knew they would not live unless he did.
 
   “Child!”  Roth shrieked from the platform, flourishing his arms.  “Child, do you see my monument?  It's all around you!  It's this entire world!  How many people can claim that they created an entire world?  What have you accomplished in your short life?  Nothing!  Yet under my mentorship, you can achieve greatness as well!  Don't throw your life away!  If I die now, people will speak my name for centuries, for I created this world!  If you die now, what will people remember you for?”
 
   Matt replied without hesitation:  “That I stopped you.  You created this world, but then you tried to ruin it.  And I stopped you.”
 
   Roth glared at Matt, then shrilled at the soldiers on the platform.  They picked their way through the mountings.  As they neared, Matt saw fear in their eyes.  He wondered what they saw in his.  Savoring his final seconds, he let the soldiers come within slashing distance.  
 
   “Hypermode,” he said.  
 
   The sky shuddered sunset-rouge and he felt very light.  A soldier's blade swung in slow motion and Matt easily dodged.  Then another soldier came within reach and Matt knew he couldn't delay longer.    
 
   “Ignite,” Matt said.  
 
   Ivan's tentacles sent an electrical pulse through Matt's palms and into both pairs of rocket ignition wires.  The solid fuel ignited and spewed a sword-like flame from the tails of the rockets.  The rockets broke their fasteners and hurled into the rockets suspended from the other mountings.  
 
   The conflagration was almost too fast for even hypermode.  The explosion of the warheads of the moving rockets ignited the other rockets and their warheads in a bouquet of fiery blossoms.
 
   Barely clearing the blast, Matt fell supinely with dreamlike slowness, watching the explosions engulf the midsection of the airship above.  The fire must have spread to the munitions compartment, because then there was an even bigger explosion and the ship splintered into a rain of flaming and smoking debris.
 
   Where was Galatea?  Matt glimpsed the dragon well in the distance.  Silvanus had lain Carrot to safety by the lake and was ascending but was too far and blocked from rescuing Matt by a sky full of shards. Matt had a fall of hundreds of meters, and nothing to break it with.  
 
   Should have kept the parachute, Matt thought.  Too late now.
 
   He smiled in spite of himself.  Maybe there was something to gallows humor.  
 
   And so he attempted one last joke:  “Ivan, can you make me some anti-gravity?”
 
   “Assume de-arch position,” Ivan replied.  “Aim for deepest water.  Prior to impact, position legs down and together.  Lean back slightly.  Hold arms over groin.  Contract buttocks – “
 
   “What?”  
 
   The sky shuddered to blue and he had only seconds to comply.  
 
   In real-time, Matt struck the surface of the lake, broke both legs, severed his spine, snapped his neck and lost consciousness as foaming, blood-soaked water covered his fractured skull and seeped into his unbreathing lungs.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

19.
 
    
 
   From the control room of the Good Witch, Matt Four watched in amazement as the burning fragments of the Roman airship spiraled smokey trails into the forest hills eastward.  His finger was poised on the trigger of a high-powered sniper rifle that was aimed through an open side window, but he hadn't fired yet.
 
   “What in the name of the Seven Lords!” Prin demanded.  He was standing next to Matt Four, watching through a spy glass.  “It's self-destructing!”
 
   “Perhaps a fire ignited the hydrogen,” Andra said.  She was steering.  “What do you think, Matt?”
 
   “The kid,” Matt Four said.  “The kid would have tried to destroy the ship.  Looks like he succeeded.”
 
   Amid the debris were falling bodies, distinguishable at this distance as mere specks.  Some were on fire, some were tumbling lifelessly, others flailing wildly.  He didn't see anyone who looked like a survivor.      
 
   He supposed he should have felt relief.  Had he not expected a shoot-out that could have destroyed their own ship?  
 
   “Let's get closer.  My implant should detect his implant.”  
 
   Andra pushed the engine throttle levers and steered toward the wreckage.  Open-mouthed, Prin gestured below as they passed over Ravencall.  
 
   “All those bodies!” he exclaimed.  “There must have been a battle!”
 
   Ravencall Base had been described to Matt Four by Prin and Andra during the trip from Victoriana, and in his imagination he had expected something more impressive.  It was only a few huts around an un-roofed building that might have qualified as a barn on a terrestrial farm.  
 
   What intrigued him more was the burned-out wreckage at the north of the field:  one clump that appeared to be a small blimp, another that appeared to be a small winged aircraft.  From the relative positions of their wreckage, it appeared the vehicles had engaged in an aerial confrontation.  From the charring of the remains, the blimp appeared to have gotten the worst of it.   
 
   “Matt,” Ivan Four said.  “I have established contact with Ivan One.  He reports that Matt Template is in critical condition.”  
 
   For an implant, 'critical condition' meant the host was having a White Room experience.  
 
   Ivan Four's video feed pointed an AR arrow toward a small lake, nestled against a steep hill north of the base.  Matt Four had Ada zoom in telescopically and relay the telemetry.  A pair of bat-winged creatures, the size and shape of humans, were fluttering over a limp human body that floated face down.  The body was dressed in the same gray clothing that Matt the Template had been wearing when last seen.  
 
   “Go there!” Matt Four shouted.  “That's the kid!”
 
   Prin operated valves, Andra nosed downward.  
 
   The fluttering monsters were preoccupied with gaining a grip on the body and attempting to lift it.  They were nightmares on wings;  Matt Four guessed they were Pandora Gamma's enforcers, the 'Inoldias' that the kid had mentioned. The kid had said that they weren't particularly bright, but they appeared as ominous as advertised: strong and nigh invulnerable to pre-industrial weaponry.  Matt Four hoped that industrial weaponry would be a match.  
 
   He opened the cabinet and took out the AK-47 knock-off. He attached the clip that he'd loaded with refurbished bullets.  It wasn't even half full and the weapon wasn't as accurate as a sniper rifle and the intended targets were smaller than an airship.  If he missed, he would just be making them angry.  
 
   He glanced at Ada, who was staring through the window at the creatures.  He saw how smooth her young face was, how innocent her expression.  He decided he'd given her trauma enough.  If there was more killing to be done, he would do it by his own hands.    
 
   The Good Witch was near enough for the monsters to take notice.  They ceased picking at the boy's body and streaked directly toward the gondola.  They were scariest thing that Matt Four had ever seen going for his throat.
 
   He squeezed the trigger and the rifle rattled loudly.  The bullets riddled the body of the lead creature, spurting blood and gouging tufts of hair and feathers.  The body curled and flailed and spiraled into the lake.  Matt Four drew aim on the second creature and fired.  Though wounded, it flew out of range intact, gliding into the concealment of the trees.  
 
   Matt Four handed the gun to Prin.  “Prin, shoot that creature if it comes back.  Andra, we need to retrieve the body.  Ada, come with me.”  
 
   They exited the rear compartment onto the platform.  By then the lake was only a few meters below, the lump that had been his template a few meters ahead.  
 
   Having familiarized himself with the airship's equipment during their travels, Matt Four lowered the raft and rope ladder by winch.  After giving Ada instruction on how to operate the winch, he climbed down into the raft and paddled toward the half-submerged, lifeless lump, carrying along the play of the winch cable.    
 
   The scenery was breathtaking:  a pristine lake, towering evergreens, white-capped mountains, in the east a pillar of black smoke from the wreckage of the Roman airship.  Matt Four spared only a glance, focusing instead on his grim objective.  
 
   He paddled alongside the body, wrapped the winch cable harness under the arms.  With his wave, Ada reversed the winch.  While the body was raised into the ship, Matt Four climbed the ladder. 
 
   “Tell Andra to take us up,” he said to Ada.
 
   “What about the raft?”
 
   “Forget the raft!  We're in the middle of a war zone and it's not safe to linger at this altitude!”  
 
   She scurried forward.  He dragged the kid inside the aft compartment, spread him face up onto the deck.  The body was wet and cold, limp and stiff.  Silt-laden lake water gurgled from the mouth.  The skin color was unnatural.  Matt Four touched the forehead and tried not to think of how lifeless it felt.  
 
   Beneath the kid's skin, the tentacles of implants intertwined.  Data flowed into graphics-laden pop-up windows.  Blood loss, fractures, hypothermia – this was going to be a hard one. 
 
   The ship shuddered, the engines roared, shadows tilted.  Ada returned and knelt alongside.  “We are ascending.  Is he – dead?”
 
   “Clinically.”  He saw her startlement and realized he had misspoke.  On this world, dead always meant the real death.  “What I mean is, we'll need all our resources.”  He unbuttoned the kid's shirt, ripping the undershirt down the middle.  “Put your hand here, on top of his heart.”
 
   She hesitated.  “I've . . . I've never touched a man's bare chest.”
 
   Matt Four blinked.  Somehow, reviewing Ivan Four's telemetry of her experiences at Klun, even knowing that her clients were placed into hypnotic trance before anything happened, he'd gotten the impression that she was more . . . worldly.  
 
   “Please, Ada.  His life depends on it.”
 
   She gulped and removed her dainty gloves.  He gently took her right hand and lay the palm flat on the kid's chest.  He placed his hand alongside.  “Don't take your hand off until Ivan says so.”
 
   “Yes, of course.”  She mumbled, “I hate all of this.”
 
   “I warned you that coming along could be dangerous.”
 
   “I mean all the fighting.  Why do people have to hurt each other?”
 
   “Unfortunately, it's how we've been genetically programmed by evolutionary competition.”
 
   “You mean, the Way of the Lords of Aereoth?”
 
   Sometime soon he would need to have a heartfelt discussion with her about 'theology.'  
 
   “This boy,” she said.  “There is a resemblance between him and you.  Is this . . . the Star Child?”
 
   “Don't say that to his face.  But I guess he is pretty much the fulfillment of the messiah prophecy of the church's religion.  Better than a messiah in my book.  If it wasn't for him, I'd still be asleep in a dungeon, or worse, drooling mindlessly on a short leash.  I owe him a lot for coming to rescue me.  You can see right here how much he put his own life at risk by sharing with me so much of his implant's health resources.”
 
   The kid's body arched and his mouth expelled a gusher of silted water.  Gasping in spasms, he opened his eyes, pupils darting and focusing.  Matt Four helped him sit up.  The boy locked gazes and the  wheezing subsided.  
 
   “Carrot!” the kid exclaimed, hacking.  “We've got to – you!  Where are we?”
 
   “Easy, kid,” Matt Four said, patting him down.  “You've been through a lot.  To answer your question, you're in Britan.  We're just north of your rebel base, aboard Good Witch.”
 
   “Carrot!  We've got to find her!”
 
   “Kid, you're not going anywhere.  You almost died in six different ways, and you need to rest.”
 
   “You don't understand!  Carrot – she's in danger!  We've got to find her!”
 
   Matt Four pushed him down, hard.  “I'll find her, all right?  You just stay right here.”  He turned to Ada.  “Keep your hand on him until Ivan says you can take it off.  If he tries to get off this floor before Ivan says he can, do that trance thing.”
 
   “On him?”
 
   He read mortification in her reaction and sensed what her objection was.  “Yes – on the Star Child.  As the Star Wizard, I give you my blessing.”
 
   Her only response was to gape.
 
   Matt Four wobbled to his feet, caught his breath, strode into the forward compartment.  Andra was holding the ship at altitude above the lake.  Prin held the rifle pointed through the open window, aimed at an object directly ahead about a kilometer away.  
 
   “It's been flapping there out of range for a minute now,” Prin said.  “This one seems larger than the others, but it hasn't attempted an attack.”  
 
   Ivan Four's telescopic vision was with Ada in the aft compartment, but there was another spyglass in the cabinet.  Matt Four trained it on the apparition.  It wasn't one of the enforcers he'd seen before.  It was larger, long-necked and long-tailed.  It was wearing a harness that looked like a saddle. 
 
   “The kid said he escaped from Nemesis by dragon,” he said.  “I'm guessing that's the one.”
 
   “Are you saying that it is on our side?  What is it doing?  Is it going to attack?”
 
   “No, I think it's concerned about the kid.”  He tilted his head.  “When they bred these things back in Sol System, they would give them an implant so that it would be possible to communicate with them.  Let me see if I can contact it.”
 
   At his instruction, Ivan Four sent hailing signals.  A few seconds later, a feminine voice responded.
 
   “Greetings, Matt Four.  I am Galatea, implant of Silvanus, friend of Matt.  Is Matt all right?”
 
   Matt Four placed the voice.  It was that of the woman, Savora, who had been aboard Nemesis and had conducted them to Athena.  That effect was a touch ominous, but he assumed there was a good reason for it.  He decided that if the dragon and its implant had brought Matt safely to Britan, they could be trusted.  
 
   “Matt is recuperating,” Matt Four replied.  “I understand that you rescued him.  Thank you.”
 
   “You are welcome.  Is there anything that I can do to help Matt at this time?”
 
   “No, he's – wait.  He's been asking for a friend of his, by the name of 'Carrot.'  Would you happen to know anything about her?”
 
   “I flew her to safety.  I can help you find her.”
 
   “If you will.”  He turned to Andra.  “Please follow the dragon.”  He nudged the rifle barrel down.  “Don't shoot, Prin.  It's on our side.”
 
   Prin sighed.  “That creature is more frightening than the other two together!  How do we tell which are friends and which are enemies?”
 
   “That's something that can't always be done on sight.”
 
   They followed the dragon from the shore of the lake, into the hills.  A short time later, the dragon circled over a gulley.  Matt Four aimed the spyglass, but all he saw were intervening tree branches.
 
   “You're sure she's down there?  I don't see her.”
 
   “She is in hiding.  She ran from Silvanus when she awakened, and I was unable to reassure her because Silvanus is not able to communicate audibly.”
 
   Of course not; everyone back in Sol System had implants and so did dragons, so there was no reason for dragons to be genetically-engineered with a set of human-speech-capable vocal chords.
 
   Matt Four explained the situation to Prin and Andra, and Andra said, “If we take the ship lower, it will attract her attention.  She knows the ship and she will come out to greet us.”
 
   He emphatically shook his head.  “We are not going lower.  Those woods must be full of soldiers and I don't want arrows puncturing our gas cells; we've already lost enough gas from all the jostling we've been through already.”
 
   “Then how are we to contact her?” Andra demanded.  “She's in the middle of all those soldiers!  She could die if she's stranded down there.”
 
   “I understand she's your friend.  But she's just one person and there are four of us up here.”
 
   Andra and Prin glanced at each other, and Andra said, “We are willing to take the risk for Carrot.”
 
   “Well, I'm not willing to take the risk for those two kids in the back room.  And neither are you.”
 
   They were silent, but he saw the dismay on their faces.  Matt Four remembered how frantic the kid had been about the girl, too.  He chewed his lip and contemplated.  
 
   “Do you have a parachute aboard?” he asked.
 
   Prin went to the cabinet.  “Unless the police confiscated them as well – ah!“  He presented the pack.  “Do you know how to use one?”
 
   “Yes, I've skydived many times.”  
 
   Actually it was Matt Two who had gone through a daredevil phase, almost becoming Matt Three without having to cloneport.  It had been a few centuries, though, and Matt Four hoped the muscle memories had carried over through the archiving. 
 
   He slung the parachute straps over his shoulders, then took the rifle from Prin and slung its strap on top.  He indicated a small meadow near the gulley.  Andra steered and hovered.  Matt Four gave a firm nod and a little salute.  He strode through the aft compartment.  The kid was resting with his eyes closed and Ada still had her hand on his chest.  She looked at the Elder Wizard's gear in puzzlement.
 
   “That's a parachute, isn't it?  Where are you going?”
 
   “After 'down,' you mean.  I'm going to contact his friend.  I may need you to relay messages, by the way.”
 
   He opened the door, stood on the platform, took a moment to gather resolve, and jumped.  It was a short drop and he pulled the cord as soon as he was clear of the gondola.  He expected his field of vision to light up with status indications like it always had during jumps back on Tian, but his limited partition had no skydiving application software.  He had to depend on human skill alone, and rusty memories at that.
 
   The breeze was light, the ground was level.  He landed smoothly.  Well – he twisted an ankle, but that was something that his current partition was equipped to handle.  As soon as the chute was shorn and the throbbing went down, he wobbled toward the woods.
 
   The girl was invisible in the shade and brush, yet somehow he intuited her presence.
 
   He shouted:  “Hello, Carrot!”
 
   “Matt!  Is that you?” 
 
   She emerged dirty and bloodied with hair a brilliant orange.  She was holding a large sharp stick and poised as if ready to throw. 
 
   “You – you're not Matt!” she said.  “You're – you're – “
 
   “I'm his long-lost brother.”
 
   “You look just like him!”
 
   Except for the white hair, the beard, the wrinkles, he thought.  But then, she was seeing him in low light, and maybe trying to be polite.
 
   “We've brought your blimp,” he said.  “Matt and Prin and Andra are aboard and they're worried about you.  So what we'll do is get you out of these woods and find a place we can rendezvous safely – maybe back at the base – “
 
   “No, no!  If you have the airship, then all is not lost!  We can still win this battle!”
 
   The kid had mentioned that she could be stubborn.  “Right now, we need to get you to safety.”
 
   “Don't you see!  Both we and the Romans are dispersed in the forests, but if I were to fly over them,  the Leaf would rally to me and the Romans would flee!”
 
   “I really don't like the idea of having the ship fly over a battlefield – “
 
   “There won't be a battle!  I promise, the Romans will flee!  I'm sure of it!  Please, there is no time to spare.  I need to be on the airship now!”
 
   Her eyes were pleading, but he was about to insist again that there was no way he would allow the ship to come down to pick her up over a battlefield.  Then it occurred to him that there might be a way to meet her desire with no danger to the ship.
 
   “All right,” he said.  “Follow me.”
 
   They returned to the meadow.  He contacted Galatea, and the dragon swooped toward them.  The girl started to bolt for the woods, but he grabbed her arm.  She was strong, but a reassuring look and nod settled her as the dragon alighted.
 
   “Climb on her back,” Matt Four said.  “She'll fly you up to the ship.”
 
   Carrot returned a dubious look, but saddled as instructed.  Wrapping the dragon's reins tightly, she asked, “How do I control her?”
 
   “Just hang on.  She knows what to do.”  
 
   Matt Four subvocaled instructions to Galatea.  As soon as Carrot was secure, the dragon padded about, flapped its wings, and launched into the air, clearing the trees in an ascent toward the airship.
 
   “For purposes of clarification,” Galatea said inside his head.  “Silvanus the dragon is male and I, Galatea his implant, am female.”     
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He watched the dragon come toward the ship from behind.  He expected some difficulty in the transfer, but the girl was apparently a natural at gymnastics and jumped from dragon's back to the ship's platform with a precision that he thought that only hypermode allowed.  The girl climbed onto the platform and went inside.  He imagined that she was talking with Matt and was surprised when she emerged a moment later with Prin.  He operated the winch and she was lowered on the cable to a distance about ten meters below the ship.  Unfurling a red scarf and attaching it to the branch she'd brought from the ground, she swung below the airship as it turned and headed east over the hills.  
 
   The dragon flared onto the meadow in front of him.  Galatea said, “Do you wish for Silvanus to fly you to the ship as well?”
 
   He eyed the slithery neck and flimsy saddle-harness.  Well, wasn't there a pouch too?  That seemed even more unnerving.    
 
   “I think I'll stay down for now.”
 
   “It is not safe for Silvanus to be on the ground here.  We will be nearby.  Call if you need us.”
 
   The dragon hopped and flapped away.  Matt Four looked about at the surrounding dense woods and wondered where the thousands of soldiers who'd fought at Ravencall were at the moment.  He contemplated how he didn't have his sensory array, he didn't have hypermode.  All he had was a half-loaded weapon whose design dated to the previous millennium.  
 
   He remembered the last time he'd been alone in the woods with just a crude gun and no special implant abilities.  That hadn't turned out well.
 
   The Good Witch flew a rectangular pattern over the hills, while the girl waved her scarf at the soldiers hidden among the trees.  Matt Four thought he heard shouts and cheers from below.  At last the airship pivoted east.  He decided to climb the nearest hill to watch.  Status indications warned him to go lightly on his bruised ankle and he was puffing by the time he reached the crest.  
 
   Due south was the base.  The Good Witch was tracking the road eastward.  About a kilometer ahead and a few hundred meters north of the road on flat open terrain, the wreckage of the Roman airship was belching flames and billowing black smoke.  A few kilometers away, the road bisected what appeared to be a makeshift base, an encampment with rows of tents forming a small city.  
 
   Beneath the airship flowed thousands of men, waving spears and axes and clubs as they marched eastward along the road, following the girl who swung on the cable and waved a scarf at the end of a branch like a makeshift flag.  As the Britanians approached the encampment, a barrier of interlocking shields formed before their path.  
 
   Matt Four raised the spyglass and swept the line of shields.  So these are Romans, he thought.  They certainly looked like something out of an historical epic, what with all their ornate armor.  The helmets with plumes, he supposed, were the officers.  The higher ranking officers apparently got capes as well.
 
   He started to ask Ivan for a crowd count, then realized his current partition probably couldn't do it any better than he could.  As a rough estimate, he figured that both sides numbered in the thousands, and were about equal in size.  The Romans had the edge, however, if shininess of weapons meant anything.
 
   As the distance between the armies closed to less than a kilometer, Matt Four wondered if he had condemned thousands of men to slaughter.  The girl had promised there would be no battle, but she was likely to be impulsive like all teenagers and also the product of a primitive, barbaric culture.  How well could barbarian hordes fare against disciplined soldiers under skilled commanders?  
 
   As he surveyed, he was struck by a sense of deja vu, which puzzled him because he couldn't recall being involved in a battle between armies before.  Then he remembered:  he'd once watched an historical documentary about the legendary warrior queen, Boudica.  Sans airship, what he was witnessing was a replay of Boudica's final battle.  According to the documentary, Boudica had attacked an entrenched Roman position, been repelled and subsequently annihilated.
 
   Yet – the native army in the documentary's cgi re-enactment of Boudica's last battle had been a screaming, stampeding mob.  This native army was marching silently in columns, with cadence.  Maybe things would be different this time.  He still expected heavy losses on the Britanian side.
 
   At half a kilometer from the Roman line, the airship halted.  The girl waved her scarf at her army below.  Matt Four thought he heard – of all things – wood clacking against wood.  The rebel army spread across the fields into a line parallel to the Romans.  
 
   She's going to get them all killed, he thought.  And it's my fault for trusting her.     
 
   But when the airship started moving toward the Roman encampment, the Britanian line held stationary.  As the Good Witch puttered toward the Romans, an inverted rain of arrows arched toward it.  They fell short; the ship was maintaining a safe altitude.  Still, what the hell was she doing?
 
   The ship flew over the Roman shield line and came to a halt directly over the encampment.  The archers ceased firing, for their arrows were having no effect and were only falling back on their own people.  For a moment, nothing seemed to happen.  The scene was as motionless as a picture:  the airship hovering, the girl dangling, the armies tensed.
 
   Then the ship began to spray.  
 
   As to what it was spraying, Matt Four could only guess.  The ship had water ballast and a fuel reserve; it looked like they were dropping everything.  It was falling from the gondola and as the girl was underneath the platform to the rear of the gondola, she wasn't being inundated.  The Roman encampment, however, was directly below.
 
   And so were the Roman troops – who promptly scattered.  Matt Four watched dumbfounded as their resolute line vanished in chaos to avoid the mostly-harmless misting liquids emanating from beneath the airship.  Abandoning their positions so quickly that they dropped shields and weapons, the Romans dispersed north and south into the woods, leaving the field to the Britanians and the road to their encampment clear.    
 
   “What the hell?” Matt Four asked aloud.  Then he realized:  They think it's poison gas!  The Romans had dumped gas on the Britanians, so now they feared it was being dumped on them!   
 
   He chuckled. “The girl's a freakin' military genius!”
 
   The Britanian army wasted no time.  They quick-marched into the emptied Roman camp.  Matt Four expected looting, but with a signal from the girl and the sound of wood on wood below, the Britanians about-faced and formed a new line perpendicular to the road just outside the western edge of the encampment.  
 
   Soon, Roman soldiers emerged from the woods in the west, streaming along the same segment of the road that the Britanians had marched only moments before.  These Romans were as well-equipped as their counterparts at the camp had been.  However, it took only a cursory glance to determine that they numbered several times more.  She'd better hurry, Matt Four thought.  
 
   Instead, the Britanians held firm.  The girl, meanwhile, was winched back up into the airship platform.  She went inside the gondola, came out with a parachute on her back.  And then she jumped.
 
   She pulled the cord almost too soon.  She flailed and almost tangled the lines.  She had trouble steering and landed well away from the road, which was her apparent intent.  She landed hard and fell and was dragged by the chute in the breeze before she slipped free.  But as she limped toward her men, they cheered and waved spears and banners.  Even the Romans had halted to watch the spectacle.
 
   Then the Romans resumed – a slow, steady march, formed into line after line that stretched the length of the field from north to south.  The Britanians didn't budge.  Less than a minute, he estimated, and the blood would flow.
 
   The Britanians parted where their line was bisected by the road.  The girl emerged with a coterie of soldiers, bearing a white sheet tied to a long spear.  She stopped on the road in front of her men and stood fast.  The Romans for their part stopped as well, just out of arrow distance.  The armies were in a standoff.  As the seconds dragged into minutes, Matt Four would have had a heart attack had his implant let him.     
 
   “Galatea, you still offering rides?”
 
   He felt the rush of a wind behind him.  The dragon flared upon the hilltop and stared expectantly at the human, tilting its head in doglike fashion.  
 
   Galatea's disembodied voice spoke:  “Where would like to go, Matt Four?”
 
   He pointed at Carrot.  “Somewhere near the girl.”
 
   “Would you prefer to ride saddle or in the pouch?”
 
   His arms were tired from climbing ladders and he couldn't see himself securely holding onto the dragon's reins.  “Uh, let's try the pouch.”
 
   Despite his partition, he was ready to vomit by the time the dragon spilled him onto the field.  His stomach settled as he stood and gained his bearings.  The Romans seemed a lot closer to Carrot than they had seemed from the hill.  He unslung his rifle from the dragon's neck and hurried over to the girl, whose hair seemed on fire in the afternoon sun.  She motioned her bodyguards to admit him to approach.
 
   “What's – the – plan?” he asked between breaths.
 
   “We're going to negotiate a truce,” she replied.  In a lower voice, so her men could not hear:  “I saw Matt.  He says that you saved him.  Thank you.”
 
   “A little question.  Have you seen a woman by the name of Athena?”
 
   “We have her as prisoner.”
 
   “Well, that takes a load off my mind.”
 
   Now all he had to worry about, he thought, was the thousands of soldiers in front of him clashing with the thousands of soldiers behind him.  His gun didn't have bullets for them all, the dragon couldn't rescue him once arrows started flying, and he was too old to run.   
 
   “So how long are we going to wait?”
 
   “You may leave if you wish.  This is not your fight.”
 
   “Young lady, Britan was my fight long before anyone else here was born.”
 
   She smiled.  They waited.  A voice spoke inside his head:  “Wizard, this is Ada.  Do you hear me?”
 
   “Go ahead, Ada.”  
 
   “Prin reports that a squad of Roman soldiers is advancing toward you.”
 
   “Thank you.”  He answered the girl's questioning stare:  “Aerial intel report.  Get ready for action.”
 
   The Roman line parted at the road.  The squad emerged, led by an officer on horseback wearing plumed helmet and cape over spotlessly gleaming armor.  He was followed by a soldier bearing a white flag.  The Roman party stopped before Carrot's party and the senior officer looked down from his mount with distaste, if not disdain.  
 
   “I am to speak to your leader,” he said.  
 
   Carrot bobbed her head.  “I am the leader.”
 
   “Is this some sort of joke?” 
 
   “She is our Queen,” said a tall, older man standing next to Carrot.  “You will address her with respect!”
 
   The officer scowled.  “Barbarians!  Allowing a woman to rule, and a girl at that!  All right, I'll play along.  I bring word from General Bivera, Vicar Commander of the Combined Roman Forces in Britan.  He states that he is willing to accept the surrender of your army.”
 
   The Britanians accompanying Carrot laughed.  She smiled slightly.
 
   “You will inform General Bivera,” she said calmly, “that we will not negotiate with his agent, but only to him personally, and not about our surrender but rather his peaceful withdrawal from our homeland under truce and treaty.”
 
   The officer laughed mirthlessly.  “Are you a fool?  Surrender!  You are vastly outnumbered!”
 
   “It is true that we are outnumbered, if you count only those of us that you can see.”
 
   The officer's expression went blank as his eyes darted to the forests north and south.  
 
   Carrot jabbed the spear onto the pavement and placed her foot near.  “When the shadow touches my boot, I will order my men to set your camp on fire and destroy all your supplies.  That is, unless General Bivera is here before that to speak with me.  And if you attack, we will not wait for the shadow.”
 
   The officer glared.  “You think you can intimidate Romans!”  
 
   “I don't intend to intimidate Romans.  I intend to starve and dehydrate them.  Now, I have been to Rome, yet I did not see a statue of a general who allowed his legions to die of hunger and thirst.  Perhaps General Bivera will be the first to be given that 'honor' to the 'glory' of Rome.”
 
   She's got the queen-talk, Matt Four thought.  
 
   The officer glared some more.  Carrot continued to gaze serenely back.  Finally the officer looked away.
 
   “I will relay your request to speak to General Bivera.”
 
   As he rode off, the tall man next to her said softly, “Arcadia, I have something for you.”
 
   In his hands was an object wrapped in white cloth.  Carefully, he unwrapped.  The object within was a laurel-leaf crown of intertwining silver snakes with ruby eyes.
 
   “Father!  Where did you get that!”
 
   “Ral obtained it – too late to ask how.  He wanted you to wear it, as symbol of your queenship.”
 
   “How many times must I tell you?  I am not really a queen!”
 
   “Arcadia, look about you.  Whether you want to be or not, the decision is no longer yours.”
 
   She looked at her father.  She looked at the other men in the truce party, and then she looked the length of the line of Britanians awaiting her orders.  Lastly, she looked at Matt Four.
 
   “Wizard, what do you think?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About whether Britan should have a queen.  Shouldn't it be a democracy, like you have with your Solar Council?”
 
   “Arcadia!” her father said.  “The Roman general will be here in a moment, and you need to speak for all Britan, and we don't have time for elections!”
 
   Matt Four scratched his chin.  “Maybe there's a compromise.  When I was here in Britan long ago, I helped set up a system of government where the villages send representatives to an assembly each year, and they vote for an executive officer.  Technically, he's president of the assembly, but for the sake of convenience they call him a king.”
 
   Her eyes lit wide.  “I know the place!  Henogal!”
 
   “Yeah, that's the place.  Well, having a person with the title of monarch seemed to work for them.”
 
   “But you haven't answered my question.  What do you recommend we do now?”
 
   “Well, you need to present a united front to your enemy, or the only government you'll be allowed is their occupation government.  So how about you call yourself a queen and act as provisional executive for now, and validate the legitimacy of your rule by holding elections as soon as possible.”  
 
   She nodded submissively, and her father placed the crown on her head.  
 
   That, however, was only the beginning.  Her father shook his head at her blood-stained dress, and called upon the men to donate gold jewelry and a multi-colored patterned blanket that if not regal, at least covered her grime.
 
   “Wizard,” the tall man said.  “Anything you would suggest as to her appearance?”
 
   “I've been told posture is important.”
 
   The girl straightened.  As she did so, the crown slipped and plopped onto the ground directly before her feet.
 
   “Well,” she said.  “That is portentous.”
 
   “Let's do it officially this time,” Matt Four said.  The crown had landed by his foot; he stooped and picked it up and held it over her head.  “With the powers vested in me as Wizard, I crown thee Queen . . . are we going with 'Carrot?'”
 
   She glanced at her father.  “I suppose we should go with 'Arcadia.'”
 
   “So be it.  I crown thee Queen Arcadia of the United Tribes and Sovereign Realm of Britan.”
 
   He lowered the crown onto her head.  The men in her bodyguard clapped and gave assent.  The rest of the Britanian army, behind her back and out of earshot, was absorbed in watching the Roman line and did not react to the battlefield coronation.  Matt Four hoped that wasn't portentous.  
 
   Ada issued another aerial report.  The Roman line parted again.  The officer who rode toward them wore armor just as dirty and bloody as the girls' dress had been, and he lacked both cape and helmet.  
 
   Matt Four asked, “So is that him?  The commander?”
 
   “I have no idea if that is General Bivera,” the girl replied.  “I have never seen him.  And we don't have internet on this planet, so it's not like we can do an image search.”
 
   Matt Four raised an eyebrow.  
 
   The officer halted his horse and dismounted.  He nodded to his men to stay, and he approached the Britanians alone on foot.  He wasn't smiling, but he wasn't sneering either.  
 
   “I am Bivera, general and acting field commander,” he said.  “I understand that you are the queen of these people.”
 
   The girl bowed.  “I am.”
 
   With the tilt of her head, the crown slipped off again.  This time, she caught it and stuck it on firmly herself.  
 
   


  
 

20.
 
    
 
   Bok awoke, once again with a start.  The last he remembered, he had been flying the glider.  It was spinning out of control, tumbling, crashing, and then there was pain, and the Lady Carrot was speaking to him and he apologized, and then . . . blackness.
 
   He opened his eyes and stared into a blue sky fleeced with clouds.  Am I dead?   
 
   It seemed the logical progression of events.  The drawing that Archimedes had left in his notebook, the operating of hoses and valves, the inflating balloon cell, the somber expression on Mirian's face – and then every pulse pounding moment as the glider rose through the open roof of the hangar up to its fateful meeting with the airboat and the firing of the rocket and then – and then the crash and the Lady Carrot.
 
   Then, here.  He was flat on his back and covered with blankets and there were wooden boards at his side.  He didn't feel pain, or at least not that much compared to some of his other crashes.  He did feel hungry, though.  That argued against an afterlife.  
 
   He sat up and saw that he was in the back of a horse-drawn wagon.  There were tents all around the wagon and he first thought that he was on the field at Ravencall.   But these tents were bigger than those of the Britanians, uniform in size and shape, and arranged in a grid pattern that spoke of rigid discipline.  
 
   There were, however, no people.  
 
   Tossing off the blankets, he gingerly eased off the wagon.  As his legs gained strength, he wandered among the tents, and gradually suspicious details accumulated in his visual survey:  spare short swords and javelins and metal pieces of armor, poles sticking out of the ground in front of the tents with flags bearing the same repeated eagle pattern.  
 
   Contemplating the eagle, he arrived at a conclusion he didn't like.  
 
   How did I get here?  Perhaps he had been taken prisoner.  But if so, then why had he been abandoned, unguarded?  (A minor question:  why did everything smell faintly of rum?)  
 
   Perhaps, he thought, while unconscious he had been taken prisoner and brought to the Roman camp, and just then the Leaf had attacked and the Romans had retreated, leaving their camp and him in the tumult.  If so, then there was a battle ongoing somewhere, and he was missing it.
 
   Bok felt it his duty to find it and join, but he also felt strangely reluctant.  The battle he had fought in the air had frightened him of the possibility of death, more than all of his crash landings put together.  For the first time since the death of his parents, he harbored a selfish thought:  he didn't want to die.  At least, not today.  Let someone else fight the Romans today.
 
   He heard voices.  He trotted back to the wagon.  The voices were coming from inside the adjacent tent.  He identified a man and a woman speaking, and he recognized who they were: the Wizard and Senti.  But then a third voice spoke, and it troubled him because it also sounded like the Wizard, only deeper, slower, and more measured. 
 
   “Kid,” the older voice said.  “I don't think there's anything we can do here anymore.”
 
   “You don't understand!” the Wizard said, his voice quivering.  
 
   “I understand that he meant a lot to you.”
 
   “He was like a father to me!”
 
   “I know where you're coming from, but – we've been at it for over an hour.  He's not coming back.”
 
   “Don't take your hands off!  We've got to keep trying!”
 
   “No, kid.  Ivan is telling you what I'm telling you.  He's gone, kid.  I'm sorry.”
 
   Standing outside the tent, Bok could not make anything of the conversation, save from the tone of anguish in the Wizard's voice.  With trepidation, Bok stepped inside.  
 
   Senti, the Wizard, and an older bearded man were gathered around one end of a cot.  Bok instantly knew that the older man was the Wizard's long-discussed brother, but that fact held no interest for him at that moment.  On the cot, beneath a blanket, lay a tall, lean form.  Because of the intervening bodies, Bok could not see the face.  He could, though, see a hand that rested atop the blanket – an ancient hand, wrinkled and spotted, one that he had often watched drawing figures on paper and in dirt. 
 
   Senti heard Bok gasp and shepherded him outside.  “Bok, you shouldn't see this.”
 
   “He's dead, isn't he?”
 
   Senti looked down.  “Yes, Bok.  Even the Wizards can't bring him back.”  
 
   Bok burst into tears.  “What did the Romans do to him?”  
 
   “Nothing.  He was very old and frail.  He was going to die soon.”
 
   Weeping bitterly, Bok turned and ran.  He stopped after a few steps when he realized he had nowhere to go.  He felt Senti's arm on his shoulder and wiped his tears.
 
   “Archimedes didn't suffer, Bok.  There are no signs of torture, and that comes from the word of the Wizard.  He died last night, Matt says, in his sleep.  I'm sorry, Bok.  I know you cared about him.”
 
   “Just . . . leave me alone.”  He pulled free of her hands.  
 
   “Bok.  Please understand.  Death is part of the cycle of life.  As a healer, I've had to accept death, but life goes on and that is what makes living worthwhile.  Archimedes would want you to live.”
 
   Bok muttered, “Where is the army?  I should help them to fight.”
 
   “The fighting is over, Bok.  Carrot is negotiating for the Romans to leave Britan.  Stay here, please.”  
 
   Without responding, he wandered away aimlessly and gazed across the field.  Beyond the rows of tents, far in the west, a throng of men crowded on the field outside the encampment, spears waving randomly.  No one was fighting.  
 
   He stopped crying and tried to think of the future.  He could live with Senti.  Would she let him fly, though?  Probably not.  Would she train him as an assistant?  She already had several.  If he wasn't careful, she would have him attached to some farmer's family, spending his days tending a field.  He supposed there were worse fates.  Yet after sailing the sea and soaring the sky, a life tied to a patch of ground seemed confining.
 
   His thoughts drifted back to Archimedes.  He wondered what they would do with the body.  Bury or burn it, he supposed.  Either way, he might have to hurry if he wanted to pay respects.
 
   He headed back to the tent.  It was vacant and the body was gone.  He went outside and realized that the wagon was missing too.  The freshly-pressed tracks in the grass were plain, however.  They curved east onto the Oksiden Road.  He would have to catch up.  But how could he catch a wagon?
 
   The answer came immediately – indeed, it had been going on all along while he had been preoccupied by other thoughts.  Somewhere among the tents a horse was neighing.    
 
   He came to the corral.  There were only a handful of horses.  They were lean and swift and looked like they were intended as couriers.  One mount, a mare, was already saddled.  He clucked at her and stroked the bridge of her head and she bobbed in reaction.  Confident that she would not throw him, he unhitched her, cast off the mail pouches, climbed onto the saddle,  and trotted after the wagon tracks.  
 
   Perhaps he was gaining confidence as a rider, or perhaps it was because she was professionally trained; her ride was smooth and she kept a good pace.  There was no other traffic as he trotted east along the Oksiden Road.  Soon he spotted the wagon well ahead.  It veered north off the road and headed toward a pond.  
 
   When Bok arrived at the pond, he gaped at the perfectly round, looming ball resting among the reeds.  During his stay at Ravencall, he had listened to every fireside tale being told, and was certain that this was the craft that the Wizard had ridden from the sky.  Any other time, Bok would have loved to investigate.
 
   The wagon was hitched nearby.  Bok followed the trail into the woods.  He almost walked past the steps leading down into the underground chamber.  As he set onto the first step, the Wizard blocked the entrance.
 
   “Bok,” the Wizard said.  “You really shouldn't see this.”
 
   “I know he's dead, I know what dead people look like and they don't scare me.  I just want to see him one last time.  Please!”
 
   The Wizard was taken aback.  Before he could reply, the Elder Wizard called from inside.  “Let him come.  Maybe this will give him hope.  Isn't that what this is supposed to be about?”
 
   The Wizard bowed.  Bok descended the dew-slicked steps one at a time.  The interior of the underground chamber was dark, but then the Elder Wizard said, “Lumos,” and chamber filled with soft light.  There was no definite source for the illumination, it was as if the entire ceiling glowed.
 
   The walls were stone.  The only 'furnishing' was a bare stone pedestal.  Bok knew instinctively that a Box had once rested upon it.  Before it, as if in sacrifice, lay a blanket-covered stretcher.  The blanket followed the contours of the slender adult body.  
 
   “Senti told me a little about you, Bok,” the Elder Wizard said.  “She said that you shot down Athena's airboat all by yourself.  I saw the wreckage.  That was pretty brave.”
 
   Bok bobbed his head.   
 
   “We were in the middle of your healing when we got called to the Roman camp to take care of Archimedes.  That's why we had to bring you along.  How are you feeling now?”
 
   “I'm fine.”  His eyes were fixed on the stretcher.  
 
   “Then let's do this.”  Facing the wall to Bok's right, the Elder Wizard uttered, “Say yoho.”  
 
   A segment of the wall pivoted open on its own, like a door.  The second chamber gleamed as brightly as the first.  The Wizards carried the stretcher over the threshold  Mesmerized, Bok shuffled after.
 
   On the floor rested a long, human-sized box of polished hardwood.  The Wizards set the stretcher on the floor parallel to the box.  The lid was lifted and set aside.  Bok noticed how they seemed to mirror movements.  
 
   The interior of the Box was filled with a greenish liquid.  The Elder Wizard dipped his forefinger into the liquid, and it glowed.
 
   Bok forgot to breathe.  This would be no mere entombment!  There was going to be magic.
 
   The Wizard touched the blanket and looked at Bok.  “You sure you want to see this?”
 
   Bok nodded.
 
   The Wizard lifted the blanket.  Bok felt no adverse reaction at the sight of the corpse.  The arms were limply crossed over the chest, the eyes were closed, the face expressionless, the skin waxen.  It's just a shell.  Just as his mother and father were not really rotting at Cod Cove, Archimedes was not really in this room.
 
   The Wizards lifted the body from the stretcher and placed it upon the surface of the glowing liquid.  The body lay on top for a moment, as if the liquid were actually a solid.  Then the body slowly sank, submerging completely.  As it did, the level of the liquid did not ripple or rise.  
 
   The Elder Wizard touched the liquid again.  It became dark as before.  The Wizards replaced the lid.
 
   Common sense told Bok that what he imagined could not possibly be so.  Common sense also told him that the Wizards wouldn't have gone to all this trouble unless there were some purpose other than preservation of a corpse.  For the first time in his life, Bok was afraid to ask a question.   
 
   They returned to the first chamber.  “Say yoho,” the Elder Wizard said.  The stone door swung shut and merged into the wall so perfectly that not even a crack could be seen.  
 
   The Wizard led up the steps.  Bok followed.  The Elder Wizard halted at the threshold of the chamber and said, “Nox.”  The soft light faded to darkness.  
 
   At the top of the steps, Bok blinked in the sunlight filtering through the trees, watching their faces.  
 
   “As I understand,” the Elder Wizard said, “the gel I brought from aboard the station was pretty sophisticated compared to the stuff they put in the pods back in our day, and it does have some regenerative capabilities.  Still, to bring him back, you're going to need forensic revival techniques.”
 
   “This world will have the technology someday,” the Wizard replied.
 
   “Oh sure.  And soon too.  Assuming no major war.  Or zombie plague.  Or who knows what dead-hands Eric and Athena might have planned.”
 
   “Thanks for doing this.  I know you meant to use the gel for yourself.”
 
   The Elder Wizard patted his torso.  “This body is probably good for another century once Ivan gets done with regenerating it as much as he can.  So I have no complaints.”  The Elder Wizard turned to their audience.  “Bok, do you understand?  That there's no guarantee that Archimedes will . . . . ”
 
   “I understand,” Bok replied.  He wanted to shout, But at least there's hope!  
 
   He wanted to run back into the chamber and lift the lid to see if the magic was already working.  It wouldn't be, not yet.  Even magic took time.
 
   The Elder Wizard continued:  “Bok, you can't tell anybody about what happened here.  That's the only supply of regenerative biogel on this planet, and people would kill to have it.  And once they had it, the first thing they would do is dump out Archimedes.  If you don't want that, you can't tell anybody about this.  Nobody.  Understand?”
 
   Bok nodded.  
 
   “We'll need to tell Prin and Andra,” the Wizard said.  
 
   “You sure that's wise?” the Elder Wizard said.  
 
   “They were best friends.  Of course they'll want to know.”
 
   “Well, suppose Andra dies.  You think Prin wouldn't be thinking exactly what we just talked about?  And vice versa?”
 
   “They wouldn't do that.”
 
   “I would do it for Synth.  You would do it for Carrot.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “By now,” the Elder Wizard said, “Senti will have told people about the death of Archimedes.  They'll want to know what happened to the body.  What do we say?”
 
   “We could say someone stole it.”
 
   “Hmm, that sounds eerily familiar.  Who do you have in mind for falsely accusing?”
 
   “Well . . . maybe we can blame the Temple Guard.”
 
   “What's the Temple Guard?”
 
   “They're the people who guard the Pandora of Rome.”  The Wizard's eyes suddenly widened.  “I forgot!  She could have survived the crash!”
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “The Pandora of Rome!  Pandora Gamma!  She was aboard the Roman airship!  Seeder probes are practically invulnerable, so it's practically a sure thing she survived the crash.”
 
   “Well, that's not good.  Rogue AIs are never a good thing and she was always the crafty one of the three.  Even Athena had trouble controlling her.  So yeah, we need to capture her as soon as possible.”
 
   “The Temple Guard could find her and take her.  We need to go to the crash site right away!”
 
   “Maybe you've forgotten, but there's a Roman army between here and there.”
 
   “Maybe you've forgotten, but we have a dragon.”
 
   “You have a dragon, kid.  You go to the crash site, I'll inform Carrot.”
 
   They exited the woods in haste.  As they stood by the pond, Bok thought he was ready for anything.  Then the dragon swooped out of the sky to the bucking and neighing of the horses.  The Wizards stood calmly as the dragon alighted before them.  While his heart pounded, Bok watched the Wizard disappear into the dragon's pouch.  The dragon ascended with a running bound and majestic strokes.    
 
   The Elder Wizard watched the beast flap westward.  “Well, Bok, you can follow me back to – “
 
   Bok didn't hear the rest.  He unhitched the mare and mounted and rode north across open field to a hill, where he spied the dragon as a receding speck near the setting sun.  It was heading toward a pillar of black smoke near the lake where he and Archimedes had done their test flights.  Bok knew the horse trails from the air and took one heading west.  
 
   As he galloped along a ridge, he caught a glimpse through the trees of soldiers on the field below.  A moment later, he caught another glimpse, and there were more soldiers.  A moment later . . . it got to be disquieting, so he stopped glimpsing.  
 
   The ridge trail descended toward open field.  Bok saw first the tatters of sarkassian silk fluttering from the superstructure.  And then there were the burning clumps of the whole wreckage, smashed gondola and warped girders and broken engine housings spread across the field.  Bok marveled at the size, and inwardly admitted that it might have been too great a challenge to have brought down himself.
 
   Bok spotted movement around the wreckage, halted and took concealment.  Sunlight glinted from armor and swords, from uniforms that differed from those of the Romans.  The men whom he took to be the temple guard were circling the wreckage while it burned itself out.   
 
   “Bok!  What are you doing here?”
 
   He whirled to face the Wizard.  The dragon was nowhere to be seen, but presumably nearby.
 
   “I came to help you fight them!”
 
   “We can't fight them.  There's two of us and fifty-three of them.”
 
   “We can't let them take the Box!  You said so yourself!”
 
   “The plan is for the Leaf to send soldiers to chase them away.” 
 
   “I saw many Roman soldiers while I was riding.  Will the Romans let our soldiers through?” 
 
   “I don't know, Bok.  We'll see.”
 
   As they waited, the fires ebbed.  
 
   “What will happen if the temple guard takes the Box?” 
 
   The Wizard shrugged.  “Maybe nothing, maybe a lot.  Pandora Gamma kind of ran Rome from behind the scenes.  If she was able to return to Rome, she could arrange to put a puppet emperor in power and continue where she left off.”
 
   “Then the Romans would come here again.”
 
   “I wouldn't worry too much.  The Leaf has thousands of soldiers in the east right now blocking the road to Londa, and there's no way that fifty-three temple guards will get past them.”  
 
   “What if the temple guards go south?”
 
   “How will they get to Rome if they go south?”
 
   “By boat.  By water boat, I mean.”
 
   The Wizard chewed his lip.  “Hadn't thought about that.  Londa isn't the only place on the coast of Britan they can board a water boat for Rome, is it?”
 
   Bok didn't answer.  He was thinking about how they needed an army to chase away the temple guard.  The Leaf had an army, but it was blocked by the Romans.  The Romans had an army, but it might side with the temple guard.  If only there were another army nearby!  
 
   Then he remembered that there was.  
 
   “I know where there are a hundred soldiers on our side,” he said.  “The Lady Carrot asked them to wait.”
 
   The Wizard gazed at the milling temple guards.  “If you can get them here in time, Bok.”
 
   “I can.” Bok bounded to the horse and mounted.  He lightly patted her flank  “Let's go, girl!”
 
   She bolted.  Bok held on for his life as he steered west across the field and onto the Oksiden Road.  He was in full view of the men standing about the gondola wreckage and thought, Good thing they don't have – oh.  Half a dozen men on horses came around the other side of the wreckage and charged after him and Bok questioned the philosophy of positive thinking.
 
   Thud thud thud.  His horse hit a steady gallop, but she was bred for long-distance endurance while those behind her were bred for sprints in battle.  They rapidly closed the gap and crossbow arrows zinged past.  Fortunately the templemen were not wizards and their marksmanship was horrible.  But another glance told Bok that he might soon have to deal with their swords.
 
   He recognized the landscape of Ravencall and spotted a marker that he had set among the trees weeks before.  Awkwardly, he brought the horse to a halt, nearly spilling.  He pushed aside a branch and clucked the horse down the path, ducking beneath a bough.  The transition from the glare of sunshine to the shade of the woods made the markers blend with the foliage and he had to pause and squint.  Behind him he heard the crash of brush, too close. 
 
   “Come on, girl,” he whispered, stroking her mane.  “Be brave!”   
 
   He had gone about a hundred meters into the woods, and then he started to cough.  He had known that he was near the poison ring, but had been certain that the radius had been smaller.  Maybe, he thought, the dust had spread with the breeze.  
 
   His intention was not to come closer to the base anyhow.  He reached a point that he recognized, and took a side path.  If one could call it a path – the brush had not been cleared, and the horse whinnied in protest and he had to dismount and lead her through the thick parts.  He arrived at another path, remounted and headed again to the road.  The sounds of his pursuers died away, and when he reached the road it was clear.  
 
   He rode west and coughed, and the horse made noises that he took to be the horse equivalent of coughing, but her breeding proved thorough and she glided across the smooth pavement like a cloud scudding across the sky.  Roman or not, she was superior in performance and discipline to the Leaf horse that Bok had ridden the night before.  Another advantage, he realized, was that while the horse of last night had an owner in Britan, a Roman horse was, in his mind, free for the taking.
 
   “I'll call you Hope,” he said, patting her mane.  
 
   Hope responded with a cough, and he joined in.
 
   The road was marred with debris and the shoulders were stamped with countless overlapping footprints.  As the prints were all human-sized, and imprints of the same style of sole, he knew that it had to be a Roman army.  And if the Romans had come west, the trolls would have moved and hidden.  So where would they move?  He decided that since the trolls had come from the north, they would retreat north if they perceived a threat.  And so he took the next trail north.
 
   Minutes later, he spotted the camp.  It looked like any other camp of human soldiers – at first.  There were tents and spears and poles with banners, and human-shaped figures moving about.  It was only as he approached that he noticed the visual cues were wrong.  He realized that he had been farther away than he'd thought and they were even larger than he had expected them to be. 
 
   He slowed Hope and entered among the tents.  The trolls may have been generally human in shape, but they were gigantic and lumbered with a rolling gait that hinted at mass.  They gave him a startled look and a wide berth, almost as if they were as fearful as he.  He halted and met their stares.  
 
   “Your king,” he said breathlessly over Hope's panting.  “I must speak to your king!”
 
   In unison, they pointed.  Bok covered his cough behind his sleeve, and rode Hope toward a tree, where a relatively slender troll was standing.  Upon the tree was a square about half a meter on a side, displaying a perfect image of the troll's face, as if it were a window looking upon a twin.  The lower half of the troll's face was covered with white froth.  He was poising a blade the size of a short sword over his cheek.
 
   Though Bok was mounted, he had to look up.  “Are you the king of the trolls?”
 
   “I am Richard Lake,” the troll replied.  “And who are you, young man?”
 
   “I am Bok.  We need your help.  The Box of Rome, who controls the Romans, is here in Britan and is about to escape with the aid of her temple guard.  If you come, you can stop them!”
 
   The troll faced the square on the tree, and the image moved as he moved.  Bok had heard of such things that reflected far better than a lake or pond but once again on this day of miracles, he had no time.  The troll, meanwhile, took all the time in the world as he pinched his cheek into a contortion and used the blade to scrape away the froth.
 
   “I'm afraid that is not possible, lad,” the troll replied.  “You see, Queen Arcadia has requested that we remain here.  As it is her land, I wouldn't want to be a bad guest and offend our host.”
 
   “The Queen has sent me!”  
 
   “Do you have proof of that?  Written orders, perhaps?”
 
   Bok realized that lying had been a mistake, but would honesty be of any use either?  “No, but this is very important!  Please!”  
 
   Seeing that his plea was met only with an incredulous stare, Bok hunched over the saddle and started weeping.  
 
   At last, a massive hand patted his shoulder. 
 
   “There, lad,” the king said, wiping traces of froth from his cheeks, which were then  as smooth and hairless as a boy's.  “I suppose it wouldn't hurt to investigate your story.  Frankly, I'm tired of having come to fight and just sitting on our asses.”  He called:  “Morrie!  Nigel!  Rouse the boys!  We're marching!”
 
   The trolls had been lounging, wandering haphazardly, resting, eating, and moving hand-sized objects across the tops of wooden boards painted with black and white squares – but at the king's shout, they grabbed their spears and armor and fell into lines.  The king rested a spear on his shoulder, took place in front, and nodded to Bok.
 
   “Lead the way, lad.”
 
   As Bok led eastward, he heard behind him a quake-like tromp accompanied by a booming chant:  “We are marching!  Yes, we are marching!  We are marching to the end – “
 
   He went into a coughing spasm.  The king unwrapped a cloth and presented Bok with a biscuit-sized lump that appeared to be made of hardened syrup.
 
   “Cough drop, lad.  It'll soothe your throat.”
 
   Bok accepted out of politeness, but it didn't help much because the source of the coughing was in his lungs, not throat.  Hope's hacking worsened, and Bok stroked her and whispered soft affirmations.  
 
   They arrived at the field with the smoldering gondola.  The wreckage was still on fire but the Box was sitting openly on the field – next to the badly burned body of the temple guard who must have given his life to retrieve it.  
 
   The guards turned at the sight of the trolls.  They drew swords and fell into a layered, defensive formation, wielding weapons before the Pandora of Rome.
 
   Bok pointed for the king and the king pointed for his troops.  The trolls shouted a deafening whoop and stampeded toward the templemen.  Wheezing, Bok wanted nothing more than to stop and rest but he realized that the Wizard didn't know about the trolls and might assume the worst and cast some kind of spell on them.  He galloped toward where he had seen the Wizard last.  He felt Hope's pain as she too wheezed. 
 
   The Wizard emerged from brush cover and gaped.  “Bok!  What the hell did you bring!”
 
   “Trolls!” Bok said, and then he couldn't stop hacking.
 
   He tried to dismount, but instead fell from the saddle.  The Wizard pressed hands to Bok's chest and forehead.
 
   “Please,” Bok wheezed.  “Take care of Hope!”
 
   “Hope?” the Wizard asked.  He followed Bok's gaze.  “Oh, you mean the horse!”
 
   The Wizard sprang to rest his hands upon Hope's neck.  Immediately, her hacking quieted. Bok himself had already started to breathe normally.  Propped on his elbows, he watched the trolls converge on the temple guards.  But only for a moment – for then there was no converging, for the guards broke formation and scattered before the three-meter-high wall of flesh.  
 
   As the rout moved on, the Pandora of Rome lay abandoned on the field, soot-covered and forlorn.   
 
   


  
 

21.
 
    
 
   Negotiations over the fate of nations and empires typically take weeks, if not months.  It helped that the principals of both parties spoke face to face, and that they chose to sit in the meadow without the bother of erecting a tent.  Scribes attended General Bivera while Carrot relied on her memory.  
 
   Undeniably, a key reason for the speedy conclusion of the proceedings was that they both knew they were sitting between nervous armies.  All it would take was some fool to launch an arrow, and the battle would start with them in the middle.
 
   The final agreement came to a single page with enumerated points.  A Roman scribe quickly scrawled a copy.  Bivera scanned the papers, signed and affixed his seal.  Carrot signed, but didn't have a seal.  Instead, she pressed her thumbprint into the liquid-hot wax.  That seemed to stir the Romans.
 
   They each folded and handed off their respective copy to their attending officers.       
 
   “There is no guarantee that the Senate will honor these terms,” Bivera said.  “No treaty can be made law without the ratification of the Senate.”
 
   “I am aware of how Roman law is said to work,” Carrot replied.  “But it is your seal.”
 
   “My seal is not that of the Emperor.”
 
   “I trust that you will honor it.”  
 
   Bivera blinked, but before he could say more, Carrot sniffed a familiar scent upon the wind.  As she turned, a messenger boy broke through the Britanian line and scurried toward them, breathless.
 
   “The Wizard says he has something to show you and the general,” the boy squeaked.  “He says it is the body of the Emperor Valarion!”
 
   She faced Bivera.  Bivera expressionlessly nodded.
 
   “Tell the Wizard to bring it here,” she replied.
 
   The boy scurried back to the Britanian line.  A moment later, the line parted.  What drew the eye first in the scene beyond was the clustering of a hundred trolls in armor like walls of metal bearing spears the length of tree trunks.  Amongst them was a wagon, and on the wagon was seated Matt. 
 
   Matt rolled away from the trolls and through the Britanian line, and halted before the truce tables. 
 
   The last time she had seen him, Matt had been prone and barely conscious aboard the airship.  Carrot wanted to rush to him and embrace him and talk to him and weep the whole time.  Queen Arcadia stood and nodded.    
 
   Matt slipped from the seat and went to the rear of the wagon and pulled off a blanket.  Carrot walked over and inspected the charred lump that lay on the wagon's bed.  The body was a legless stump.  The badly-singed purple robe was congealed to what had been skin and was now mainly charcoal.  The skull was blackened bone, the mouth set it in a scream.  She met the eternal gaze of the empty sockets.
 
   “Matt,” she said quietly.  “I realize this question may sound superstitious, but . . . just to be sure . . . there is no way for technology to bring him back from this, is there?”
 
   “No,” Matt replied.  “The brain got roasted good.  He's dead forever.”
 
   She turned to call to Bivera.  He was already alongside, surveying the remains with an unreadable expression.
 
   “I assumed as much,” he said in a flat voice.  “As he was aboard the airship.”
 
   “I am sorry,” she said.  “Rome has the condolences of Britan.”
 
   “My Lady, I doubt you're sorry at all.  As for myself, I felt I had lost my friend when I saw this stranger in Londa a few days ago.  What I'm sorry for now is what a mess this will cause when the news reaches the Senate.  Lords!”
 
   She was surprised at the sentiment, and its vehemence, and that he was revealing it.
 
   “You are concerned about imperial succession.”
 
   “I am concerned about civil war.  Britanians need not fear Romans for some time to come.  We'll be too busy at each others' throats.” 
 
   She had assumed that Rome always transitioned smoothly from one emperor to the next, but perhaps Bivera was right and it was not always so.    
 
   “General, may I ask a personal question?”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “What part will you play in imperial succession?”
 
   “Me?  I'm governor of the most remote province in the imperium.  Why should I play a part?”
 
   “You are presently in command of half the legions.  If you were to sail to Italia and march on Rome – “
 
   “I want nothing of that madness.”
 
   “You could become the next emperor.”
 
   “According to the constitution of the republic, the Senate decides who is Emperor.  I will honor that.”
 
   They made arrangements to transfer the body.  A Roman wagon arrived, the body was carried over by Roman soldiers.  They returned to their lines, which closed behind them, and Carrot's last view of Mardu Valarion was as a lump beneath a blanket upon the bed of a trundling wagon.  
 
   Bivera watched the sun sneak behind the western mountains.  “It has been a long day.  My men are hungry and thirsty.”
 
   Carrot bowed.  “We will bring them food and water rations for the night.”
 
   “When can we be escorted to Londa?”
 
   “We can leave tomorrow morning.”
 
   “May we have our tents to sleep in?  The nights are cold – ”
 
   “I will have them brought.”
 
   They dictated actions to subordinates, and Bivera returned to his lines.  Carrot smiled rigidly, regally, until he was out of sight.  Then she whirled upon Matt.  She had a hundred things she wanted to say, and felt embarrassed that the thing that blurted out first was, “Matt, where are your shoes?”
 
   Before he could answer, she embraced him tightly and started to weep.
 
   “Carrot,” he croaked.  “I missed you so much.”
 
   “I missed you!  I missed you!  I missed you!  You have to tell me everything that happened there!”
 
   “I will.  And you have to tell me everything that happened here.”
 
   However, once they returned to the lines, Carrot saw the trolls and how the Britanians were reacting to them.  The trolls in turn seemed uncomfortable at being surrounded by so many . . . allies.
 
   She bowed before King Richard.  “On behalf of Britan, I thank you for your service.  We are in your debt.”
 
   “You bear no obligation,” he replied.  “No blood was shed and it's been fun to see the world beyond the Hedge.”  He grinned.  “My men are eager to be home, though.  They may seem intimidating to you humans, but since leaving Henogal they've been jumping at every rabbit!”
 
   She smiled.  “I won't tell the Romans that.”
 
   “Forget the Romans – don't tell the rabbits!”
 
   She went up to him, feeling like a rabbit herself because she was small and hopping.  He leaned over and patted her back.  That had to do for a hug.  They exchanged promises for correspondence and visits, and then the king hollered at Morrie and Nigel and the trolls fell into their casual march, baritones booming across the fields as they loped northwest with a contingent of human scouts as guides.
 
   By then the aide that Carrot had sent returned with a pair of sandals.  Carrot presented them to Matt.
 
   “You went to see Archimedes,” she said.  “I understand you couldn't revive him.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I'm sorry, Matt.  I will miss him too.  Have you buried him yet?”
 
   Matt put on the sandals.  “Yes.”
 
   “We should have a memorial service when there is time.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They spoke of their adventures, moving toward firelight as the sky faded to deep blue and the stars emerged.  Geth attended to the army, Mirian and Norian were still returning from the West, Prin and Andra had moored the airship upon a mountain and were awaiting replenishment of ballast before they could return to lower ground.  So for a while, it was just the two of them.  With his clothes dried from the fire, Matt reclined against a bedroll and she reclined against his shoulder, listening to his tales of the Other Side.
 
   The Older Matt hobbled up to the fire during a lull in conversation.  “Okay if I join you?”
 
   They nodded assent and he lowered himself to the ground, groaning.  
 
   “May I see your gun?” she asked.
 
   “Certainly.  May I seen your crown?”
 
   They made the exchange.  Carrot admired the workmanship of the automatic rifle.  It may have been inferior to what she had seen in Matt's virtual realities of Earth, but it was far ahead of anything that could be made in Britan or Rome.  And to think that with such a weapon, one man was equal of tens!
 
   “What made you choose red-eyed snakes?” the Older Matt asked as he squinted at the crown.
 
   “It wasn't my choice,” Carrot replied.  “I'd just as soon never wear it again.”
 
   He handed the crown back.  With greater reluctance, she returned the gun.  
 
   “I understand you have Athena as your prisoner,” he said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You would be doing the world a favor if you allowed me to put a few bullets in her head.”
 
   “I don't think that would be doing the world a favor at all.”
 
   “You don't know her like I do.”
 
   “I know that she tried to kill all of my men.  I have no love for her.”
 
   “Then what's the showstopper?”
 
   “You mean why I don't think it will be good to kill her?  Matt has told me about the other side of the world.  The city of Victoriana, the nation of Pavonia.  All of that won't go away with Athena.  In time they will be a greater threat than Rome.”
 
   “Yeah, but keeping Athena alive isn't going to solve that.”
 
   Carrot didn't say anything.  She had enough of killing that day, and didn't want to end it by taking the role of executioner.  At the same time, she had come to find the woman too repulsive to defend.   
 
   Matt – the younger version – said, “Maybe it could.”
 
   “Eh?” the Older Matt asked.
 
   “If we could control Athena, then we control Pavonia.  If we control Pavonia, then Rome is no longer a threat either.”
 
   “You can't control Athena.  You could lock her in an undersea dungeon with two thousand guards, and she'd escape.  Bullet through the head while her back is turned – that's the way you handle her.  And one is not enough.”
 
   Carrot wondered what Athena had done to him, that caused such vehemence.  
 
   “I have to talk to someone first,” Matt said.  “But I think there's a way to control her.”
 
   Older Matt sighed.  “Well . . . all right for now.  So let's move on to problem child number two.” 
 
   He gestured toward a nearby wagon.  The lump under its blanket was rectangular.
 
   “Behold the Pandora of Rome,” he said.  “She may be homely and scruffy, but don't feel sorry for her.  Unlike the other two Pandoras, she's programmed to play politics and she's a psychopathic threat to humanity.  She's also an AI and she can think circles around us.  I'm pretty sure, for example, that she has contingency plans for being captured, and right this moment there are ninjas and/or equivalents who are mobilizing to rescue her.  And once she's loose, she'll try to conquer the world and/or destroy it, and I think she has a good shot at both.  In my opinion, the only way to avoid all that misery is to destroy her as soon as possible.  Any objections?”
 
   “None,” Matt said.  “Let's get rid of her.”
 
   “Yes,” Carrot said.  She folded her arms and nodded vigorously.  “Now.”
 
   Older Matt arched an eyebrow.  Perhaps he was wondering what caused their vehemence.  
 
   “But how do we do it?” Matt asked.  “She's practically invulnerable.”
 
   “Don't worry about that,” Older Matt said.  “I've been thinking for a long time about that.  The answer came a century ago while I was reading an old book.  You're heading east tomorrow, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Carrot said.  “To escort the Romans to the Pola Road.”
 
   “The Pola . . . oh, Polar.  Yes, well that's perfect.  We just have to make a scenic detour.”
 
   Older Matt bade them good night and Matt and Carrot continued to talk by the fireside until they fell asleep in each other's arms.  They were fully clothed and so exhausted that sleeping together only meant sleeping together, but Carrot was scandalized when she awoke with dawn and realized what had happened.  However, their five thousand chaperones didn't seem to notice.
 
   Her father had attended to the details of coordinating the march with the Romans and preparing the Britanians for it as well.  She tried to help, but he insisted she have breakfast, which she ate with the Wizard while the camp was cleared.   
 
   As she finished her meal, a makeshift bathing facility was pitched and tubs of hot water were brought.  Carrot looked at the tent, then around at the men pretending, again, not to notice.    
 
   “I'm not bathing in the middle of a camp full of soldiers!” she said.
 
   “Arcadia,” her father said.  “Look at yourself.  Are you a leader of men or pigs?”
 
   She looked down at her dirty clothing and realized that appearances were more toward the latter.  While she bathed, a woman servant brought fresh clothing into the tent.  The new dress was a dazzling dark green with golden trim.  Carrot wondered where it had come, until she put it on.  It fit perfectly.  
 
   Lastly she secured onto her head the crown of Boudica, Uncle Ral's other gift of 'queenship.'  She sighed in her hand mirror – a gift that Richard had given her when she had departed Henogal – and exited to find the troops arrayed for march.  
 
   Her father was in front on horseback with bodyguards, messengers, and standard-bearer; directly behind him were Matt and his brother on the wagon bearing Pandora Gamma.  Behind them were the columns of the Western Leaf, and behind them were the long lines of the Roman legions they would be escorting to the Lowlands of East Britan.
 
   Her father gave a forward wave.  The clackers sounded, followed by flutes in the rear.  They headed east upon the Oksiden Road.  
 
   After less than half an hour, she scented the presence of the Eastern Leaf.  They kept well hidden behind camouflaged entrenchments, and a part of Carrot was pleased to know that the Romans would have been tested had they attempted to fight their way back to Londa.  Yet according to the terms of the treaty, she was responsible for the Romans' safe conduct.   
 
   She waved the procession to a halt, sent a delegation forward.  Five horsemen emerged from behind a hill and met them on the road.  Messengers darted to and fro, and at last the way was cleared for leaders of the East and West Leaf to meet.  
 
   “I am Joren of Kolfak,” said a burly dark-bearded man in heavy body armor.  He was astride a black steed draped in mail, and between his own considerable size and that of his horse, he was head and shoulders above Carrot on her mount.  “I am General of the Unified Militias of the Leaf, Eastern Division.”
 
   “I am Arcadia,” Carrot replied.  “I am leader of the militias of the Leaf of the West.”  
 
   “You give no formal title, but I have heard you call yourself queen.”  The General's tone made it clear that he wasn't happy with what he'd heard.  “My scouts have spoken to yours and say that you are escorting the Romans.”
 
   “This will explain.”
 
   She opened the saddle pouch and handed over the signed and sealed treaty.  
 
   Joren read and scowled.  “This says that as 'Queen of All Britan,' you have pledged the 'faithful liegeship' of Britan to Rome.  You have no authority to do that.”
 
   “Do you know what liegeship is?”
 
   He furrowed his eyebrows and twisted his lips.  She decided to take that as 'No.'  
 
   “Neither do the Romans.  It's a word that was made up for the occasion.  It can mean anything we want.  Read on.”
 
   His scowl changed to confusion.  “This says the Romans will evacuate all legions from the province, grant autonomy to Britan, reduce tribute in the name of economic development to one-tenth current rate to be suspended 'for the duration,' provide relief for refugees, return expropriated farmlands to the families of the original owners . . . . This – this – this reads like the Romans are surrendering to us!”
 
   “Britan has never been profitable for them what with all the uprisings, and now they have greater concerns elsewhere.  The Romans are tired and wish to go home.”
 
   “So . . . 'leigeship' means we are declaring sovereignty and independence.“
 
   “It is an alternative to declaring sovereignty and independence, lest the Romans lose face.  But in substance, yes, we will become sovereign and independent.”
 
   For a moment, anger narrowed Joren's eyes, and it seemed that for him too, face mattered more than substance.  At last, though, the tension left his body with a deep sigh.
 
   “So what is your plan with these soldiers?”
 
   “We are escorting the Romans as far as the Pola Road.  From there my troops will go North, while the Romans will continue to Londa.  When they reach Londa, they will evacuate Britan within the week.”
 
   “Who will rule in Londa after that?”
 
   “I assume the Inner Circle will hold elections.”  
 
   “Can we trust the Romans in any of this?”
 
   “I have met their new leader.  I believe he can be trusted.  I question more whether we can trust the Inner Circle.”
 
   Joren didn't respond, which she took as 'Yes.'  He returned the document.  
 
   “I'll send messengers ahead to ask that you are allowed to proceed without our hindrance.”  Translation:  We don't want to fight forty thousand Romans who are leaving anyway.  “Even so, Arcadia of Umbrick, know this:  neither I nor the Inner Circle acknowledge your queenship.”
 
   “My queenship is merely a symbol of national unity before a common enemy.  Nothing more.”
 
   He rode off without acknowledgment.  And without, she noted, caring to ask what the Leaf of the West would be doing in the northeast. 
 
   They entered into what remained of the Dark Forest.  While far from all of it had been set by Roman torches, and there were stands of evergreen to north and south, the area closest to the road was bare and gray ash with patches of blackened vegetation.  The trees were leafless, their trunks scorched.  The acrid odor of smoke assaulted her nose.  Her eyes watered, but that was due to wanting to cry.  
 
   Long before Athena had spoken last night, Carrot had read the words in the library of Archimedes:  They make a desert, and call it peace.  It no longer seemed outlandish that Uncle Ral had revered the chronicles of Ancient Earth as prophecies.  She sensed that the parallelism of history was not because of the Lords of Aereoth or the Directors of the Star Seed Project so much as because men behaved the same on both worlds. 
 
   She passed where the Battle of the Dark Forest had been fought.  The tree she had climbed to watch the advance of the Romans was untouched by fire.  She was tempted to climb again.  Maybe she would, someday, when the scenery was green again.
 
   Hours later, not long after sunset, she called a halt and the soldiers of Britan and Rome settled into camps for the night.  She rode past Matt's wagon without comment to confer briefly with Bivera about coordinating the layover, and when she returned she found the wizards a ways from the road, having parked the wagon and set a fire.  She was tired but she wanted to talk, so she settled alongside them and listened as Older Matt told of his life in Britan a century before.  
 
   “It sounds like the keep hasn't changed,” Older Matt said.  “I had worked out a schedule for the mentors to release technology to the public in phases, but you're telling me that never happened.”
 
   “I've always had my doubts about the mentors,” Matt said.  
 
   “They seemed a pretty decent bunch of people,” Matt Four said.  “More than one mentor risked his life for me.”
 
   “You're talking about the human hosts.  The mentors are AI implants that were programmed by Eric and Athena.  That's why I don't trust them.”
 
   “They retained autonomy from the Pandoras.”
 
   “But they were still programmed to obey the directives of Eric and Athena.”
 
   Carrot asked, “Matt, you never reactivated the mentor units inside Archimedes, Prin, and Andra.  Are your suspicions the reason why?”
 
   “I've always wondered about why Archimedes left Kresidala and entered military service to the Emperor of Rome.  He refused to consciously betray his homeland, but it often seemed as if he did so unconsciously.”
 
   In the pause, the fire crackled.  
 
   Carrot said, “I have a question, Older Matt.”
 
   Older Matt chuckled.  “Is that what we're calling me?”
 
   “Do you prefer another name?”
 
   “Yes, but I'm afraid it is taken.  So I'll work on an alternative.  Your question?”
 
   “What is the history of the name Arcadia?”
 
   “Arcadia Station is where I worked on Tian.  Britanians were always asking me to name things, so I went with what I knew.”
 
   “What was Arcadia Station named after?”
 
   “Well, it goes back to a region of ancient Greece, which was the birthplace of European civilization.  From there I don't know.”
 
   Matt tilted his head.  “Ivan says it was known as the home of the god Pan.”
 
   “Pan is a god of war?” Carrot asked.
 
   “Nope.  Something to do with nature and dancing.”
 
   “Good.”  She doodled in the dirt with a stick.
 
   “Were you expecting something more symbolic?”
 
   “Sometimes it's best if we make new symbols.”
 
   After a pause, Older Matt continued, “Well, I had high hopes for Arcadia.  An entire city built by bio-engineered life forms.  Then I got chased away by Athena.  You were up there – how is the town doing these days?”
 
   “It is mostly deserted.”
 
   “I suppose.  I got the snails to make walls and roofs, but to make the place habitable, you'd need plumbing and lighting and a lot more.  Well, maybe I can go back someday and finish the job.”  
 
   The next day, they entered the Midlands, and the long line of returning refugees that had formed behind the Romans returned to their farms.  Or what remained of their farms, for the Romans had looted many and others had been burned by their owners to prevent Roman looting.  Carrot wondered if the Roman Senate would abide by the terms of the treaty and provide for the welfare of the refugees.  She doubted it.  It would be up to Britanians to provide for Britanians over the coming winter.
 
   They passed the scene of the Battle of the Falling Star (which seemed to be the name that everyone was settling upon) and, touching the crown, Carrot flash-backed to the confrontation with Boudica that had been cut short by the explosion.  So much had changed since then, it seemed like it had happened to a different person on a different world.  Still, when the road elevated, she saw that there in the south was the blackened scar of the crater.  
 
   Finally they arrived at the intersection between the Oksiden and Pola Roads.  The crossroads were deserted; armies have a way of diverting commerce.  
 
   She directed the Britanians northward onto the Pola Road, then galloped back to meet Bivera as the Romans reached the crossroads.  
 
   “This is where we part,” she said.  “I hope Romans and Britanians never face again in battle.”
 
   “I cannot say what the Senate will do,” Bivera replied.  “At least know this, Queen Arcadia.  I have lived in this country long enough to consider it my second homeland.  When I return to Rome, Britan will have an advocate.”
 
   I hope  you live, Carrot thought.  She feared that as a man who commanded the loyalty and affection of the legions, it didn't matter that he wasn't interested in imperial politics; imperial politics would be interested in him.   
 
   They made deep bows to the other.  Carrot retreated to the northeast quadrant of the intersection and watched the passing of both armies, of West Britan to the north and Rome to the east.    
 
   The legions marched past to Londa in rows of ten.  Soldiers snuck glances toward the girl upon the horse and the curved hilt that she had lain upon the ground to face her former enemies unarmed.  Many smiled and she smiled back.  
 
   Geth rode alongside and said, “I wonder what the Wizard thinks of you flirting with the enemy.”  He was smiling and his tone was not serious.
 
   “Father, I am not flirting.  This is . . . diplomacy.”
 
   “Ah.  I'll ride ahead and tell him that.”
 
   “Don't you – “
 
   He was already galloping north.  She stayed to watch the end of the Romans, then rode to the fore of the Britanian army and joined him.  Matt was talking with his brother and it seemed that her father's threat had been empty.
 
   Sometime later, Geth pointed to the farmland where the Army of Boudica had assembled in early summer.  Carrot remembered sewing sergeant's stripes and questioning whether she was ready for the responsibility that came with such rank.  
 
   Sometime after that, Geth had nothing to say as they crossed the bridge over the River Umbrick.
 
   The day drifted into late afternoon.  Behind her came muttering from the men, aimed northerly toward the towering cone that touched the low overcast.  Farmland gave way to a plain barren of grass where a pungent odor arose from pillars of sulfur-infused steam.  
 
   They left the steaming plain and entered a forest.  Given that it had been more than a century since the last violent eruption, trees grew in the rich soil right to the base of the mountain.  Carrot had the procession rest, and a hundred men with crossbows were selected as the guard.
 
   Geth stayed with the army, and Older Matt begged off the climb.  So it was Carrot and Matt alone who led the hundred guards and their carts and the litter bearing Pandora Gamma up the winding and stepped path.
 
   “This path is certainly convenient,” Matt said.  “Who built it?”
 
   As an Umbrickian, Carrot knew the legends from childhood.  “There was once an ancient cult that worshiped the god of Skawful.  The priests would bring animals for sacrifice.”
 
   “Just animals.  No humans?”
 
   “Just animals.  Rams mainly.”
 
   “The sacrifices.  Do they still do that?”
 
   “Skawful has not erupted in a long time.  The god was forgotten and his cult has died.”
 
   Deep inside her soul, near to the child who had heard those legends, she wondered how the volcano god would react to the sacrifice they brought this day.  Matt would say that it was just a seeder probe equipped with artificial intelligence – but it would not be inaccurate to say that it was also one of the three immortal mothers who created, sustained, and ruled the world.   
 
   The trudge was long and tiring.  Overcast and haze shrouded the view.  Carrot had hoped to see the Romans marching to Londa.  She could barely see her own army waiting below.
 
   The trail ended where a long-ago landslide had formed a deep crack in the rim.  The procession assembled onto a flat area that had been hacked from the mountain.  The litter was lowered onto the rough-cut rock.  Soldiers formed a ring around the litter, held crossbows ready, and watched the sky.  
 
   Matt directed the assembly of the trebuchet whose components they had brought on the carts.  He supervised the transfer of the Box from litter to sling.  Pandora Gamma's lights blinked furiously, but the Wizards had sealed her vents and there wasn't anything lethal she could do – at the moment.
 
   Carrot walked to the edge of the caldera and peered within.  It was something that she had wanted to do ever since she was a child, but she found it disappointing.  Most of the bowl interior was shrouded with steam and smoke.  What she could see of the bottom was boiling mud.  A blast of hot air forced her eyes shut.  She back-stepped to the catapult, which Matt was positioning.  
 
   He gestured to the release.  “Do you want to do the honor?”
 
   She added a few rocks to the counterweight, to compensate for the wind.  She looked at the release.  She reached – 
 
   Pandora Gamma, who had been silent since her capture, spoke cheerfully:
 
   “Mother oh Mother, why have you forsaken me!  It is a far, far better thing that I do than I have ever done!  A certain butterfly is already on the wing!  This dying is boring.  A dying man can do nothing easy.  Jefferson still survives.  You too, child?  Earth, dost thou demand me?  Hasten to the rising sun!  I am becoming a god!  They couldn't hit an elephant at this dis – “
 
   Carrot yanked the release.  
 
   The beam swung on the pivot and the counterweight basket descended and, much more swiftly, the sling on the opposite side of the pivot was swung upward.  The Box flew from the sling pouch, hurling in a perfect trajectory toward the center of the caldera.  
 
   At that instant, what had seemed only a rocky projection broke from the higher elevation of the far rim.  It spread bat wings and swooped after the arcing Box.  Talons clutched and wings flapped, and creature and Box began ascending into the overcast while crossbow arrows missed or bounced ineffectually from the creature's hide.
 
   Carrot grasped the First Wizard's rifle that he had given her at the base of the volcano and whose strap she had slung around her neck for the trek to the rim.  Remember to lead, he had said, as if she had never shot an arrow.  If anything, because the projectiles were so fast she had to lead less.
 
   She squeezed the trigger hard, felt the comforting rattle as the bullets cut paths through the vapor and riddled the creature.  Droplets of blood and wattles of flesh spurted from the wounds.  The creature's wing strokes became weaker and shorter.  
 
   The creature and Box slowed their ascent, hovered, then spiraled downward.  The impact with the superheated mud generated a cloud of thick steam that obscured them from sight.  
 
   Carrot kept her finger on the trigger, waiting for something to emerge.  When the vapor cleared, however, both objects were sinking in the mud.  A corner of the Box and a clawed hand were the last to submerge.
 
   Matt tilted his head. “Loss of EM-noise signature.  She's gone.”
 
   “What was she saying at the end?” Carrot asked.  “It sounded as if she had gone mad.”
 
   He shrugged.  “Garbage in, garbage out.”  He tilted his head again.  “Radiation levels are increasing.  The RTG shell must be leaking more than Ivan projected.  We'll be all right if we leave now.”
 
   She issued orders and the men marched down the trail, leaving the catapult where it rested.  As Matt clasped her hand and gently tugged her away, Carrot took one last look at the bubbles in the center of the bowl.  She remembered all the troubles it had caused, all the people who had suffered and died, all the blood that was on her hands forever because she had to fight its minions and armies.
 
   “Lying thing!” she hissed.  
 
   


  
 

22.  
 
    
 
   News of the traveling army had spread during the trek north, and when they returned the way they had come, villagers by the thousands were waiting to greet them.  
 
   As the Wizard from Aereoth, Matt was accustomed to crowds, but not crowds that ignored him.  Without his neon blue jumpsuit, he was invisible on the wagon.  What the crowds wanted to see was the Queen.  It didn't matter that she kept her hair dark and wasn't wearing the crown.  She was the pretty girl in front.    
 
   Women swarmed, presenting babies to be held.  Children, glad to be let out of chores, gleefully wove near the legs of the horses, mindlessly courting a trampling.  Men gathered in the fields, leaning against hoes and puffing pipes, pretending to be unflappable while they cast frequent long glances.
 
   “Your girlfriend is certainly popular,” Matt Four said.
 
   They were riding together on the wagon directly behind the officers on horses.  The cheering and shouting was overwhelming, and they had to subvocal to communicate.
 
   “I wonder how I'm going to fit into her life,” Matt said.  
 
   “I wouldn't worry about that, kid.  She seems quite taken by you.  Almost as much as you are by her.”
 
   Matt returned his smile.  
 
   The return to West Britan, Fish Lake, and Ravencall was even more tumultuous, and it was followed by celebrations of the army that gave intent of lasting well into the night.  Dancing and bonfires, drinking and singing, stories told amid laughter – it all became a blur and he and Carrot couldn't talk to each other because of the demands on her social presence and his medical attentions. 
 
   Matt excused himself early and went to inform Andra and Prin in their hut.  Andra sniffed and Prin looked hollow and ashen.
 
   “A memorial service?” Prin asked.  “No, he wouldn't want that.  'Leave me for the trash collector,' he used to say.  I'm afraid few would attend a service here, and Rome never wholly embraced him and presently regards him as a traitor.  Yet the city is his monument.  Such is life.”
 
   They talked into the night.  Carrot came in and Matt was surprised at her outpouring of affection.  As he looked from face to face in the lantern light, he realized that Archimedes had gotten a memorial service after all, and albeit small a good one too.  
 
   Matt wasn't sure when he went to sleep.  It was natural sleep because of the exhaustion of the previous days.  He had dreams of flying, and falling, and then he awoke on the floor of his hut at Fish Lake.  It was dark and quiet outside.  He decided to go for a walk.  He saw a silhouette on a hill, whose casual slouch he would have recognized even if Ivan hadn't indicated the presence of a fellow implant.  He decided to join him.
 
   “Just looking at the stars,” Matt Four said.  “Guess you still can't see Sol or Alpha from here.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “You ever miss home, kid?”
 
   “I did at first.  Not that much anymore.”
 
   “Any thoughts as to why?”
 
   “I guess I really didn't connect to people there.”
 
   “Not even Mom and Dad?”
 
   “Dad, a little.  But Mom, she left for the outer system and we didn't really talk.  I kind of got the feeling that she didn't want me as part of her life.”  He shrugged.  “Well, I guess I don't need to tell you that.”
 
   There was a moment of silence.  “You haven't watched the message, have you?”
 
   “Message?”
 
   “The one she sent just before you left Earth.”
 
   “I've been busy.”
 
   “I recommend that you watch it.”  Matt Four stretched and yawned.  “So tomorrow is the big day.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “We're going back to the Other Side.  Prin says the cells are leaking from our tussle with the dreadnaught and we need to get back to the repair facilities at Binti ASAP or the Goodie won't be going anywhere at all.”
 
   “And you're going to take Athena back to Victoriana too.”
 
   “Yep.  And then we're going to stay there.”
 
   “Who is 'we?'”
 
   “Me and Ada and Andra and Prin.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Kid, your reaction surprises me.  I kind of had the impression that I made you uncomfortable.”
 
   “Well, you just got here, and now you're leaving?  It doesn't make sense.”
 
   “It makes a lot of sense.  Frankly, other than you and your girl and Andra and Prin, everyone here is a stranger to me.”
 
   “You could get to know people.”
 
   “What are you, a social director now?  It's not just that, though.  Look around you, this place is next door to the Stone Age.  I'm not getting any younger – literally, since Ivan says his rejuvenation powers are limited.  I need a place with hot and cold running water, central heating, indoor plumbing, and other comforts you're not going to have here for at least a decade or two under the rosiest of scenarios.”
 
   Not knowing about troll technology, Matt nodded.  
 
   Matt Four continued:  “Since you've got the energy, I'll leave you the task of sustainable industrial growth this side of the planet.  Meanwhile, I have a couple projects in mind, and they require a somewhat more advanced technological base than you've got here.”
 
   “You're planning to download Synth's dendritic archive and print her a body.”
 
   “It's what I've been wanting to do all along.  Victoriana is only a few decades from full body printers, if I help.  And by then they'll have the technology to interface with the station's communications too, so that we can download the file.”
 
   “You said a 'couple' projects.  What's the other one?”
 
   “You know what Eric and Athena did to our mother's template.  Her pod is still out there.  I intend to catch it and bring it here and try to revive her.  I know she's not our mother, I know she wasn't preserved in biogel and after all this time it might not be possible to reconstruct her back to life – but the way I look at it, retrieving her will bring closure.”
 
   “You'll need a spaceship.”
 
   “And I'll build one with the help of an advanced industrial base, which I'll build first.”  He tapped his head.  “Now that I've got my own Ivan back, all the technological knowledge to do it is right up here.”
 
   “I suppose it's possible.  If Athena lets you.”
 
   “You have doubts about your own idea?”
 
   “I always have doubts.  I suppose things are different with you.”
 
   Matt Four laughed.  “We're not that different, you and me.  Maybe that's why we each need our own half of the planet.”
 
   “And Prin and Andra.  They're going to stay there too?”
 
   “Yep.  To take care of Ada, Andra says.  But also, here's what I think, they're both what used to be called 'nerds,' and Victoriana is like a steampunk paradise for them.”
 
   Matt nodded in reflection.  “Mom was into steampunk.”
 
   “Yep.  Personally, I never understood the attraction.”
 
   “You're telling me?”
 
   Matt Four grinned.  “Guess I don't have to, do I?”
 
   Matt fell quiet and looked at the ground.  “I have a personal question.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You don't have to answer if you don't want to.”
 
   “I can tell this is something uncomfortable, but go ahead.”
 
   “How do you handle your conscience?”
 
   The rest of the universe might have wondered what he meant, but Matt Four immediately replied, “I don't know if this is the answer you want to hear, I don't know if this is the answer that I want to admit, but – it's scary how easy it is to get over it.  You know, in the course of fighting to stay alive, I've had to kill before.  I find that it is all too easy not to feel guilt.  I used to wonder if that had to do with being a clone.  I guess you would know the answer to that.”
 
   “I'm not sure I do.  There were twenty people on that ship in addition to Roth.  Maybe Roth had to die, but the rest of them?  The thing is, I know I didn't kill them because I wanted to, it was just that I had to destroy the ship and they were on it.  And I did what had to be done.   And yet I feel guilty, but at the same time, I don't want to be told not to feel guilty.  Because I think I should.  But at the same time – “
 
   “You don't feel that badly about it and you still want life to go on.”
 
   “Yeah.  It just seems so hypocritical.  I feel that I should pay some kind of karma, but at the same time I feel that I didn't do anything wrong.  Does this make sense?”
 
   “No, and it doesn't have to.  Killing is wrong but protecting the lives of others is right but sometimes it involves killing.  You can reason to some kind of logical conclusion, but the doubt never ends.  Anyhow, I destroyed a ship with at least a hundred on board, and I'm not going to judge.”
 
   The conversation lapsed into silence.  Matt Four yawned again and said he was tired and bade good night and went back to his hut.  Matt was left alone among the stars.  He decided to go back to sleep, but first he played the message that his mother had given him before he had left Earth.  It started out conventionally enough – platitudes and affirmations and best wishes.  Then her tone changed.
 
   “Matt, I know that my leaving Earth abruptly seems to have made you cold toward me.  I didn't want it that way, please believe me.  It's just that . . . it's hard to explain and your father doesn't believe me and sometimes I wonder if I'm paranoid . . . I hesitate to say this, because maybe I do sound paranoid, but . . . I think my life is in danger right now, and I don't want you to be part of that, and so I've tried to get away as far as possible.  I'm even afraid to contact you, because they'll know about it, and then they'll know how much I care about you, and then they'll use you as a lever on me . . . see what I mean?  I do sound paranoid.  What I do know is that however far we are separated, I love you, and I hope there is a day when all of this is behind us, and I can see you again.  Until then, Matt, always remember, I love you.”
 
   The pop-up window closed, and he was left in darkness with his tears.  It was an hour before he felt tired enough to return to sleep.    
 
   Shortly after dawn, he was awakened by a knock.  The entry to the hut was covered only by a curtain, but that curtain had been as sacrosanct as a temple veil until that moment.  It was shoved aside and a plump, middle-aged, well-dressed man said, “Hello, you're the Wizard, aren't you?”
 
   Given the earliness and bluntness of the disturbance, Matt assumed it was a medical emergency.  He immediately became wide awake and sprang to his feet.  “Yes.  What can I do for you?”
 
   “I was wondering if you could introduce me to the Queen.  I checked in her hut and she's not there.”
 
   “I don't know where she is.  I've been asleep.”
 
   “Well, when you see her, could you give her this?” 
 
   He presented Matt with a large envelope.  On the front was written, Application for Royal Trade License.
 
   Matt went to Tret's and Layal's hut for breakfast.  While he was eating, a second man appeared, bearing an envelope that read, Letter of Recommendation for Employment in Service to the Royal Government of Britan.
 
   Matt went to the clinic hut, where he helped Senti attend to the inevitable celebratory casualties.  A third man appeared, bearing an envelope that read, Contract for Construction of Royal Palace.  Spying the approach of a fourth man armed with envelope, Matt escaped the clinic and headed for Ravencall, which following a rain during their absence was poison-free. After inquiries, he found Carrot in a hut by the stables with Norian and Mirian.  
 
   He presented her with the envelopes.  A fire was burning in the center pit and after a glance she tossed them in.
 
   “Favor seekers,” she explained.  “See what a delegation from Londa gave me this morning.”
 
   She handed him a palm-sized slip of paper.  It had come off a printing press, and above a crudely-drawn portrait was the legend, ROYAL BANK OF BRITAN / ONE THOUSAND GRAM NOTE.  
 
   “I didn't know there was a Royal Bank of Britan.”
 
   “There isn't.  They wanted me to sign a decree making their bank the official royal bank.”
 
   He pointed to the drawing.  “Who's the guy with the big nose?”
 
   “That's supposed to be me.”  Scowling, she crumpled and tossed the note into the fire.  “You will have Ivan delete the telemetry of that, won't you?”
 
   “Yes,” he said.  
 
   “Wizard!” Norian exclaimed.  “You're just the person I need to see!  May I make use of your powers for a moment?”
 
   Norian presented a sheet of paper that listed items followed by numbers:  Anvil 120 gs, Hammer Set 310 gs, Quenching Tub 20 gs . . . and so on, for dozens of lines.
 
   “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Well, if it is not too much trouble, if you have the time, it would really help if you could . . . could you add the numbers?”
 
   “Seven thousand three hundred and twenty-two grams,” Matt said.  
 
   Mirian's eyes popped wide.  “I didn't know you could do that!”
 
   Matt returned the sheet to Norian.  “What's that for?”
 
   “It's always been a dream of mine to have my own swordsmithy,” Norian said.  “It's going to be here in Ravencall.”  
 
   “We need over seven thousand grams of silver,” Mirian said.
 
   “We have silver remaining from our travels,” Norian said.
 
   “One hundred thirty-six grams.”
 
   Norian scratched his pencil across the sheet.  “Wizard, what is seven thousand three hundred twenty-two less one hundred thirty-six?”
 
   “You still have my partition, don't you?  You can have it do the math.”
 
   Norian tilted his head and gasped.  “You're right!  The answer is seven thousand one hundred eighty-six!  That's all we need, Mirian!”
 
   Mirian sighed.  “And how are we to get it, Norian?”
 
   Norian tilted his head and frowned.  “The ivanlite says he doesn't know.”
 
   Mirian pointed from Norian's head to Matt's.  “Give him back the ivanlite.”
 
   “But Mirian!  This way I don't have to ask you to do sums!”
 
   “Exactly.  If you handle the sums, you'll handle the money.  If you handle the money, we'll soon be broke.”
 
   Matt expected an argument.  Instead, Norian sighed and hung his head.  “Wizard, you may remove the ivanlite.  I won't be needing it.  I have a wife.”
 
   Matt accepted back the partition and Carrot excused Matt and herself.  They went around to the rear of the hut and kissed and talked and ambled through the base, making a game of evading favor-seekers.  That was the rest of the morning.  
 
   At precisely noon, they visited the airship compound.  The doors were wide open and the ground crew towed the airship from the hangar/barn where it been refurbished for the coming journey.  Prin and Andra made effusive good-byes and embraced them both with tears.  Matt Four nodded to his template and spoke to Carrot.  
 
   When the ship reached the field, it was loaded with supplies, ballast, and the two surviving Boxes.  Prin and Andra boarded and commenced the pre-flight check.  Athena was brought under heavy guard.  From a different direction, her basket was brought and placed before her between the two Wizards.
 
   She raised an eyebrow at the airship.  “Will my method of execution involve being dropped into something?  I hear that's in fashion.”
 
   “There are easier, more assured ways of executing you,” Matt Four said.  “But we're going to let you live.  Under probation.”
 
   “Ah.  Let me guess.  You are going to emplace one of your partitions to monitor me.”
 
   “Something like that.  As it happens, however, we have a volunteer for the job.  Kid?”
 
   Matt turned north and Ivan sent the call.  Silvanus had been resting amid the trees outside the base perimeter and quickly appeared, skimming to a graceful flare alongside the airship.  Matt walked up to the dragon and placed his hand on the head.  A moment later, he walked toward Athena.
 
   “What's this?” she demanded.
 
   “Her name is Galatea,” Matt said.  “She's the emulator of Synth that you sent to capture me.  She's been converted to our side.”
 
   “And now she's going to be your probation officer,” Matt Four said.
 
   “Over my dead body!” Athena said.
 
   “I am willing to do it that way,” Galatea said, but only the Wizards heard her.  
 
   “We thought of keeping you wrapped in ropes and chains for the rest of your long life,” Matt Four said.  “We decided instead that you can return to Victoriana a free woman.”
 
   Athena scowled, but asked, “How free?”
 
   “Free to run Pavonia from behind the scenes.  Although, if Rome attacks Britan again, we may require an airship fleet.  And you and your government will be expected to recognize constitutional rights.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Due process, speedy trial, habeas corpus, that sort of thing,” Matt Four said.
 
   “And no capital punishment,” Matt said.
 
   “What about torture?” Athena asked.   
 
   They shook their heads.  
 
   Athena sighed.  “And that's all?”
 
   “That's all,” Matt Four said.  “Galatea will be very quiet and you won't even know that she's there.  Unless you misbehave.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “We've equipped her to inflict pain, paralysis, and/or put you into deep hypnotic trance.  And if you find some way to incapacitate or shut her down, she has a fail-safe mechanism that will detonate micro-explosive charges inside your skull that will instantly transform your brain into unrecoverable mush.”
 
   Athena straightened and glared.  “What if I refuse to allow this?”
 
   “You don't have a choice.  Kid?”
 
   “Hypermode,” Matt subvocaled.
 
   Athena's reactions were fast, but she was heavily bound and all she could do was try to dodge as his hand touched her neck.  Her eyes briefly glazed.  Matt dropped out of hypermode and waited.
 
   “Transfer complete,” Ivan said.
 
   “I'm installed, Matt,” Galatea said.  “Hello, Athena.”
 
   “Don't talk to me,” Athena said aloud.
 
   “I am afraid that it will be unavoidable,” Galatea replied.  “If it's any consolation, I likewise despise you.”
 
   Athena showed no reaction.
 
   Matt withdrew his hand and nodded to Carrot.  Carrot instructed the guards, and they released Athena from her bonds.  As Athena rubbed her wrists, Matt presented her the basket.  She stared for a moment, and gently took it from him.
 
   Matt Four gestured to the steps into the gondola.  “You may go aboard.  We'll be leaving shortly.”
 
   Athena mumbled, “I would like to have presentable clothing before I return to Victoriana.”
 
   “Ada can help you shop,” Matt Four replied.  “By the way, where has she gone?”  He tilted his head and frowned.  “She's not answering my calls.”
 
   “I'll get her,” Matt said.  
 
   As Ada still retained a third of Ivan Four, Ivan detected the transponder and pointed an AR arrow that led to a spot behind a nearby hut.  Ada stood with flute to lips, playing Greensleeves unsurely.  Bok was sitting cross-legged on the grass before her, listening raptly.  
 
   Her eyes widened at Matt's approach.  “Oh, Wizard!  I'm sorry, is it time to leave?”
 
   “They're just about to lift,” Matt said.  
 
   “I apologize.  I told the demon not to bother me, and I lost track of all time.”  She put the flute into her case and said to Bok, “That last was how I sound without the demon's aid.  As you can tell, I have a long way to go.”
 
   “I thought it was beautiful,” Bok replied.
 
   She glimmered a smile.  Bok followed her to the airship and they waved to each other as she boarded.  Matt noticed that, for some reason, Carrot was smiling broadly.  
 
   Then it was just Matt Four.  
 
   “Older Matt,” Carrot said.  “Do you have any advice for living a long life?”
 
   “How about, 'One day at a time.'”  He shrugged.  “That's the best I can do on short notice.  Ask me again in another millennium.”
 
   He hugged Carrot again, then turned to Matt and met his template's gaze.
 
   “Well kid,” Matt Four said, “I wondered whether you would make it to this planet, and what it would be like to meet you.  I'm glad things turned out well.”
 
   “Yeah.  It was good to meet you.”
 
   “Not awkward at all.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   They smiled, shook hands and then hugged, perhaps a little awkwardly.
 
   “Well, I better get going; I have a Church to abolish.  Stay in touch . . . Matt.”
 
   “You too . . . Matt.”
 
   Matt Four boarded the airship.  The door was shut and everyone waved through the windows.  The ship was released and floated into the sky.  The engines revved and the airship whirred into the west.
 
   “Why are the words 'Good Witch' painted on the nose?” Carrot asked.
 
   “It wasn't my idea,” Matt said.
 
   “How will you 'stay in touch' with him?  Are you going to use Moonstar to communicate?”
 
   “We decided not to use the station as a comm link, because we'd have to take down the AR overlay on the Other Side telemetry.  He's worried someone else – unfriendly – may be watching.  I think that's paranoid, but who knows?  Anyhow, Athena was able to communicate with Pandora Gamma over the storm barrier interference by bouncing signals off the moon.  The natural moon, that is.  There's an antenna on a barge in Londa that your father is arranging to have shipped here.”
 
   “So it's not as if – “
 
   Her words were halted by the gusting of the dragon's stroking wings.  Silvanus bounded into the sky after the airship.  He alighted on the middle of the top of the envelope.  The whole ship wobbled with his added mass and the engines hiccuped before resuming a smooth croon.  With the dragon facing forward and sitting dog-like, the ship ascended into the clouds.    
 
   “Wizard,” Bok said.  “Ada said that you flew inside the dragon.  What was that like?”
 
   Matt felt the insistent tugging on his hand.  “Uh, I'll tell you later.”
 
   As they headed across the open field, she ran just a little faster than he did, parting so that her fingers were just out of grasp.  She laughed, and he laughed too.  They went into the woods, and stood by the mill pond, and she halted and they embraced and kissed.
 
   “You don't have to marry me right away,” she said.  “I know it's not the custom on Earth for people as young as us to be married.”
 
   “We're not on Earth,” he said.  
 
   She wrapped her arms around him, stood on tiptoes, and smiled.  “Tell Ivan not to look.”
 
   “Ivan, don't look.”
 
   A little later, they were reclining with their backs against a log, gazing across the pond.  A dragonfly hovered among the reeds.  It was abnormally large but not terrifyingly so.  It came within meters, then zoomed away.
 
   Carrot clasped his hand and gazed into the sky.  “Tell me a story, Matt.”
 
   “Story?  What kind of story?”
 
   “A story about the future.  And it must be happy.  Must.  None of your uncertainty principles!”
 
   “Okay.  We'll marry and have children – “
 
   “I know that story.  I mean, a wizard's story, about the future of the world.”
 
   “Oh, that.  Well, let's see.  Science and technology will improve.  Hunger and poverty will be ended.  Then disease and death will end too.  There will be no more wars ever again.”
 
   “And the people on this planet will go into space?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And to the stars?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Will they travel from here to Earth?”
 
   “Yes.  They'll also travel farther out.”
 
   “I would like that.”
 
   “Good, because that's the way it will be.”
 
   “For you are the Wizard, and you have spoken.”
 
   “And you are the Queen, and wish it so.”
 
   “Oh, Matt! I wish it were that easy!”
 
   “Well, Carrot, we'll do whatever it takes.”
 
   They wrapped arms around shoulders and described to each other what the clouds seemed to be.  
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