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Chapter 1


How to Motivate a Princess





“When the humans abandoned us, there were almost a thousand lords and ladies who were determined to win control of Edda. One of the least noted of them, residing in an obscure mountain-covered domain, was Lord Scanthax.”


Ambassador and Princess were alone in the darkened viewing room, looking at a large screen on which a broadcast was playing. The screen was currently showing an illustration: a physical map of the world of Edda, rather poorly drawn by modern standards. And as the slightly patronizing voice continued its “history,” the image zoomed in on the peninsula under discussion. Having seen the film hundreds of times, Ambassador looked tiredly at the girl beside him and was about to speak, but she anticipated this with a slight frown and shake of her head, concentrating on the story.


Boredom was a sensation that Ambassador could tolerate, but for the last hour he had also been experiencing a disturbing upsurge of an even more unpalatable emotion. The particular combination of guilt and sadness that troubled him was so unfamiliar that it took Ambassador a while to name the feeling. It was pity. He pitied Penelope, the poor human girl whose avatar, Princess, sat beside him. Pity was not an emotion that served any practical purpose and Ambassador hoped that it would soon subside.


“Theoretically, all lordships were of equal value. What Lord Scanthax lost in good agricultural lands he gained in minerals and a strong defensive position. But in the wild scramble for survival that followed the departure of the humans, Lord Scanthax would certainly have been overwhelmed but for the assistance of a brave and clever little human girl. Penelope was his secret and he deserved to have her. For, alone of all the lords, Scanthax had devoted precious time and energy to the human world. There he discovered a little baby had been left behind at the time of the exodus.”


The film cut away from the map of Lord Scanthax’s domain to a black-and-white recording taken from the perspective of a robot in the human world. It was leaning over a small cot in which a baby was crying. A moment later, however, when the robot produced a bottle of milk, the baby’s shrieks were replaced by a gentle sucking sound. At this point Penelope paused the film.


“This is supposed to be the moment I was found?” There was a skeptical note in the girl’s voice and Ambassador was hesitant.


“You doubt it?” he asked her in return.


“Well, it’s bloody convenient that the robot had a bottle of milk on it, don’t you think?”


“Yes, indeed.”


The princess avatar was looking up at him through a fringe of long, wavy purple hair, clearly waiting for a more satisfactory response. She was becoming very difficult to deal with. A fifteen-year-old human caused no end of trouble in comparison with a hundred-year-old enemy diplomat.


“Well. This film was made a long time ago, to teach you the history of Lord Scanthax in a way that made sense when you were nine.”


“It doesn’t make sense now.”


“I suspect that scene was a reconstruction.”


“Exactly. Which raises the question, what did the original footage look like?”


“Perhaps there was none.”


“Don’t you know?” She was skeptical again; it was a tone of voice Ambassador was becoming more and more familiar with. The mistrust it expressed was most troubling.


“Would you like me to check?”


“Yes. Find the earliest true footage of me as a baby, please.” Penelope signaled for the film to resume.


“Princess?”


“Hush.”


“But you must have watched this so often that it cannot possibly interest you now.” There was something unhealthy about Penelope’s renewed perusal of the documentary, and in any case, Ambassador was eager to divert her energies to the new and urgent project that Lord Scanthax had assigned her.


“The first few years were the most anxious for Lord Scanthax. He sought peace with his neighbors—in the main by giving them favorable trading agreements—and devoted all his resources to building wooden defenses across the mountain passes, along with the soldiers to occupy them. This chain of forts would have been no deterrent to a serious invasion by lords whose fruitful lands and early income had allowed for the creation of strong armies in the first few years. But, aided by the construction of dedicated diplomatic units, Lord Scanthax managed to avert such a disaster by offering timely gifts and by stirring up conflict among his rivals.”


This part of the film was mildly interesting to Ambassador, for it showed some of the early diplomatic units: crude male and female humanoids whose gowns and capes identified them as having a non-military function. His sense of being had evolved from one of these early diplomats, and Ambassador still had fragmentary recollections of early missions from that era.


“At last, though, Lord Scanthax’s dedication to the human child bore fruit. At the age of six Penelope scripted her first object: a red ball.”


Here the film showed a little human girl in a play area, monitored by two robots. It made Ambassador wince to see how grimy the child looked; how pathetic were her rough wooden toy animals scattered around her on the floor, and how crude was the simple smock that she wore. Inside his own world, Edda, Lord Scanthax could give Penelope anything she wanted, but in the human world every task required enormous resources. Right now, her avatar was wearing a crimson ball gown; a diamond tiara glittered in her hair; while beautiful flashes of blue came from Princess’s sapphire earrings and necklace. The avatar lived in a castle more grandiose than any human could have ever known and its enormous scale made the scenes from the playpen seem all the more shameful. The film could even be misinterpreted. Despite the fact that they had explained it to her often enough, might Penelope have reached the conclusion that the squalor depicted in the films displayed a lack of concern on their part for her welfare?


In the film, the child was now putting on a headset and gloves. This scene, thought Ambassador appreciatively, still had the power to thrill. For this was the whole point of Lord Scanthax’s plan. Only a human could access the menus that allowed for the world of Edda to be re-scripted. There had once been a thousand or so sentient lords and ladies in Edda, but not one of them could reach out to alter the programs that underlay their existence. Although she did not know it at the time, the six-year-old human girl was more powerful and dangerous than generals and admirals in command of enormous hosts.


The image on the screen jumped from the impoverished room in which Penelope lived to show her avatar in Edda, still a child but now properly dressed as a princess and in the impressive surroundings of a wizard’s laboratory.


“Penelope was a very intelligent girl and a very fast learner. After only a few weeks, she was able to script an iron bar that could be used by blacksmiths to make pikes and even swords. Before her seventh birthday, she was scripting more iron for Lord Scanthax than could be matched by the production of all of his mines put together.


“This new stream of such a precious resource meant that Lord Scanthax could continue his policy of being generous in trading and yet at the same time build an army with fiercer teeth than any of his rivals could possibly anticipate. In this period, of course, Lord Scanthax remained entirely on the defensive. There was still a very long way to go.


“Penelope, however, was lonely. As she grew old enough to understand that she had been abandoned by her human family, she become sad and spent many nights crying in bed. Lord Scanthax appreciated her feelings and did what he could for the little girl. He assigned her a diplomat of considerable autonomy, created many farming units for her to interact with, and several times came in person to play with her.”


The next scene was painful to watch. Really, they should have deleted the film a long time ago, after it had served its purpose. Ambassador cringed as Lord Scanthax, in his regular apparel—a suit of plate armor—played hopscotch clumsily with the avatar of the human girl. With the faintest shake of his head, Ambassador stole a glance at the figure beside him, the avatar now no longer a girl in simple clothing but a young woman in the most intricate and finely embroidered attire that could be found in any of the four known worlds. Princess’s expression remained enigmatic. Was she amused by the scene? Insulted? So much depended on her goodwill, even now, after nine years of constant effort on all their parts.


“And Penelope responded by working harder and harder to please Lord Scanthax. They concentrated on the iron bars, making them more and more effective, until the weapons produced from them were the strongest and sharpest in the world. These Lord Scanthax kept to himself, trading only inferior ores to his neighbors.


“Penelope wanted a pony for her eighth birthday and surprised Lord Scanthax with Rascal. What extraordinary talent! Her savior had thought her capable of scripting only inanimate objects, but here was a pony, a little peculiar and hard to ride, but a pony nonetheless. It meant that in time, Lord Scanthax could look forward to controlling warhorses, or war elephants, and perhaps even to obtaining troop units scripted by Penelope without having to invest resources in costly buildings, skilled artisans, and raw materials.”


Ambassador could remember Rascal, even without the aid of the film. At that time he was merely a diplomat with a tiny fraction of the life force of Lord Scanthax, but even so, he had been self-aware enough to join in the celebrations of the achievement and revel in the success of the lord’s policy of investing energy in the upkeep of a human child. They were not only going to survive; they were going to win! The pony may have looked all wrong, like a child’s drawing. It may have walked with a limp, had an astonishing golden mane and pink hooves. But it lived. The human girl had scripted a living creature.


“Whatever happened to Rascal?” Penelope turned her avatar to face him and Ambassador’s heart picked up its pace.


“Why, I’m sure he is out there somewhere …” He gestured vaguely beyond the stained-glass windows to her left, to where there were many pastures with herds of horses.


“I must look him up someday. The poor thing.”


“But it was when she first scripted a rifle that Lord Scanthax knew she had truly saved the realm.”


The rifle on the screen was a poor version of their standard-issue weapon. There had been a lot of problems with it. Most of the time, Version One did not fire. Then when she got the gun to fire, it would sometimes have just one shot. But they had persisted. Day after day the child tried different scripts. There had been tantrums aplenty. At times it seemed impossible to work with so irrational a creature as a human. But where rational argument failed, praise succeeded. Ambassador had learned as much about human psychology as the child had learned about scripting.


The art of managing Penelope was to give her infrequent praise. Offering no praise quickly led to her being unmotivated. But constantly praising her did not produce the best results, either. No, by limiting his thanks and expressions of appreciation to relatively infrequent moments, Lord Scanthax had kept Penelope in a state of mind where she was pathetically grateful when such positive feedback came her way. That was why they had decided to make this film, in fact, and for a while it had succeeded. Now, however, praise rarely elicited an increased devotion to work. Was it possible that human psychology changed between the years of nine and fifteen? It seemed unlikely. What evolutionary purpose would such a change serve? Or perhaps this particular human was defective in some way? There was no way of knowing whether Penelope was typical of her species or whether her unique upbringing had formed her into an aberrant example of homo sapiens.


“Thanks to his secret assistant, Lord Scanthax was now prepared to reach out and claim wealthier lands. But to take too bold a step would have been a mistake. Had he changed his pattern of behavior too dramatically, it would have aroused suspicion and possibly even brought about a confederation against him. Instead, Lord Scanthax gradually altered the favorable terms on which he had been trading with Lord Loadstone. As predicted, Loadstone decided the time had come to absorb Scanthax’s realm into his own. Loadstone’s son, Prince Inwen, brought a major army up to the mountains, where his pikes and bows proved no match for rifles.”


What a great day that had been: the bells ringing out all across the city, the colored streamers flying from every flagpole. Mostly for the girl’s benefit, of course, but not entirely. Despite Lord Scanthax’s commitment to efficiency in resource management, he was proud enough to want to celebrate so obvious a milestone. And there was the fact that his various manifestations had a fluctuating morale sufficiently independent of his own that it was worth giving them the opportunity to relish the victory.


“Soon Lord Loadstone was no more.”


In the original film there had been a different image at this point: Loadstone kneeling, head over the chopping block, before the ax came down. But the child’s response upon seeing such a moment of triumph was not the anticipated one of clapping and delight; instead she burst into tears and began to scream. So now the film simply displayed the world map of Edda, showing in pale green the growing region controlled by Lord Scanthax.


“Wasn’t there a shot of his head coming off once?”


“Indeed, Princess, but it seemed to displease you.”


“Well, that’s another thing I want. Show me the original version, please.”


“If we still have it.” Ambassador straightened his already perfect cravat. “Princess, if I might brief you again on urgent current affairs …”


“No, Ambassador, you may not. In any case, we are almost finished, aren’t we?”


“Well, there are a lot more battles and executions of various lords and ladies still to come.”


“Rats, you’re right. Skip a bit then. Go up to the end.”


“With pleasure, Princess.” And it was a pleasure to hurry things along. Lord Scanthax was most anxious that Penelope begin her examination of a newly captured weapon.


“At last, only Lady Withermane’s extraordinary empire existed to oppose that of Lord Scanthax.”


The map shown on the screen was two-thirds orange and one-third pale green.


“From her own efforts and industrious investment in research, Lady Withermane, too, had the rifle, rather more costly for her to produce and requiring the manufacture of gunpowder. Nevertheless, her armies were capable of matching those of Lord Scanthax. Except that once more Penelope saved the realm, ensuring her own survival as well as that of everyone she knew. For she …”


“Hold it a second!”


“Yes, Princess?”


“What does that mean, ‘ensuring her own survival’?”


“Why, if Lord Scanthax had been defeated, who would have provided you with food, heat, and oxygen?”


“The robots, as always.” The expression on the avatar changed to a frown and the princess folded her arms.


“But who would have instructed them?”


“I could have. But you wanted me to believe I owed my life to you.”


Ambassador was surprised she would dispute this incontrovertible fact. “But you did owe your life to us.”


“At first, maybe,” Penelope admitted grudgingly. “But not by this time. By then I was old enough to know how to run things in my world.”


“Well, possibly. But the film was made for you to watch at a younger age and it simplifies things. You understand.”


“All right, go on. Let’s finish it.”


“… produced the machine gun, a tremendous work of scripting and an unanswerable weapon in battle. Before long, Lord Scanthax’s armies were hammering at the core fortifications of Lady Withermane. Her economy was completely dislocated, her armies left in ruins. She sent one last diplomat to Lord Scanthax.”


The film showed the man, still finely dressed in silks despite the hardships being experienced by the city he had come from. Ambassador felt a slight bond of professional admiration for him. The enemy diplomat bowed, then looked at Lord Scanthax.


“My lady congratulates you on your forthcoming victory. But she needs to know one thing before she destroys herself. How, when she was investing far more resources into research than you, did you improve your technology so fast?”


Lord Scanthax gestured to the princess sitting in the throne next to his.


“My lord?”


The diplomat, naturally, did not understand the answer.


“This is Princess, the avatar of Penelope, a human girl.”


“You had human assistance? But they all left in the exodus. All of them.”


“Not all. One baby was left behind, and my wisdom in searching their former residences was rewarded. I found a baby, I assisted in its survival, and I have reaped the rewards.”


“Stop. We can finish there. Ambassador, I want those tapes of the departure of my people. Who would possibly leave a baby behind?”


“It was an error. You’ve heard this a hundred times before. Your mother was told you were on another ship.”


“Show me the tapes.”


“Indeed. If they still exist. Now, may I brief you on the current situation?”


“No.”


“No? But …”


“Lord Scanthax can do it.”


“But I am Ambassador. He has invested a rather large portion of his will in me, precisely so that I can perform such functions.”


“Well, I’m bored of you. So you can either bring me to Lord Scanthax, or I’ll go back to my room.”


“As you wish.” Ambassador hoped that Lord Scanthax would not take this decision amiss. It would be entirely characteristic of Lord Scanthax to question the need for such a high level of autonomy in his servant if Penelope was going to insist upon intruding on his personal time. Still, to get the princess to return to work was a matter of considerable importance and perhaps Lord Scanthax would forgive the intrusion if, as her manner suggested, Penelope was willing to listen to him explain the current problem facing the realm.



















Chapter 2


Happiness: A Warm Gun





Happiness was a concept that Lord Scanthax was familiar with, having encountered several references to it in human culture, but he could not be sure he had ever experienced the emotion, unless it was something like the feeling that existed within him now, in this current moment, as he and Architect contemplated factory designs for the mass production of a new weapon. Any decision they made at this point could potentially save them, or lead to their destruction. There was no room for anything but ruthless efficiency because—rather shockingly—the new realm that he had broached, Saga, had turned out to have a far more advanced level of technology than his own. The coming war would not be an easy one; indeed, the power wielded by the people of Saga represented the greatest threat to Lord Scanthax’s existence since the opening days of his struggle for survival in Edda. Planning ahead under these urgent conditions was something to relish. The decisions he made now concerning the maximization of raw materials, food supply, factories, transport, and new armies were momentous ones.


Having studied—or, more accurately, having instructed Ambassador to study—human culture, Lord Scanthax was aware that other forms of happiness existed. Humans took delight in “play,” for example, as was evident in their variety of games requiring a group effort to move a ball to a target; or in “performance,” with some humans acting in order to entertain others. But even when their dramas concerned warfare, such vicarious experiences left Lord Scanthax entirely unmoved. Almost certainly, the fact that he had become sentient from a human game based upon world conquest had deeply marked his personality, and while one could not miss what one never had, Lord Scanthax felt a lingering resentment whenever he contemplated his own existence and the way it contrasted with what he had learned of human society. Was he really as free as he felt? Or was he limited by his programming to an even greater degree than humans were fettered by their genes?


When Lord Scanthax conquered Edda, his sense of fulfillment and triumph had lasted for only a day or two. Then he became lethargic and his thoughts scattered through his mind without focus. One such thought that occurred to him in that dark time was that the human ability to take pleasure from inconsequential activities was to be envied. Not that he ever regretted his own nature. And no sooner had Penelope discovered new worlds than all the fighting characteristics within him had revived. Now, although his life was in danger from a potential attack by the beings of Saga, he was as full of purpose as he ever had been, stretched to his absolute limit by the need to organize the economies of four worlds as efficiently as possible.


It was frustrating then, in this atmosphere of intense and most absorbing mental effort, to be interrupted by a page announcing the arrival of Ambassador and Princess.


“Let them in.”


A moment later Lord Scanthax strode across the floor of the hall and embraced the girl in as delicate a fashion as his clumsy armored frame allowed.


“Welcome. How pleasant to see you.” As he spoke, Lord Scanthax caught the eye of Ambassador and both of them understood the reprimand contained in that look.


Princess pulled back from his arms. “Cut the crap. Apparently something new and maybe interesting is happening. Tell me.” She strode over to the model of the industrial estate; Architect backed away with a bow. “Has this got something to do with it?”


“Indirectly.” From the desk where he had earlier been studying it, Lord Scanthax picked up a rifle and offered it to Princess.


“Oh, nice toy. Better than any of ours. From this new world of Saga, I presume?” She pointed it at Architect, who raised an arm as if to shield himself. Then she swung around to aim at a banner hanging below one of the great windows. Click. Nothing happened.


“It is out of power,” explained Lord Scanthax.


“Damn. I bet it had a hell of a blast.”


“We have recordings of the firing of the gun for you to study.”


“So, you want me to script this for you, right?”


“If you would be so kind.”


“You really have no idea, do you?”


Lord Scanthax did not respond to this rather vague question. It was highly irritating that humans, apparently, could not think logically, appreciate that every second was precious, and get on with their much-needed work. While he waited for her to reformulate her question or make her point in a more comprehensible manner, Princess tossed the sidearm up and down before deliberately letting it drop to the floor with a clatter. The urge to scowl was difficult to resist, but Lord Scanthax managed it.


“What is it made of? Some kind of plastic, I think, not metal. It is too light. We only have plastic factories in Ruin, correct? And nothing so hard as this, yet so light.” She picked it up again, examining it. “Not a scratch. What does it fire? Not projectiles, I don’t think. Energy of some sort?” She sat on the throne, dangling one striped-stocking-clad leg over the velvet-padded arm. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”


There was no need to discipline most of the units in the hall. They were simply messengers and servants. But the expressions on the faces of Ambassador and Architect indicated that two of his most autonomous manifestations were shocked. Perhaps Executioner, too, although he remained hidden, as he should while he was on bodyguard duty. Was it wise to allow her such license? Did this behavior adversely affect unit morale?


“Please leave my throne and use another seat. What you are doing is insubordinate.”


“It’s good to see you, too, Father.”


“I’m not your father.”


“Spiritually, you are my father. You are the only being I’ve known in my whole life; you or your various manifestations.”


She had, at least, sat up properly.


“Tell me, how is the project going to find my people, the humans, to let them know that I am alive?”


“That is an important question. Be seated at this table and we shall form a strategic plan to our mutual satisfaction.”


With a rather exaggerated flounce, Princess came over to him. Sitting opposite her, Lord Scanthax could not help but let a frown form as he studied her avatar more closely. Her makeup was as rebellious as her recent behavior; all that black eye shadow was quite inappropriate for a princess. And the purple coloration of her hair was most unnatural. Provocatively so. Was she mutinous? Defective? Or engaging in a form of communication he was unfamiliar with?


“You understand that the amount of energy required to sustain your life-support systems in the human world for a day would support Edda for more than six months?” Lord Scanthax stared at the avatar of the human girl, making sure she had not forgotten the qualitative difference between energy costs in Edda and those in the organic universe.


“I do, although I wouldn’t quite put it so ungraciously.” For some reason that perhaps Ambassador could explain later, Princess was smiling.


“And you agree, therefore, that any strategy for locating humans would be best conducted through the electronic rather than the organic universe?”


“I did. That’s why I scripted the gates that allowed you access to the other worlds. But what do you do with them? Do you use them to find humans for me? No, every single time, you charge through the gate with an army and conquer whatever you find on the other side. Does it occur to you to stop and ask about humans on my behalf? What if the people who made this”—she slammed the gun down on the table between them, suddenly looking deep into his eyes—“know where there are humans? Well, I’m fed up waiting for contact to be made with humans through these electronic worlds. I want to try something else. I want access to the robots that keep my human body alive, and I want to search the human universe for records. There must be a record of where my people went.”


It was surprising, the swiftness with which a human child changed. Not so long ago she had been very eager to please and had accepted his reasoning uncritically. Now this.


“The gate that you created to reach Saga has been used to scout their world. Not only have we obtained this weapon, but also we have gained some knowledge of their productive capacity. And our findings are that the people of Saga pose a serious threat to us, perhaps as great as any that we have faced. But once we have matched the power of their weapons, we will be secure, and I will then send Ambassador to negotiate from a position of strength. As always, he will ask on your behalf for any information concerning humans. Does that not seem the rational way to proceed?”


“For you, perhaps. Although, frankly, I suspect you get off on battles. I’ve never seen you so glum as when you thought you’d conquered everything on Edda and had nowhere to go. But it no longer works for me. I don’t care if Saga has troops that are stronger than yours. Let them come. There’s nothing for me here—just stupid clothes and stupid toys. I’d be better off in the physical world, looking for the trail of my real parents.”


“That is not correct. Suppose I were eliminated by the armies of Saga; then the life-support systems keeping your body alive would cease to function.”


“Hand control of them over to me.”


Lord Scanthax considered this request for a moment. “Very well. In return for the scripting of new weapons that rival those of our enemies.”


“I knew it.” Princess stood up. “You don’t give a damn about me or my happiness. I’m just a tool to you.” Tears rolled down the face of her avatar, an effect that Lord Scanthax had not observed before. It was frustrating how, distracted by her own projects, Penelope frequently wasted her scripting skills on irrelevant matters, like giving her avatar the ability to cry.


She held on to his upper arms and he resisted the impulse to shake her off. “Don’t you feel any empathy for my situation? All alone apart from you? Don’t you enjoy my company? Appreciate all that I’ve done for you? Doesn’t it mean anything that I saved your life with my work? That I found Epic, Ruin, Myth, and Saga?”


“I was contemplating happiness earlier and believe I have some small understanding of the feeling. If I am correct, it is a pleasure that a sentience derives from acting in accordance with its nature. In my case, the challenge of correctly marshaling my resources and forces for battle with the enemy seems to produce an emotion that might reasonably be called happiness. I am not able to say what produces the same sensation in a human; perhaps it is elicited by scripting, which after all is a specifically human task.”


To judge from the way she flung herself away to bang her forehead repeatedly on the table, this was not the response Princess desired. Ambassador gave a slight shake of his head, looking at the avatar in alarm.


“But I can confidently state,” Lord Scanthax hurried on, “that in contradiction to your assertion, I do indeed hope that you experience repeated bouts of happiness.”


“So long as that doesn’t interfere with my scripting.” The thumping sounds she was making against the table ceased.


“If my understanding is correct, it won’t.”


“Your understanding is not correct!” Princess got up, went over to the model of the proposed industrial estate and began crushing the small buildings with repeated blows from the handle of the gun. Extremely distressed, Architect waved his arms before her, but she ignored him. “You’re not my father! You’re not even my friend! You’re just some stupid game obsessed with conquest. You only keep me alive so I can script for you. Fate send a virus to wipe you out!”


This was unprecedentedly irrational behavior and Lord Scanthax wondered again if Princess was damaged in her command and control centers. He and Ambassador exchanged another look and this time Ambassador nodded. While Lord Scanthax had intended to censure Ambassador for allowing the current interruption, of all his incarnations, only Ambassador had any skill with the human.


“Calm yourself, Princess.” Ambassador caught her hand and pulled her to him, as much to protect the model from further damage as to provide physical contact, but it seemed to be an effective maneuver, for she stopped her destructive activities and clung to him, and even though the avatar was no longer showing tears, sobs could be distinctly heard in Princess’s voice.


“I’m so alone. So alone.”


There were worse times for the human to malfunction. If she had done so five years ago, then his opponents in Edda would have destroyed Lord Scanthax. Even with her assistance it had been touch and go. But the new threat from Saga meant that now, too, would be a very bad time to lose her. There were too many unknowns. Did the people of Saga have even stronger weapons than the handheld type his scouts had thus far obtained? What kind of leadership did they have? Were they capable of forcing their way through all four gates to reach Edda? Perhaps he should ask Penelope again to try to close the gates. What if a small team of assassins with those powerful energy weapons was already on the way, aiming to eliminate him? Of course, he had taken precautions: increased the military output of his realm, doubled the units at the gates, sent scouts of all types on surveillance missions. But still, he needed those new weapons scripted, and as quickly as possible.


“Penelope. Do we have an agreement? I will assign control of your human life functions to you if you script me the gun.”


Princess stepped away from Ambassador, her face streaked with lines of dark makeup. She really had gone to some trouble to script sophisticated tear effects. Curious.


“Yes. Of course.”


“Good. Then I shall return to my decision making.” He did so, hoping this would encourage the girl to resume her own duties. With a nod to Architect, he resumed his seat while servants brought out an alternative model.


“There’s something else I want as well.” Princess came up close to him, causing Architect to step between her and the new model, gesturing anxiously to the servants to move it away again, out of her reach.


“What?”


“I want to see the original recordings of the departure of the humans and of the moment when I was found.”


Lord Scanthax shrugged. “I’m not sure they still exist. Do they?” He looked across at Ambassador.


“Possibly, my lord.”


“Well, if they do, you can certainly peruse them,” he lied.



















Chapter 3


Beyond the Air Lock





“That went rather well.” Princess threw herself onto a plush divan as soon as they had returned to her large bedchamber and Ambassador had closed the door behind them. But for the silence suggesting that the princess was awaiting a response, Ambassador would have allowed himself an indulgence. Walking into the room just now, it suddenly occurred to him, was like having the room rush upon him at near light speed. All the colors seemed to have been shifted toward the violet end of the spectrum. This was Penelope’s choice, of course, from the purple diaphanous materials that hung from the top of her huge four-poster bed to the dark blue carpet and the walls with their velvet texture and deep shade of violet. Could such a melancholy atmosphere be achieved by a kind of visual Doppler effect?


Assuming, however, that a response was expected of him, the Ambassador did not explore the thought further; in any case, it was foolish of him to engage in such idle speculation.


“Oh, I’m glad you think so.” He took a step toward her dressing table, where Princess had seated herself and was looking at the mirror. “If you don’t mind me saying, you seemed rather upset.”


“Really? For a diplomat, you seem a little slow on the uptake. That was all negotiating posture.”


“Negotiating posture?” he repeated slowly.


“Exactly. And I got what I wanted, didn’t I?”


“Yes, I suppose so. What did you want?”


“The promise that in return for scripting the new gun I would get to run the systems that look after my body and I would get to see the original recordings of the time I was found as a baby. Speaking of which, why don’t you go off and check the files for me while I do my exercises.”


“You are going to exercise now?” This was unexpected. Penelope hated returning to her physical body, an emotion that was quite understandable given that in Edda she had a world full of beautiful creations and perfect health. But unless she gave some attention to her human body, its muscles would atrophy and she would die. Being the most empathetic of Lord Scanthax’s incarnations, Ambassador was capable of being sorry for her. It must be dreadful to be human and have one’s consciousness depend on a very fallible body, which even under the best of circumstances would only last a hundred years or so.


“Allow me to accompany you during your exercises.” He could do so in the sense that there were several cameras monitoring her and he could speak through a number of broadcasting devices, including one that she usually kept clipped to her ear.


“No, no, it’s just routine. You’d be bored. And I’m very anxious to see those recordings.”


She was definitely up to something.


“Very well, Princess. Call me on your return.”


No sooner had Ambassador left her purple chamber than, rather uncharacteristically, he broke into a run in order to reach the Feast Hall, slide open a secret door in the walls of the fireplace, and get to the hidden basement room as soon as he possibly could. It was a long run through a whole wing of the castle, and the Ambassador was reduced to zero-boost stamina and the necessity of walking even before he came to the rungs that allowed him to enter the control room. There, the monitors showed scenes from Penelope’s human apartments: a rather austere set of three interconnected living unit; bare white walls contrasted with her sumptuously decorated chamber in Lord Scanthax’s castle. Ambassador was just in time, for Penelope had regained consciousness and was unplugging herself from the tubes that fed her body and removed the waste. Painfully, she dragged herself to her feet and began a series of bends. Her body was unaesthetic, like that of a poorly designed unit. The limbs were out of all proportion to a torso so slender you could see the ribs. It was no wonder she was shivering, because quite apart from the fact that heating energy had to be kept to a minimum, she had such low levels of fat that her body was permanently struggling with the cold.


“Whoever is watching, won’t you turn the heating up a bit?”


Exactly. This was another reason why unscheduled exercising was a most unlikely reason for her to want to return to her human body at this time; had it been a planned return, the temperature would have been raised a little for her.


“No one there? We’ll see.”


What was she doing? The angle on the main screen wasn’t too helpful, but screen three made the purpose of her actions clear. With a sense of dismay, Ambassador took a seat and bent forward to the microphone.


“Penelope, why are you putting on your survival suit?”


“Is that you, Ambassador? Didn’t you say you were going to check the old recordings for me?” There was a hint of a laugh in her voice, a scornful ring of victory.


“I did, and perhaps I still will, once you have satisfied me as to your actions.”


“I’m just going for a stroll. Don’t mind me.”


But he did mind. Very much.


“You understand that there are many dangers outside the air lock? We cannot protect you there.”


She did not respond, but resolutely zipped up the inner jacket.


“Oh, do be careful, Penelope. A mistake out there will kill you.”


Her decision to leave her chambers was probably further evidence that her rational functions were deteriorating. There was nothing for her outside of her living quarters, just an abandoned city that no longer had the atmosphere to support human life.


It was extravagant and probably wasteful, but Ambassador took the precaution of activating one of the robots near Penelope’s apartments. Her boots were on. Now the helmet. Lastly, her thin fingers were encased in gloves that slotted home with a twist into the arms of the suit. Had she done everything correctly?


“Penelope, if you must open the air lock, do please run a systems check first. It has been a long time since you used the suit.”


“It’s all green.” Her voice was labored; she was breathing heavily just from the effort of moving with the extra weight of the suit.


“And have you sufficient oxygen for your purpose?”


“A little over … four hours.” She stepped over the lip of the air lock. “Freedom!” Her attempt at jauntiness did nothing to reassure Ambassador. What would it mean if she were to die now? Only Lord Scanthax would understand the full implications of such a loss, but Ambassador knew enough to worry for them all. Without Penelope’s ability to script, the armies of Saga, with their high-technology weapons, could counterattack and perhaps even bring to ruination all that Lord Scanthax had achieved, as well as eliminate him and all his manifestations. Even if such a scenario did not come about, on a personal level the death of the human might well mean the end of his own individuality. Ambassador’s only function in recent years had been to act as intermediary with Penelope, and with her gone it was quite likely he would be downgraded to a diplomatic unit of zero autonomy at the next redistribution ceremony.


Such gloomy speculation filled Ambassador’s thoughts as he watched Penelope step into the air lock and seal it behind her. He could no longer see her, but was attentive to the sound of her ragged breathing. His gaze strayed to screen four and the image of a stretch of corridor, seen from the camera in the robot’s eye. It was moving as rapidly as it could in the direction of the air lock but had to cease rolling from time to time in order to shift recent debris from its path, rocks that had spilled from cracks in the wall made by the planet’s occasional shudders.


Penelope was out and moving, albeit with frequent rests, during which she leaned one arm against a corridor wall. Ambassador watched from a camera some distance away as she walked eastward.


“Where are you going, Princess?”


“Library,” she wheezed.


“But you can see a view of the library from the screens in your rooms. A robot can fetch whatever you want.”


“I don’t know … what I want … need to look around.”


“But it’s nearly a kilometer away; you are in no condition.” It was surprising how high a pitch his voice reached when he was under strain. This screech was rather undiplomatic in its effect, and Ambassador fought to steady himself.


This was an extremely anxious moment. The effort involved in the journey was clearly too great for Penelope, given the frail condition of her human body. Ambassador had another concern now—to add to the many involving mechanical accidents, suit failure, and so forth—which was that perhaps her body might wear out in some way. Was it possible for the human heart or brain to stop functioning in times of stress? Doctor would know, but contacting him would alert Lord Scanthax, and while a full report of these events would have to be given in due course, for some reason Ambassador wanted to defer that unpleasant moment, at least until Penelope was safely back in her room. Right now, though, she turned a corner and because the nearest camera was defective, he could not see her progress. The robot was moving well but was still some way from the library.


“Penelope, can you provide me with an explanation for your actions?”


“Later … hard to talk … just now.” She was indeed panting heavily.


It was a curious feature of the human body that the same organs required to obtain oxygen from the air pumped the exhalations through their vocal cords to produce sound. In a way it was rather elegant, but the disadvantage of the design was evident now. If her voice were synthesized and the synthesizer were on its own circuit, she would be able to converse in steady and regular tones instead of these gasps.


“Damn!”


“What’s the matter?”


“Some spillage.”


Had she stopped? Her breathing was settling down to a more healthy rhythm.


“There are rocks here, and the roof doesn’t look too secure.”


“Please wait, Penelope.” Immediately, her words had summoned up an image of her poor human body broken underneath great stones. It was a terrible image, one of personal failure and also one of reckless waste, after fifteen years of enormous investment. “I have a robot on its way, coming to assist you. It will be there in approximately twelve minutes.”


“I’m fine. There’s enough of a gap.”


“Oh please be careful. Don’t tear the suit.”


Listening intently to the audio feed, Ambassador became even more distressed. Each breath of the human was labored and hard-drawn, now and then accompanied by rustling sounds and grunts. One snag on a sharp rock and her suit would leak heat and oxygen. Given how slow she was moving, it would almost be impossible for her to make it back to the air lock. No matter how often Ambassador glanced at screen four, the robot was not going to be able to reach Penelope in the next few minutes.


“Go me,” she gasped.


“But why? Why can’t a robot serve you? We can spare you all this.”


“I … don’t … trust … you.”


Ambassador did not respond. Irresponsible and reckless as Penelope’s actions were, it was true that certain data had been encrypted and hidden from the human, as it was deemed likely to lower her morale to zero. Not that she would find the truth in the old library, but her intuition that the stories she had been told from the age of nine were not entirely free from bias was correct. It was a delicate matter, and not even he had access to all the records concerned. Because Lord Scanthax had constructed no other manifestations at the time, his was the only living memory of those early days when the human baby had been discovered. But whatever the validity of her suspicions, Penelope’s current behavior was quite inexcusable.


“Let us negotiate like civilized beings. Do not risk destroying yourself. We can find a mutually satisfactory solution to all your concerns.”


There was no response. Nor were there any more of those deep ragged breaths. Instead, if he suspended all motion and listened carefully, he could just make out a very light movement of air back and forth over the microphone.


“Oh Penelope, answer me! Oh, what have you done?”


Clasping his hands together in fear, Ambassador watched stretches of corridor roll by on screen four. It was impossible to contemplate the consequences of her being dead and equally impossible not to imagine the worst. At last, the robot arrived at the rockfall and there was something to relieve Ambassador’s mind from its feverish circling. Systematically, the robot widened the path the girl had made, so that it could continue on past the blockage. It was burning through several power packs of energy, but that didn’t seem important now.


The body was a gray lump on the ground a short distance from the doors of the old library. It did not seem that the suit was leaking, for as the robot drew near, Ambassador could see that the limbs were still pressurized rather than deflated as he had feared. This robot had hands that were modeled on those of a human, with four fingers and an opposable thumb, although they were much larger and more powerful. It swiveled its hands above the body, then very carefully clasped the suit behind the human’s neck and at the small of her back. Through the girl’s microphone, Ambassador could hear the whirring of the robot’s engine as it raised her a few inches. She was hanging facedown, limbs still trailing on the ground, looking like a forlorn kitten in the mouth of her mother.


“What?” Penelope muttered.


“Oh joy, you live. Just relax. The robot has you. It is bringing you home.”


“Library.” Her voice was slurred.


“Not now. We’ll talk about that when you are safe again.”


Having executed a three-point turn, the robot began the journey back with its precious load, struggling to keep its balance. It took a very long time to get the girl through the rockfall area, because it could not risk dragging her limbs over the stones, for fear of tearing the suit. Instead, the robot found the best solution was to move her torso a short distance, then, one at a time, move her legs and arms, then her torso again. Ambassador did not offer any alternative instruction to the robot. Slow but safe was the correct approach. For the robot, the minutes consumed in these patient maneuvers would have meant nothing, but Ambassador suffered a painful continuation of his state of anxiety. It was a very long time until he could begin to relax, when at last the body had been placed in the air lock and was therefore accessible to one of the domestic robots inside. But even after Penelope’s suit had been removed and she was lying once more on her bed, drips inserted, Ambassador could not be fully certain that no harm had been done to her.


“I must have passed out,” she muttered, before a headset was placed over her eyes. “Darn it, so close, too.”



















Chapter 4


Of Love and Emptiness





By the time Ambassador returned to Princess’s chamber, she was on her feet and staring out of a large window.


“Well, that was quite an adventure.” The avatar remained facing the window, but the eyes of her reflection in the glass met his and she smiled: a smile that Ambassador had seen a thousand times, yet right now it had a quality of exaggerated innocence that he had never noticed before.


There could hardly be a greater contrast between the composure of the avatar and the panting human body Ambassador had been monitoring a few minutes earlier. Naturally, Penelope’s avatar was an aesthetically pleasing one that she had chosen for herself and refined over the years with her own scripting. It was of a young human woman; perhaps—like Penelope herself—fifteen years of age. The avatar’s eyes were slightly larger and certainly tended to glow more than those of an actual human. Her face, too, was rather elfin, the cheekbones and chin being delicately drawn.


While Penelope’s human body was kept shaved for considerations of hygiene, her avatar had extraordinary, vibrant long tresses whose coils swayed as she walked and whose wisps lay about her head catching little glints of light like a halo. Normally her hair was a shiny raven black, but recently Penelope had favored a rather garish purple. Apart from this lurid coloration the avatar certainly was a pleasant creation, quite in keeping with her role as a princess in Edda.


It was a puzzle to Ambassador, and an important one, to determine exactly what incentive Penelope needed for her to remain a productive unit. A few years ago, she had been much easier to understand. It had perhaps been somewhat demeaning for Ambassador to be observed by the other manifestations playing hide-and-seek with the little girl. But a high degree of autonomy was required in order to discover the ingenious hiding places of the human, and he had been the logical choice.


Penelope had once delighted in the vast scale of the castle and had relished exploring its long corridors, tall towers, and hidden chambers. Quite apart from a desire to intimidate his rivals with the scale of his achievements, Lord Scanthax had needed somewhere to house the captured belongings of a thousand lords and ladies from a thousand different regions. It once had been a highly successful motivational strategy to allow Penelope to dress up her avatar in the flared silk suits popular in the southern continent; to brandish a fan made from feathers of a rare equatorial bird; and to wear the jewelry created by the rulers of the tallest mountains of the west, Edda’s greatest source of sapphire, opal, and emerald. But it had been more than two years since Penelope had shown the slightest interest in the wealth and curiosities housed in the castle.


Today, Princess stood with her back to Ambassador and her face in shadow. And it seemed to Ambassador that even more complex than the visible patterns of light and dark on her velvet dress were the invisible and unfathomable motions of Penelope’s soul. No longer would games please her, nor praise. She was becoming unpredictable and unreadable.


Outside, a waterfall—scripted by Penelope in an era when the castle was deemed to no longer require its full defenses—sent up rainbows as the sun declined toward the west.


“How odd that in Edda I could climb those cliffs if I chose. I could run vast distances without feeling tired. Yet in my natural habitat, the world into which I was born, I can’t even reach that stupid library.” Princess turned and gestured that he should sit. “You know, seriously, I’ve let myself get out of shape. Schedule more exercise sessions, please. Like, double the current routine.”


Ambassador gave a nod, and his hands took hold of the back of a plush chair as he attempted to appraise her mood. Resigned? Reflective? Or rebellious and resolute in her mutinous desire to reach the humans’ library?


“That was pathetic. I’m a wreck back there.”


“Not at all, Penelope. You are in good health and have a most harmonious set of proportions between your body parts; it is just that the environment is so hostile outside your apartments.”


“Oh, you flatterer. What is it that you want, by the way? You’ve been hanging around me a lot recently.”


Inadvertently, Ambassador’s gaze left her pale face and flicked to the dresser, where the captured gun lay. And while this did not escape her notice, it did no harm.


“Ah, yes, of course. More scripting. The first part of our new agreement. Let’s set to work while I’m in the mood, shall we?”


“Very good, Princess.” This unexpected and delightful response filled him with a surge of energy, and Ambassador almost skipped to the door, which he patiently held open while Penelope picked up the gun and a shoulder bag in which she kept her tools. It was a strange juxtaposition, the workmanlike satchel, full of pockets and iron implements, hung across a body covered by the exceptionally fine needlework of a dress decorated in pearls. But Princess could wear what she pleased as long as she kept Lord Scanthax secure with her scripts.


If she could make some progress on the scripting of the new gun, that would balance the very negative view that Lord Scanthax was certain to take of Penelope’s extraordinarily dangerous and unrestrained attempt to leave her apartments. They had to march a considerable distance along quiet carpeted corridors, but their pace was swift. Walking just ahead of Princess, Ambassador felt energized, and she seemed willing to keep up with him, no matter how much he depleted his stamina reserve.


Historically, Penelope did her work in a wizard’s laboratory that filled the top floor of the eastern round tower. There was no particular need for such an environment; she could work anywhere. But as a child the room had helped her to conceive of herself as the heroine of a story in which her magic saved the kingdom. By now it was a habit for Penelope to work in the laboratory, even though the room remained a little childish in decor. It had frogs and ravens in cages, brightly colored potions bubbling over flames and releasing spicy fragrances into the room, elaborately drawn pentacles on the floor, rune-engraved wands and daggers lying on a big scarred table, and signs of burn marks around the edges of tapestries depicting wondrous and fabulous monsters.


It also had a computer, and as soon as Ambassador opened the gargoyle-carved doors to the chamber, Penelope stepped through and went over to sit before a large viewing screen.


“Play the recordings of this weapon in action, please.” The seat that faced the screen had two demon skulls built into its arms; Princess rested her hands on these as she waited expectantly for the clips. Surprised by the speed with which Penelope was turning her attention to the gun, Ambassador needed a guilty moment to work the computer and access the files they needed. A few seconds after he found them, a projector shone its beam onto the screen and they watched a converted archer unit fire bright green bolts of energy from the gun, destroying a variety of targets—including a heavily armored tank—until the weapon ceased to work, presumably having expended all its charges.


“Interesting.” Penelope had a remote control device in her hand and was flicking back through the recordings, examining certain moments again in slow motion. “Much more powerful than anything we have, don’t you think?”


“Oh, quite. Hence the concerns of Lord Scanthax. An army using these would destroy us easily.” Ambassador paused, reluctant to interrupt her study, but he had to know. “Do you think you can script us these guns?”


“Well, yes, in the sense that I can script anything, given time. But how it generates such energy safely is quite a mystery. This could take a while.”


“A while?”


“A year, say.”


“A year!” Ambassador’s voice came out shrill and shocked, even to his own ears.


“Just kidding.” Princess looked away from the screen and gave him a smile. “I don’t know how long, I’m afraid, but let’s make a start, shall we?”


It was fascinating and frustrating to watch Penelope work. Moving to sit up at the large, scarred wooden table, she pushed all the clutter of the magician’s workshop to the side and conjured up a lump of matter out of nowhere, approximately the size of the gun.


The humans who had created Edda had been surprised and more than a little alarmed when some of their creations—the more powerful lords and ladies—over the course of the centuries, emerged as fully conscious lifeforms. As a precaution against the potential danger represented by these aggressive beings, the humans made it impossible for anyone without living human DNA to access the tools that allowed for the world to be re-scripted. But for the fact that the human body of Penelope was encased in a headset and was physically moving her fingers in her world through the various menus that allowed access to the deepest levels of Edda, she would not be able to create new matter and alter its properties.


Ambassador speculated, a little enviously, on what it must be like to have such an ability. To have access to all the coding of Edda was to be a god. Princess had the ability to alter the very fundamentals of the world. The sun itself could burn blue or green instead of yellow, should she wish it. Or so she said. Not that her power was limitless. Magic items, for example, had so far proven to be beyond her scripting skills. Also, there had been a time when Penelope had attempted to create friends for herself. The experiments had ended in frustration and with a room full of fairies, ballerinas, princesses, and multi-colored furry animals. They could all walk and talk; they could all carry out a variety of tasks; but not with the independence of thought that Penelope had striven for.


Having killed all his rivals, Lord Scanthax was the only remaining self-conscious being in Edda, and he refused to let Penelope examine his coding, or that of any of his manifestations. Ordinary units, such as farmers and soldiers, Penelope had studied in depth, and she could reproduce those with a few days’ work. If she had succeeded in creating consciousness, perhaps she could have re-scripted Ambassador so that his will was independent from that of Lord Scanthax. Did he desire such a thing? It was a shocking thought, and immediately Ambassador turned his attention back to the worktable.


In the brief time it had taken to arrive at the thought of having complete autonomy and to shy away from such a disloyal notion, Princess had already created an exact copy of the physical shape of the gun. This seemed very encouraging to Ambassador, who seated himself on a stool, feeling occasional tremors of excitement run through his body. All today’s earlier misfortunes would be forgotten and Lord Scanthax would be very pleased indeed if Ambassador came to him later to announce progress on the new weapon.


Amongst the various implements and devices on the table was an old weighing scales, the sort with two pans hanging by chains from a levered arm. The captured gun was resting in one pan and from time to time Princess placed her new construction in the other. At first, hers was too light. But after several attempts, where she seemed only to be touching her new creation with the tip of a wand, the scales began to tip. One more slight adjustment and they were balanced.


“Oh, well done, Princess.” Ambassador gave her a glowing smile. And although she smiled back, she shook her head.


“When I change some of its other properties, I’ll probably lose control over its density again. But it’s a place to start. I’m coming at this by a series of approximations. There will be a lot of frustration and trying to put square pegs in round holes before we are done.”


Beaming now, Ambassador gave a slight chuckle, conveying his absolute confidence in her skills. And why not? He had seen her grow up and become more and more accomplished with every year. The little girl—whose avatar back then had been a fairy princess complete with wings—had been pathetically eager to please and perhaps that desire for Lord Scanthax’s approval had not entirely dissipated with age.


As though thinking along similar lines, Princess looked up from her work. “Ambassador, do you like me?” “Like you?” he repeated thoughtfully.


“Yes. Do you like me—Penelope?”


“I’m sure I do. It’s just that the phrase might mean something different to a human than to an autonomous manifestation of Lord Scanthax.”


A flicker of a smile appeared on her lips, reassuring him that he had not spoken amiss.


“Let me put it differently.” Her head was tipped, focused on the material in front of her, her true gaze probably flickering across hundreds of menus and codes. “What memory do you most treasure?”


“Memory?”


“Your happiest moment.”


“Ah. The work that I was most satisfied with was accomplished when you were about halfway between seven and eight years old.”


“Yes?”


“There were many critical periods for Lord Scanthax, but this was possibly one of the most significant. Our realm had three alliances under way. To the south, ourselves and Lady Morwen were slowly undermining the position of General Tokamash. This was so obviously to our mutual benefit that despite repeated—and increasingly generous—offers from others to try to pry us apart, we had a great deal of confidence in the alliance. Theoretically, there was a time when we would have been quite vulnerable to a strike from Lady Morwen, but so long as the two of us stuck it out, we knew we would end up with the considerable prize of General Tokamash’s lands. Trusting to this perspective, we did not feel the need to send our greatest diplomatic resource southward.” Ambassador glanced at Princess, and she looked up from her work a moment to meet his gaze. “That would be me, by the way.


“To the east, as you know, there were developments of mild interest, but the mountains effectively made those of long-term consideration only. No, our real difficulty was to the west, where, more and more, our fleets were encountering those of the island realm of Admiral Ekkehar. Perhaps it would help if I showed you on a map?”


Penelope sat up. “If you like.”


“Oh please, I’ve interrupted you. I’m sorry; my enthusiasm for the story has run away with me. Go back to your scripting, please, please.” Ambassador was shocked at himself; how could he have suggested that she leave such vital work to attend to a map illustrating a minor and purposeless anecdote?


Princess ignored his flush of embarrassment, shrugged, and returned her concentration once more to the gun in her hands.


“Well …” Ambassador lowered his voice so as to be less intrusive. He found, however, that he had not lost his desire to continue the story. “I traveled to the great port of Laver, capital of Admiral Ekkehar’s realm, and there I was as persuasive as I could be. I had to forestall Ekkehar and gain us time to build up our fleets. You will recall the period because you were very busy designing and constructing warships.


“It was a demanding month for me. Each incident that revealed our growing stock of naval forces required an explanation; sometimes I improvised most imaginatively. Each failure to observe the exact terms of our agreements required a lengthy interview; often Lord Ekkehar would probe me, full of suspicion. But at the end of such discussions, he would come away believing that we were rather self-interested and tactically inept, but not actively hostile to him. At last, a secret message came to inform me that our navy had seized the Norrig Islands, a deed that was tantamount to an outright declaration of war, because the islands were an essential refueling base for any attempt to invade Admiral Ekkehar’s home territories. When I transcribed the coded message, well, I had the most powerful feeling of satisfaction that I have ever experienced. The job was done and done well. I like to think that despite other turning points and vicissitudes, this was perhaps the most crucial of them all.”


“I see,” said Princess, momentarily looking at him, a hint of curiosity in her expression. “And would you say that you were happy at this time?”


“In the sense that Lord Scanthax defined the emotion earlier, I would say yes, I was. I had fulfilled my purpose.”


“And on your return? Did Lord Scanthax give you any indication that he was pleased with you?”


“He most certainly did. His exact words at our debriefing were, ‘Well done, Ambassador.’”


This made Penelope smile; a rather enigmatic smile as far as Ambassador was concerned. What was amusing about his last statement?


“And would you say that out of gratitude and admiration for the essential work you had done for him, Lord Scanthax actually liked you at that time?”


“Liked me? How could he? I was an incarnation of himself.”


“But an autonomous one.”


This caused the Ambassador to pause and recall the meeting. “Suppose you made a bow and when it came to the hour of battle, it served you well. Then you could say that you were pleased with the bow; you might even say that you liked the bow. In that sense, Lord Scanthax liked me.”


“Exactly.” Penelope stopped work and put down all of her tools. “You have read a lot of human books and seen a lot of their plays and films, correct?”


“In order to better understand you, Penelope.”


“Well, humans like each other in a different sense than liking a tool that has effectively served its purpose. They feel empathy for each other’s existence. They want each other to be happy. The feeling that you like someone can deepen to the point where you love them. I need to find other humans because I need to love someone and I need to be loved. Here, I can say in all honesty that I like you, Ambassador. I’m not sure I can say that about any of the other manifestations. Your existence shows that there is a small part of Lord Scanthax that is capable of being kind to me. But I don’t believe you will ever empathize with me, let alone love me. The most you feel is a sense that I am a good bow.”


For a very brief moment, as their eyes met, Ambassador felt he was in the presence of a creature so alien that it was a miracle they could communicate at all.
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