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(Three Years Before — Nayarit Line)

Xipil could still taste the bitter stink of the fire at the back of her throat, but at least the drugs they’d given her had killed the pain now. She could hear the quiet murmur of people around her, their voices faint and indistinct.

“This might hurt,” a nurse warned her.

She wanted to scream denial. This shouldn’t be happening. She hadn’t been one of those selected, but the attack had disrupted all their plans. She felt the cold liquid entering her veins, a frigid wave moving up her arm, and with the last of her strength she grasped Margot’s hand.

She woke from a disturbed, dream-filled sleep. For a while she lay there, eyes closed, trying to remember. She could remember the attack, the pain of the flames, and Margot’s hand clutching hers, then nothing. She tried to open her eyes, but it was as though . . . she had to think what it felt like . . . it was as though her muscles had forgotten how to obey her. And there was something else, she could hear . . . breathing. It was a moment before she realized it was her own.

“Hello?” she tried, to be rewarded by a bare whisper.

“You’re awake?” someone said. She didn’t recognize the voice, but it was young and female, and sounded relieved.

“Can’t move,” she whispered.

“Hold on,” the voice told her.

She felt a wet cloth pressed to her lips and sucked.

“What’s your name?” she asked, as the cloth was removed to wet again.

“Mirror.”

***

“Highness?”

Xipil jerked awake. “My apologies, my Lord Chamberlain,” she said, tiredly squeezing the bridge of her nose. “You were saying?”

“Perhaps we should defer the rest of my report?” the small man said with a sympathetic smile. “I heard the princess didn’t sleep well last night.”

“The princess didn’t sleep at all,” the Empress said dryly. Her husband, sitting next to her, nodded his agreement, then covered his mouth to hide a yawn.

“But she is all right now?” the chamberlain asked.

“Sleeping like a baby,” the Empress’ Consort said. “Apparently, the trip to the park overstimulated her and we couldn’t get her to settle.”

“I can remember my first,” the chamberlain said understandingly.

“Yes, well, you’d think that after a thousand years of watching other people’s babies I’d be able to manage my own,” Xipil said.

“I imagine that regardless of how many babies you watch, you’re not prepared for your own,” her husband said fondly.

Xipil nodded her reluctant agreement. She had wanted a baby but, until she met Edrai, had found no one she had wanted to have a baby with and had despaired of ever finding someone. The thought of artificial insemination had no particular appeal, and her oath to the order meant that she was unprepared for casual sex. She had considered adoption, but she had wanted her own child, someone of her own flesh and blood (or at least genetic programming) and then Edrai had led an Embassy to Earth. An ambassador from the Qunintain Confederacy, he was young and brilliant, with glorious green eyes and long, long legs that harked back to the time before her uplift. And he had cared about her, Xipil, not the Undying Empress and so they had married. At the memory of the ceremony, she reached out and gently squeezed his hand.

“Regardless,” she said. “I would rather get this out of the way.”

“As would I,” the chamberlain admitted. “The celebrations for your millennium year are now less than three years away. And I feel grievously unprepared.”

“We could cancel,” Xipil offered hopefully.

“Majesty, don’t even joke about it!”

“I wasn’t joking,” Xipil muttered.

“Majesty!” the chamberlain protested.

“Sweetheart,” her husband said, patting her gently on the hand. “Please don’t bait the chamberlain.”

“Fine,” she said, settling back into her throne. “Continue.”

“As I was saying, in relation to the opening ceremony, we have received a request from the Centauri ambassador for permission to increase the official party.”

“By how many?”

The chamberlain checked his papers. “They want to include another five hundred.”

“So, doubling it?” She shook her head. “No. Transfer fees and security costs are already bad enough; let’s not move into crippling, otherwise we’ll be paying this party off for the next thousand years. If they want to send more people, they can pay for them themselves.”

“I thought you’d say that,” the chamberlain said with a smile.

And so it went. Finally, the chamberlain leaned back and closed the screen on his tablet. “That’s it, my lady.”

“For now,” Xipil said dryly. “As always, your advice is much appreciated, but for the moment I believe my husband and I have some sleep owing to us.”

“Of course, Highnesses,” he said, standing.

Xipil followed him to the doors of the chamber, her husband a couple of paces behind them. As the doors slid open at their approach, Xipil’s attention was caught by the guard standing stationary on the far side of the doors, with the empty audience chamber beyond him. “Priscus,” she said, pleased to see him.

“Highness?” the chamberlain said uncertainly.

She gestured at the Imperial Marine in his steel-gray dress uniform standing motionless before them, his eyes fixed on the space just above her head

The chamberlain looked puzzled.

“Priscus,” she repeated.

“I’m sorry, Highness. Priscus?”

“Our Captain of the Guard.”

“What is it?” her husband asked, joining them.

The chamberlain’s gaze moved uncertainly between them.

“Our chamberlain appears to have forgotten our Captain of the Guard,” Xipil said perhaps more sharply than she intended, but she was tired. She looked at Priscus apologetically, but his gaze remained fixed on the same spot above her head. She turned to see what he was looking at, to find nothing there.

“Sweet?” her husband said, concerned.

She turned back to find that Priscus had not moved at all. She felt a frisson of fear. He could just as well have been a statue cast in carbonite.

“Priscus, he’s just there,” she said, pointing at him, but as her husband’s eyes slid past the marine, he too shook his head.

“There’s no one there,” he said. “And who is this Priscus?”

“The Captain of the Guard,” she said, eyes fixed on the frozen marine.

“Xipil, Xila, is the Captain of the Guard.” He indicated the marine approaching them from across the empty chamber. “She’s been the Captain for” – he blinked three times – “the last ten years.”

The chamberlain nodded his agreement, but Xipil shook her head in denial. Her memory might not be infallible. After a thousand years there could often be a strong sense of déjà vu at times, but she distinctly remembered showing Priscus to her daughter just last week. She reached out to touch the marine’s arm, but her hand closed on empty space. She stared, horrified, at her hand and at the marine who continued to stand frozen in front of them. “You can’t see him?”

“Highness?” Xila said uncertainly as she reached them.

Xipil backed slowly away from them – something wasn’t right. “I need to do something.”

“Xipil?” her husband said, worriedly.

“I’ll see you back in our quarters,” she told him. Before anyone could say anything she started for the elevator at the back of the meeting room.

The door slid open at her approach. “Study,” she said, ignoring the control panel.

The elevator dropped smoothly, quickly descending below the palace’s public levels, and beyond it to the original level that predated the palace above. As the doors slid open again and she saw the small wood paneled room she let out a small sigh of relief – it was still there. Leaving the elevator, she stepped into a room that was on no plan of the palace, because it wasn’t precisely part of the palace.

Wooden doors swung closed behind her. The study was lined with bookshelves on three sides, the roof at a height that to reach the top shelf she needed a small step. A mirror in an ornate wooden frame was set centered on the remaining wall. An old-style wooden desk was positioned in the center of the room facing the mirror. There was an intercom box on one corner of the desk, three pencils and a pad of lined paper placed slightly off-center. A computer screen and an old-style physical keyboard were the only other items on the desk. An adjustable chair had been pushed up against the desk.

Crossing to the mirror, she studied her reflection, which showed that of a young woman, pretty, but not beautiful, with short black hair. Finally, she had to acknowledge she was procrastinating. “Mirror, I need to speak with you.”

The mirror shimmered, and its surface now showed another room.

A young oriental girl, with long curly orange hair and impossibly large eyes, was seated behind a desk. She looked up; her gaze sharpening as she recognized Xipil.

“Xipil,” Mirror said in obviously pretended surprise. “It’s been a while.”

“Not that long.”

“One hundred and twenty point five years, to be precise.”

“Really?” Xipil frowned, trying to remember when she had actually visited last.

“Really,” Mirror assured her seriously. “My congratulations on the birth of your daughter.”

The memory of her daughter brought a smile to Xipil’s face before she remembered the purpose of the visit. “So, what’s going on?”

“Going on?” Mirror repeated guiltily.

Xipil simply looked at her.

“I was going to contact you,” Mirror said.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Xipil said dryly. “Perhaps you could tell me what you were going to tell me about.”

“I’ve prepared a report,” Mirror said hopefully.

“I’m also glad to hear that. And what does that report say?”

Mirror chewed on her bottom lip in the first sign of indecision that Xipil had ever seen in the AI.

“Mirror,” Xipil warned her.

“That we have a problem,” Mirror admitted. “I think you need to come over.”

Xipil felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise in alarm. “Are you sure?”

Mirror nodded.

To leave, after all this time . . . But Mirror would not suggest that unless there was no alternative. That was what she had promised. Xipil swallowed. “You’ll need to remind me how,” she managed.

“Just close your eyes,” Mirror said softly.

Xipil closed her eyes, then shivered. It might have been some subtle change in the air pressure, or temperature, but she knew she was no longer in the palace; was no longer even on the same planet. Some subtle memory of the first time she had been here brought back memories of her first awakening, the stink of the smoke still clinging to the back of her throat.

“You can open your eyes now,” Mirror prompted.

Xipil opened her eyes to find that she was now standing in the room she had seen through the mirror, but now another chair awaited her before the desk. Mutely Mirror waved her into it.

“So, what’s so serious you needed to pull me out?” Xipil asked, taking the chair and leaning forward.

“We’re losing people.”

“Priscus?”

Mirror nodded.

“You said – people. How many have you lost?”

“In the last two years, close to thirty-five million.”

“Thirty-five million!”

“Given the population of the Empire, that’s still less than half a percent,” Mirror said defensively. . . .

Xipil winced. “Let’s stick with the thirty-five million. You know I have a problem understanding percentages. More importantly, how could you lose thirty-five million people?”

“Well, I’m not exactly losing them.”

Xipil looked at her.

“Something is affecting the computer’s quantum memory store.”

“Quantum memory?” Xipil repeated, not having the foggiest what Mirror was talking about.

Mirror rolled her eyes. “Look, you know what this is?” She held out her hand and a computer chip materialized on it.

“A computer chip?” Xipil guessed.

“Very good. And this . . .” A much smaller chip materialized next to the first, glowing with a faint blue light. “This is a quantum chip. It can hold one thousand times as much information as ordinary silicon memory. But it turns out that it’s more susceptible to certain kinds of damage.” The glow surrounding the small chip flickered, and died.

“So, what’s causing the damage?”

“According to the simulations, something like this.” Mirror closed her hand and when she opened it again the chips had been replaced by a disk of white fire with a black center that rotated slowly around itself, just above her hand. A second disk, linked to the first by a thin column of pure, white light, rotated above it in the opposite direction. Mirror observed them with a smile.

“And what’s that?” Xipil asked, frustration tingeing her voice.

“Guess.”

“Mirror!”

“You’re no fun,” Mirror complained. “It’s a wormhole. According to my simulations, the most probable source for the damage I’m experiencing are random quantum effects within the event horizon of a black hole.”

“A black hole! Are you serious?”

“Afraid so. At least the sort of quantum effects we’re looking at dissipate quickly with distance, so it’s got to be close. What!” Mirror demanded, noticing Xipil’s face. “You’ve been using black holes to power your wormholes between systems.”

“Mirror, I live in a virtual world!”

“A world based on projections of real-world physics.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Xipil, I couldn’t just make things up,” Mirror said sincerely. “That would be magic. Besides, starting from the real world allowed me to reduce the computational resources that would have been required to create a whole new universe.”

“So, what you’re saying is that Nayarit could actually build wormholes to other systems.”

“Well, it’s a little more complicated than that. I mean Nayarit as a nation no longer exists, but the theory is sound, and given that someone appears to be operating some sort of gate nearby it certainly appears plausible.”

“So, these ‘black holes’ are what’s affecting your quantum memory?” Xipil asked, trying to get her head around what Mirror was telling her.

Mirror gave her an encouraging nod. She waved her hand and the wormhole disappeared to be replaced by a small hologram of a middle-aged woman wearing coveralls and a hard hat. The woman came to attention and gave Xipil a low bow.

“Meet Jane Dawson. She was the first to go.”

Jane’s face melted, sloughing off the underlying bone.

“The quantum effects result in damage to the individual character matrices. In most cases, the injury is self-limiting, but in other cases it can cause a complete disintegration of the character, with resulting damage to all those who knew them.”

Jane’s figure abruptly shattered into a million glittering pieces.

“Initially, I tried to repair the damage as it was occurring, but it was taking too long. The easiest solution was to lock out the damaged characters and to suppress or replace the memories of those who knew them.”

“You couldn’t try a restore?”

Mirror shook her head. “There’s nothing to restore from. The world has been running so long and has grown so big that I’ve had to use the matrices originally intended for backup for main-time functioning.”

Xipil frowned. “But what I saw with Priscus doesn’t sound as though it fits the bill.”

“That’s because you were uploaded rather than artificially created. The Whole Brain Emulation has a separate matrix and backup. There’s a level of complexity with you that means I’m simply not prepared to take the risk of fiddling with your memory. What you saw was an echo of Priscus.”

“So, what are you going to do?” Xipil demanded, affronted that Mirror had even considered suppressing her memories. Once you started with that, where did you stop? She didn’t like the idea of anyone having their memories doctored, but in this case the consequences of not doing that could be worse.

Mirror looked embarrassed. “I can’t do anything. My programming has significant limitations built in that limit my ability to operate in or to affect the real world. If not for that I would already have been able to expand the memory matrix and we probably wouldn’t be facing this problem. You, on the other hand . . .”

Xipil nodded, not really surprised. She had not left the world Mirror had created for her for over a thousand years, so for Mirror to have pulled her back into the ‘real’ world meant that any solution had to involve her.

“What do I have to do?”

“You need to find out where the disruption is coming from and stop it.”

“And just how am I supposed to do that? If you’ve forgotten, I don’t actually have a physical presence outside.” She indicated her surroundings.

Mirror held up a hand. “No, you’re right, you need helpers and I’ve already downloaded all the information your military and terra-forming departments have developed in DNA manipulation over the past thousand years.”

“And just what am I supposed to do with that?”

Mirror actually grinned. “Before your Order took over the facilities to progress the ‘upload project’ they’d been used as a military research facility into genetically modifying animals to serve as military assets. I did, in fact, actually use their research as a basis for your own military laboratories. Therefore, the tools you need are already here.”

“And they still work?” Xipil said disbelievingly. “They haven’t been turned on for over a thousand years?”

“It’s only been two hundred years in the outside world – you’ve been running on a fast clock of five to one. And when the military mothballed the facility, they wanted to ensure it could be turned on again.”

Xipil frowned. She’d forgotten the fast clock thing; or perhaps she’d never been told?

“I’ve already ensured the links to the labs are functioning,” Mirror continued, “and I’ve updated the communication protocols to provide you with access to the lab’s tele-manipulators. As far as I can gauge, most of the facilities appear functional with minimum work.”

“So, what, I need to grow some ‘agents?’”

Mirror nodded. “Any ideas?”

“Perhaps start small?” Xipil considered the matter for a couple of minutes. “What are those things called my Empire used for exploration on new worlds? Roaches?”

“Sagitarian Roaches?”

Xipil considered the idea further, then nodded. The roaches, about the size of dinner plates, had been developed for First-In-Teams to serve as mobile environment testers. Hardy, they could operate in a far wider range of environments than their human masters. And with an inbuilt organic transmitter/receiver, that while having only an individual range of less than twenty yards, could be extended indefinately as they could pass messages between themselves in a rudimentary ‘net,’ making their final range restricted only by their numbers.

“How’s this going to work, then?” she asked.

“I’ve built a virtual model of the labs,” Mirror said. “Items that duplicate actual items in the real world have a soft halo effect. Here –” she turned the screen on her desk around so Xipil could see that there was in fact a soft blur of color around the edge of the screen. “I’ve placed the memory matrix into stasis and –”

“Stasis, already? I need to say goodbye?”

Mirror looked apologetic but defiant. “No, it was too dangerous. There’s a higher static charge applied to the matrix when in stasis which should protect it. But I needed to do it as soon as I brought you through.”

Xipil froze. Not to say goodbye to Edrai, and to their daughter. She wanted to protest, to tell Mirror she couldn’t do this. But she knew that if she went back, she might risk their very existence and she couldn’t, wouldn’t do that. But to do what Mirror wanted her to do, without saying goodbye . . . But she was the Undying Empress, and if her one thousand years had taught her nothing else, it was that she could keep going, no matter what the consequences, no matter what the losses. And in this case, if she was successful, she wasn’t actually going to lose them. And if unsuccessful perhaps it would be better that they never knew. But oh, how it hurt.

“You’ll stay?” she asked Mirror finally.

“Of course,” Mirror said, looking at her understandingly, with eyes that were much older than the young face she wore. They were all liars, Xipil thought, remembering her own wrinkled face and the soreness in her limbs when she had to wake each morning. At least she had not had to keep that for her reign.

“Then we need to start. The sooner we do, the sooner I can return.”
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(Present – Mainline New York)

“Ms. Louise to see you, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Lauren. Show her in please,” Margaret told the maid, not looking up from the report she was reading.

“No need, Mags,” Louise told her, barreling in.

Margaret looked up, exasperated. “How many times do I have to tell you it’s good manners to wait until you’re shown into a room?”

Louise blew a raspberry. “If everyone had to wait until shown into a room, Mags, the world would grind to a halt.”

Margaret winced. “How many times have I asked you not to call me Mags?”

“But if I don’t call you Mags, what would we bicker about?” Louise replied as she dropped into a seat. Catching Margaret’s glare, she sat up straight and arranged her dress demurely. “Better?” she asked.

“A little,” Margaret allowed with a small smile. “So, sister of mine, to what do I owe the honor of your company?”

“I heard you were back in town and thought I’d drop by and see how you were. It’s been over a month since I saw you last.”

“And how did you hear I was back?” She, and the rest of the traveling circus she seemed to have gained, had only arrived back in New York yesterday, and she was due to take an airship to Naisre this evening, so Louise was lucky to have caught up with her.

“I asked your butler to phone me as soon as you returned.”

“James?” She wouldn’t have thought he would have been the type to divulge confidences. She might need to remind him of this.

“I worry about you,” Louise said plaintively, seeing her face.

“I actually think it’s the job of the older sister to worry about the younger one,” Margaret pointed out.

“Not in this case. So,” Louise asked when Margaret seemed willing to simply let the silence drag on. “How are you?”

Margaret considered the question seriously for a moment. “Surprisingly well, all things considered.”

“You mean beyond getting kidnapped, killing your kidnapper, getting blown up by an atomic bomb, and then having to dig your way out of the basement they were holding you in. Did I forget anything?” She smacked her head in mock exasperation. “Yes, of course – there’s also the fact you were diagnosed with severe depression and Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome from the war, and recently tried to kill yourself.”

Margaret raised an eyebrow. “Put like that . . .”

“I’m not sure there is any other way, Mags. I’ve been worried sick. So has the rest of the family. Rajko’s been keeping us up to date.”

“I was wondering who’d drawn the short straw.” Their brother was probably the best one for the job, Margaret thought. And if he’d already been in Naisre attending the Council of Leaders, Donald could have kept him up to date fairly easily.

“Unfortunately, his communications have verged on the terse at times. I saw the telegram he sent our parents. It wasn’t quite as bad as: ‘Margaret kidnapped on Sultan STOP More to follow STOP Rajko’, but it came close.”

“Couldn’t he have arranged for a longer message to be couriered through the portal to Dontfrey? I know the fact you can’t send any form of electronic message through a portal can be restrictive, but that’s ridiculous.”

“I think our mother read him the riot act.” Louise looked at her sister. “Seriously though, how are you?”

Margaret gave a sigh, admitting defeat. “As I said, surprisingly well. I haven’t seriously thought about killing myself since before the kidnapping. More importantly, my psych says I don’t have to go back on the anti-depressants, which I’m thankful for, given how bad it was being forced to come off them cold turkey.”

“You’ve recovered then?”

“Recovering. I have to see the good doctor every week when I’m in New York, and she’s got me on an intensive exercise and yoga program that Jessie is taking with me.”

“Jessie?”

“For an eight-year-old, she’s a hard taskmaster.”

“And Jade, have you heard anything?”

“No, not since we got separated. I’m hoping she’s on Nayarit.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!”

Margaret shook her head.

“But that line’s dead!”

“Apparently not. Donald’s got everyone digging through the records from the establishment of the Empire, trying to identify the line’s coordinates.”

“And when our esteemed cousin and First Leader finds it?”

“We go and get her back,” Margaret growled.

“It might not be easy. She could be anywhere on the line.”

“If she’s there, we’ll find her. And we’ve also had the promise from Sultan of two battalions of Janissaries. Between them and what the Empire will put into the field – ”

“Just for Jade? I do like her, Margaret, quite a lot actually, but isn’t that just a little over the top?”

“It was Nayarit who set off the atomic bomb on Sultan. Imagine if it had been New York rather than Pesh.”

Louise grimaced. “Okay, so we do have to do something. And I can understand why you’ve been offered the Janissaries.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Margaret said, showing her teeth. “For all that we have to do something, this is very personal, both for Emre, who commands the Janissaries, and for myself. The bomb killed his sister and contaminated his city. Understandably, Emre wants those responsible hung, drawn, and quartered.”

“And what do you want?”

Margaret grinned ferally. “They kidnapped me and placed Markus and Jessie in danger. Having them hung, drawn, and quartered would just be the beginning of what I want.”

That was a side of her sister Louise hadn’t seen before, although it explained what she’d heard about her during the insurrection on Dontfrey. Louise nodded, then decided to change the subject to the one that had actually brought her to the house. Well, that and the question of Margaret’s health. “How is it progressing with Markus? Have you set a date yet?”

“Louise! We’re not even engaged yet!”

“Why not?”

Margaret thought about it. “It’s complicated.”

“Oh, pish-posh.” Leaning over, Louise rang the small silver bell on the table. “Lauren,” she said when the maid appeared. “Is Mr. Ackov in?”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said, with a doubtful look at Margaret.

“Please tell him we’d like to see him.”

“Louise, what do you think you’re doing – ” Margaret started to say but was interrupted by Markus’ arrival.

“You wanted to see me?” he asked.

“That was quick,” Louise said.

“I was just coming down to say hello.”

“Take a seat,” Louise said, getting up and pulling the door closed behind him. Returning, she settled herself demurely in her seat. For a moment she looked at her hands before looking up at them both sitting there on the sofa. Margaret looked decidedly worried. “I will serve as the svakha.” Seeing their looks of puzzlement, she added, “it’s a Russian matchmaker.”

“Louise,” Margaret said warningly.

“Oh hush, Mags. You two obviously need help. You’ve been circling this matter for months. Besides, it was Mama’s idea.” Not exactly technically correct, Louise thought, but when their mother had phoned her to let her know Margaret was safe, she mentioned in passing that it was well past time that Margaret formalized her relationship with Markus, and that if they didn’t, she was going to have to take steps. Having seen what happened when Margaret and their mother had locked horns in the past, it seemed obvious to Louise that if there was to be any progress on this matter, it would be a lot smoother if it occurred before their mother decided to directly intervene. She brought her thoughts back to the two individuals now sitting before her.

“Markus, I would like to introduce you to Ms. Margaret Peric,” she said.

Margaret raised an eyebrow, while Markus just looked at her as though she were mad.

“She’s loyal, intelligent, and has a present income of what?” She looked at Margaret, who simply raised the other eyebrow. She so had to practice that herself, Louise thought, then dragged her attention back to what she was supposed to be doing. “Considerably more than me,” she finished.

“You obviously know what she looks like, tall, beautiful, et cetera, et cetera.” She paused and regarded Margaret thoughtfully. “Hair color . . . variable.”

Markus frowned.

“I dyed my hair red during the war,” Margaret explained, as she touched the edge of her long, raven black hair. “This is natural.”

“What you may not be aware of,” Louise continued, “is that she actually has an extremely poor self-image.”

“Louise!” Margaret snapped.

“It’s all right, Margaret,” Markus said with a smile, leaning back into the couch and crossing his legs. “I’d already worked that out.”

“Really?” Louise said. “Already? It took me years.”

Markus waved her on. “Please continue, I’m enjoying this.” He shook his head warningly at Margaret.

“You’re not going to when she gets onto you,” Margaret said sourly.

Louise took a breath. “She is strong willed, and cares for those she considers herself responsible for, even when she isn’t. That can make her very difficult to get along with, when what you want conflicts with what she thinks you need.”

Margaret glared at her.

“Margaret, may I introduce you to Mr. Markus Ackov. Intelligent, with a penchant for chasing rabbits down rabbit holes, or in his case conspiracies across government departments. A powerful sense of duty and an annual income of . . . considerably less than yours.”

Markus raised his hand.

“Yes?”

“I would just like to point out that my income has actually doubled over the past year as a consequence of what you have so quaintly described as my penchant for chasing rabbits down rabbit holes.” He looked at Margaret. “I hadn’t told you yet, but Intelligence has offered me a permanent job. Apparently, I’m good at spotting patterns.” He sounded surprised.

“Well, of course you are,” Margaret told him fondly.

Louise watched the exchange with a smile, then gave a small, let’s move on gesture. She considered Markus for a moment. “Possibly too diffident, but with a core of steel. Which means that he will stand up to you when it really matters.”

Margaret’s glare lifted another notch.

“Oh tush, Mags, you can’t always get your own way. That would be extremely bad for you.”

“I do not always get my own way,” Margaret muttered. “Just look at now.”

“Only because I played the Mama card.”

Markus snorted.

Louise smiled at him. “And given how his daughter has turned out, he seems ideal father material if you’re looking for children. And if not, well, he comes with a daughter already in tow. In summary, in the view of this svakha, you are ideally suited. Do you agree? Margaret?”

Margaret looked as though she wanted to argue, but turning to say something to Markus, her eyes were caught by his, and her gaze softened. Finally, she simply nodded.

Louise hid the relief she felt that her ploy had worked. “Markus?”

His gaze never leaving Margaret’s, he also nodded.

“Good, now that’s settled. When?”

“What?”

“Margaret, if we don’t settle the date now, you’ll still be engaged in ten years time.”

“And what’s wrong with that?” Margaret said tartly, but giving Markus’ hand a squeeze to let him know she wasn’t serious.

“Mags, try to be serious. Now, the sister of someone I work with at Macy’s is trying to establish herself as a wedding planner. I can bring her round tomorrow and if you’re happy, she can start work on it immediately.”

Margaret glanced at Markus and saw he was suddenly looking as trapped as she felt.

“Couldn’t we wait a bit, sort of ease into it?” Margaret asked.

“No. My suggestion is six months. That lets everyone get it into their calendar. A spring wedding in New York is definitely the way to go. Now, who do you want? The family, of course. With luck, Papa will be well enough to make the trip. If not, we may need to move it to Dontfrey. Donald, Ivy, oh goodie, I’ll finally be able to see her kids. And Defella will still be able to travel so that will work.”

Markus was looking white.

“You could get married in a registry office,” Louise pointed out. “But just think what Mama would say.”

Margaret grimaced. “Sorry, sweet,” she told Markus quietly. “This is where I fold. Even I’m not willing to risk that.”

“One last thing,” Louise said, turning all her attention to Markus. “If you ever hurt my sister, I will personally hunt you down to ensure you are never capable of doing it again. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good, now –” but before Louise finished the sentence, she was interrupted by a knock and Jessie’s small head appeared around the corner of the door.

“Marshia said I had to ask you if it was all right for us to go to the park,” she said.

“Marshia?” Louise said.

“Her new governess,” Margaret explained. “We decided she needed to start school. And at the moment, we’re moving around too much for anything but boarding school.”

“Which she’s too young for,” Markus said quickly.

“And I agreed with,” Margaret said reassuringly.

Since starting at Macy’s Louise had become aware of the yawning chasm that separated most of those on the Mainline from the senior families, most of whom as a matter of course would pack their children off from the age of seven to boarding school on the Mainline. It was a way of allowing them to have a relatively ‘normal’ life and to mix with their peers. But that decision was to be made between Margaret and Markus and was for the future. In the meantime, Louise had something else to do.

“Could you come in for a moment, Jessie? We’ve got something to tell you.”

“Louise,” Margaret said warningly, but already knowing it was pointless. Her sister was obviously on a roll.

“Oh,” Jessie said uncertainly.

“Nothing to worry about, just wanted to let you know your father will be marrying my sister.” She gave a nod at the couple on the couch to reinforce who she was talking about. She didn’t need to worry.

“Oh good!” Jessie’s face lit up. “James will be pleased.”

“And why will your butler be pleased?” Louise asked Margaret.

Margaret thought Louise sounded so much like their mother at that moment, it was almost frightening.

“I’m not sure. Jessie?”

“The staff had a sweep,” the young girl confided before catching sight of her father’s frown and putting her hand across her mouth. “I shouldn’t have said that, should I?”

“Probably not,” Louise said with a reassuring smile.

“They won’t get into trouble, will they?” she asked, still concerned.

Margaret looked at Markus, who gave a small, imperceptible shake of his head. “No,” she said.

“Does that mean you’re going to be my mother?” Jessie asked.

Margaret looked uncertainly at Markus. “If you want?”

“Oh yes,” Jessie said, her face lighting up with enthusiasm. Running across to Margaret, she launched herself into her arms. “And may I call you Mamicka?”

Flustered, Margaret looked at Markus again.

“It’s what she called her mother,” he explained.

“Of course, sweetheart,” Margaret said, as she buried her face in Jessie’s hair. Tears choked her with relief from the worry she hadn’t even been aware of. “I would be honored.”

“I’ve missed her so much,” Jessie said, a break in her voice.

Margaret hugged her tighter. Jessie seemed like a small adult at times, as she shadowed Mrs. Mack and the rest of the household staff. It was sometimes difficult to remember she was still only a little girl.

“I know, sweetheart,” she said, her arms tightening  around the child.

“Come on Jessie,” Louise said, when she thought the hug had gone on long enough. “Now that I’m going to be your aunt, I think I’m allowed to take you to the park. These two have some talking to do.”

“Can I call you Aunt Louise?”

“Of course.”

“We have to take Marshia with us,” Jessie burbled. “She said she needed some sun. Did you know the sun gives us Vitamin D? And we have to take some security with us.”

“Of course,” Louise said, giving a small wave to those on the couch.

“I didn’t realize how much Jessie missed her mother,” Margaret said as Louise pulled the door closed behind them. “I’m worried I’ll do something wrong.”

“All parents worry about that,” Markus admitted. “But you’re doing fine so far.”

“And I’m sorry about Louise. She is a little like an unstoppable force when she gets going.”

He gave her a small smile. “It must be a family trait, then.”

“What?”

“I’ve seen you in full flow, Margaret. That time during Jessie’s kidnapping.” He shook his head at the memory.

She thought back. “You might be right,” she admitted. “Perhaps that’s why we clash heads so often.” And that was an interesting thought. Something to be considered further.

“And now we’re to be married . . .” she said, looking at her new fiancé. “You can still change your mind, you know.”

“Now, why would I do that?” he asked. “Louise was right. If she hadn’t done her thing, we’d still be circling the matter in ten years’ time. And besides, despite all the many imperfections that Louise pointed out you have – I do love you.”

Her heart quickened.

“Really?”

“Really,” he reassured her.

She leaned back against him, pulling his arms around her. “Good,” she said.

“You know you can still say no,” he said. “If being a mother frightens you too much.”

Margaret remembered Jessie’s face, and what she had felt when she had buried her face in Jessie’s hair. “No, I don’t think I can. Besides, despite all of your many imperfections, that my sister pointed out – ”

“Many! I only counted two.”

“A weakness for chasing rabbits down rabbit holes; an income that, despite doubling over the past year, is probably considerably less than mine; possibly too much diffidence; and apparently you’re going to stand up to me even when I’m in the right. Four.” She counted them off on her fingers.

“I thought the standing up to you was a good thing.”

“Oh hush. It doesn’t matter. Three, four, five. I love you. I’m not going to let you go.” There was such a sense of relief in finally admitting what she had been trying to avoid facing for the last couple of months.

His arms tightened around her. And not even the fact that she was also going to become a mother seemed as frightening as it had a moment ago.


Welcome Sister

3


[image: DoubleHeadedMayanEagle(Clemhorn Emblem)]



(Acionna Spome – Nayarit, Mainline equiv.  England Lakes District)

Jade painfully dragged herself awake. Everything ached, and whatever she was lying on wasn’t exactly soft. The last thing she remembered was the cold, and how tired she’d been, then . . . nothing.

It was obvious someone had found her, otherwise she doubted she’d have woken. She flexed her hand surreptitiously, trying not to alert those who had ‘rescued’ her that she was awake. Given the last time she had woken in such a situation, she wasn’t sure that whoever had found her would have her best interests at heart.

“You can open your eyes,” a voice told her in Nayarit. It sounded female, though the accent sounded . . . strange, a little nasally but quite . . . musical, which made it difficult to tell its sex. “We know you’re awake.”

‘We?’ she thought, cautiously cracking her eyes open. She immediately slammed them shut again because of the glare from the overhead light.

“Sorry,” the voice said. “Undying One, could we cut some lights?”

As the lights dimmed, Jade cautiously opened her eyes again. She was, not entirely unexpectedly, lying on a hospital bed in a small, white room. Several silent machines were pushed back against the wall. She turned her head to find herself being considered unblinkingly by a large – no, an enormous cat. The cat had tufts of black hair on the tips of its ears and a ruff under its neck that made her think of a bow tie. Peering at her over the cat’s shoulder was a young boy, whose face was pockmarked with what might have been the signs of smallpox.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“What did she say?” the boy asked the cat. It took her a moment to realize that while she had asked the question in English, the boy’s question to the cat had been in Nayarit.

“Priestess?” the cat said in Nayarit.

Jade blanched. The – cat – spoke.

“How should I know?” a third voice said. This new voice was also female, but with a Scottish burr that could be heard even over the harsh gutturals of the Nayarit vowels.

“How can we ask her who she is if we can’t understand her?” the boy asked.

“I’m not stupid. I can speak Nayarit,” Jade said, affronted, struggling to sit up. “And my name’s Jade.”

“Well Jade, you’re safe now,” the cat told her.

“Safe! I’m talking to a cat?” Even Jade could hear the edge of hysteria in her voice.

“If it helps. I’m not really a cat.”

“You’re not?” the boy said, surprised.

“No, I’m not,” the cat snapped. “Since when has a cat been able to talk? My name is Kenefer, and I’m a Genetically Enhanced Organism. The lynx genome merely served as the basic structure for Her Majesty’s manipulations. I am unique.”

Jade could almost hear the single quote marks around ‘unique’. “Her Majesty?” she blurted out.

“Long story, but that would be me,” the Scottish voice said.

Jade looked around for the source of the voice, but there was no one else in the room. Then what Jade had taken to be a one-way mirror on the wall lit up to show a young woman with short, cropped, black hair, and sparkling eyes sitting behind a desk. A flat panel was balanced on a tripod to one side of the desk, its back to Jade.

“She’s a ghost,” the boy said warningly.

“Not true, Julpe,” the woman corrected him. “As I’ve told you before, I’m an uploaded intelligence.”

Julpe leaned into Jade conspiratorially. “The priestess died two hundred years ago. If that’s not a ghost, I don’t know what is.”

“Enough, Julpe,” the priestess said, a sudden edge to her voice. “And as Kenefer told you, you are safe.”

“And why would I believe that?” Jade asked.

“Have you ever had a cat lie to you?” the cat said.

“I have never had a cat talk to me,” she retorted. “So, I really don’t know whether or not cats lie.” She winced – what was she saying?

“We don’t,” the cat said, obviously offended.

The priestess gave a small cough. “I’ve never known you to lie, Kenefer, but that doesn’t necessarily mean you can’t or won’t lie.”

Kenefer raised the corner of her mouth in a sneer but refrained from saying anything.

Jade closed her eyes, convinced that she still had to be under the influence of whatever drug her kidnappers had been giving her to keep her tranked. How else could she be speaking to a boy in a language of a long dead line, and arguing with a talking cat, while discussing whether cats could be considered a reliable witness with, what was it, an uploaded personality – whatever that was?

“We did rescue you,” the boy mumbled.

Jade winced at the hurt in his voice.

“Perhaps we should all start again by introducing ourselves,” the priestess suggested. “I am Xipil, a priestess of the Theresa School. I was uploaded almost two hundred of your years ago. The cat is Kenefer. She serves as my primary aide while we try to sort out a problem I am presently experiencing. The boy is Julpe, he lives in the city. And you said your name was Jade?”

“Jade Carvello.”

“Well, Jade Carvello, I must apologize that I had to keep you unconscious for a week, but you weren’t in any condition to be woken earlier. The amount of Bemegride in your system by itself was life threatening and coupled with the barbiturates – ”

“Bemegride?” Jade asked, not recognizing the drug.

“A central nervous system stimulant. It’s often used to manage an overdose of barbiturates. It’s also a potent emetic. Between that and the barbiturates, frostbite, and your general exhaustion . . .”

The emetic would explain the vomiting, she thought, as she remembered what had happened when she had first  woken before her escape.

“If it isn’t too personal a question,” Xipil said, “what were you doing with that level of barbiturates in you?”

“That wasn’t my fault,” Jade said defensively. “I was kidnapped. They were using it to keep me unconscious.”

“Idiots!” the priestess said. “You were lucky to survive.”

Jade couldn’t argue with that. She sighed. “So where am I now?”

“You’re at Acionna,” Xipil said

“That doesn’t help much.”

“Perhaps you could just tell us where you think you are,” Xipil suggested.

“Given the language, and what I saw at the temple when I came through, it has to be the Nayarit line. But that’s impossible. I know I came through a portal somewhere but – ”

“Mirror,” Xipil said sharply.

“Pardon?” Jade said, but Xipil was ignoring her, leaning forward and talking urgently to the panel on the desk in front of her. “Who’s Mirror?” she asked the boy, Julpe.

Julpe shrugged uncertainly, and both of them looked at Kenefer.

“It’s a what, not a whom,” the cat said. “She’s Xipil’s humanized interface to the software that runs the computer she lives in.”

“A what?” Julpe said, looking just as confused as Jade felt.

“If you persist in thinking about the Undying One as the ghost in the machine, then just think of Mirror as the machine,” Kenefer told him dryly.

“I wouldn’t advise that,” Xipil said, her attention now back on the three in the room. “Mirror has a very nasty sense of humor if you upset her.”

Jade looked at the cat, whose ears went back.

“I’ll let Mirror explain,” Xipil said. She leaned forward and touched the panel. A young oriental girl, with long, curly orange hair and impossibly large eyes, materialized into view sitting on the corner of the desk. Jade had the powerful impression of her father’s favorite Japanese anime character.

Mirror waved and smiled out at them. “Hello,” she mouthed.

Jade lifted a hand to wave back but stopped when no one else seemed prepared to respond.

Mirror winked at her.

“Mirror,” Xipil admonished.

“Sorry,” Mirror apologized. She straightened herself and tried to look professional. “Xipil mentioned a problem she’s been experiencing.”

Jade nodded.

“Something is affecting the quantum memory store of her computer matrix. My initial theory was that random quantum effects within a wormhole were causing the degradation. And you said you came through a . . . portal?”

Jade nodded uncertainly.

“But you mentioned something about a ‘line’. You didn’t come from another planet?”

“Another planet? No. It was probably the Sultan Line.”

“And you live on this . . . Sultan Line?” Mirror asked.

“No, the Mainline.”

“The Mainline. Just how many lines are there?”

“Fifty-four in the Cross-Temporal Empire.” She shrugged. “And I guess an infinity outside it.”

“It has to be the parallel quantum wave function universe theory,” Mirror said excitedly. “I knew I’d been missing something.”

“Please Mirror,” Xipil said tiredly. “You only explained portals were wormholes linking systems to me three years ago. And now you’re telling me there’s something else. I studied religious philosophy and medicine, not quantum mechanics.”

“Sorry, Xipil,” Mirror said, trying to control her enthusiasm, and in Jade’s view, not succeeding very well. “The theory suggests that every decision you make causes your ‘now’ self to split into an unlimited number of ‘future’ selves.”

“Not so much a theory now,” Xipil said dryly.

“Obviously not,” Mirror agreed.

Jade’s head swiveled between the two of them, wondering what they were talking about.

Xipil seemed to pull herself together and, leaning forward, tapped the panel in front of her again. A map of the Earth appeared on the wall behind her. “Acionna is here.” The map zoomed in on England, then continued to zoom in on the English Lake District. “You’re not surprised?” she said when Jade simply groaned and shook her head.

“The people who had me were pretty obviously Nayarit, but they were working with the help of the Angevin Empire. The Angevins include both England, and France. England is the island we are presently on, France is across the channel.”

“If I could ask?” Mirror interrupted. “Earlier you said this was the Nayarit line, but that was impossible. Why?”

“Because the line was destroyed a hundred years ago.”

“And you would think this, why?” Xipil asked.

“Because a hundred years ago Iapura led fifty-three people through a portal from the remains of a research dome on this line to conquer the Mainline. My mother always said they were the only ones left on the line.”

“Which is obviously not quite true,” Xipil pointed out. “Do you know where the research dome was situated?”

“At Chikyù, in the American Rockies. In the continent west of here, in the mountain chain on the west coast.”

The map had scrolled across the screen and the flashing circle on the map that had marked their present location was now showing what would be Naisre, the seat of the capital on the Mainline.

“Nayarit,” the priestess announced, pleased. “But how, and why, did our own little cabal get access to the technology?”

Jade decided that the question was rhetorical and closed her eyes. It was really all a little too much for her to take in.

When silence continued, she opened her eyes to find everyone looking at her. “What?” she demanded. “How am I supposed to know? Until ten minutes ago, I didn’t even know Nayarit was still inhabited.”

“Perhaps we could start with you explaining how you came to be here?” Xipil suggested.

Jade sighed as she noticed Mirror nodding at the suggestion. She glanced at Julpe, who was also nodding. Kenefer looked bored.

Jade nibbled at her bottom lip, wondering whether she could trust them. In the end, though, it didn’t really matter. If they were the people Karen was working with, they probably already knew everything she did via Karen. And if they weren’t, then they needed everything she could tell them. On balance, she didn’t think they were linked to Karen for the simple reason that Karen hated cats! She glanced at Kenefer, who was licking her front paw and using it to clean her face. She took a deep breath.

“I am, or was, a close protection specialist with the North-Western Policing Agency, presently attached to the staff of Margaret Peric who was recently appointed as the Cross-Temporal Empire’s ambassador extraordinary and plenipotentiary to the Ottoman Empire on Sultan.”

“Extraordinary?” Xipil said, picking up on the phrase.

“It’s a title for a very senior ambassador. Although it seems to be accurate when describing Margaret.” She paused for a moment, but they seemed willing to let her continue. “The Cross-Temporal Empire recently found itself under attack by eco-terrorists intent on destroying its food crops by means of genetically modified plant viruses. We initially thought the viruses had been developed on Sultan because their sophistication was well beyond the C-T E’s present technology. We had had contact with Sultan during the civil war, and our relationship was complicated. Still, we hoped we’d be able to negotiate with them for their help, even though we knew any negotiations would . . . be delicate.” Not that anyone would ever describe Margaret as ‘delicate’ she thought, wondering what had happened to her after they were separated. “And then Margaret and I were kidnapped by Angevin agents,” she added quickly when she realized she’d been woolgathering. “Nayarits.”

Xipil raised her eyebrows. “And how did you come to be here?”

“Two of the kidnappers overhead me talking Nayarit to Margaret and decided to separate us. Can I have the map again, please?”

The globe appeared and she directed them to within the general vicinity of Pesh. “I was kidnapped from there.” She considered the distance between Pesh and Acionna. How long had she been out? She shook her head unhappily. It was just too far, not even considering the fact that she was now on a completely different line. And Carlos – oh gods, he must be worried sick about her, assuming he was still alive. She slumped, and Kenefer rubbed her shoulder against her leg reassuringly.

“And you came through the portal, how?” Xipil prompted.

Jade tried to collect herself. “They kept me drugged while they were moving me across Europe, and they seemed to be drying me out before they put me through the portal. I escaped when they let me use the toilet. I thought the portal would take me back to Sultan,” she said bitterly. She wanted to hit herself for her stupidity. But she’d thought they had already brought her through the portal. It had never occurred to her that her kidnappers were still waiting to transfer her.

Xipil stared through the window at her. “Well, you are among friends here. Though I wish there was a way we could contact your C-T Empire. We could do with some help – my resources are severely constrained and without knowing what is happening . . .”

“You don’t have a portal?”

“I have seven in my virtual world,” the priestess said bitterly. “But here? Mirror?”

“No! We can’t create another portal, even if we had the means. The risk to the quantum memory store is already too great,” Mirror said. “To have two. No!”

“Could we sneak her back through the portal?” Julpe asked.

Jade looked hopefully at Xipil, who simply shook her head.

“When the Undying One said her resources were limited, she wasn’t exaggerating,” Kenefer said. “What you see is what you get.”

“I wouldn’t go quite that far,” Mirror said quickly, then winced. “But you wouldn’t be far wrong.”

“And if we got you through the portal, would you be able to call for the assistance of your friends before you were detected?” Xipil said.

“No,” Jade said, feeling the weight of that certainty crash down on her. “They’d be waiting for me.”

“Actually, they won’t,” Mirror said. “There was a risk they might have tracked you to the entrance and we took . . . steps, to set up a scenario to explain your disappearance before they started searching for you.”

Jade looked uncertainly at Julpe, who shrugged.

“We were able to provide a body,” Kenefer said, “or rather part of a body.”

“Oh, we didn’t have to kill anyone,” Mirror said hurriedly, seeing Jade’s shock. “I already had a body. An ag-worker who died five days before. She wouldn’t have passed any sort of real check, but we only needed a couple of limbs, and given the amount of blood I manufactured they wouldn’t have actually run any proper checks, even if they had the ability.”

Jade thought for a moment, then shook her head regretfully. “No, even if they think I’m dead, they must have improved their security.”

“I might be able to get through,” Kenefer offered.

“Perhaps,” Xipil said, looking at Mirror, who looked doubtful. “But before we try, we must get more information on those we face.”

“So Julpe and I still have to find a way into the column?” the cat said.

“Yes,” Xipil said. “I know we had decided against progressing that path until we had had the chance to talk to Jade, but I don’t think we have any choice now. Julpe, you’d better head home. My thanks for your assistance, and please give my apologies to your sister.”

The boy gave a tired yawn. “When do you want to see me again?”

“Can you come back tomorrow? We’ll have had time to come up with a plan by then.”

“Of course. It was nice to meet you, Jade.”

“Thank you for rescuing me,” Jade told him sincerely.

He gave her a nod and headed off through the door, the hint of a skip in his step.

“And what about me?” Jade asked, raising herself onto one elbow.

“Mirror’s prepared one of the old rooms that were used by my Sisters in the order,” Xipil said. “If you’re up to walking, it’s only a short distance away, otherwise I might be able to get you a chair.”

“I’ll try walking,” she said.

Xipil sounded very uncertain about that chair.

Cautiously Jade swung her legs over the edge of the bed and levered herself erect.

“Before you go, Jade,” Mirror said. “There is something else.”

“Oh.”

“I ran a scan on your genetic profile. You possess an interesting variant of the Kelsora self-replicating, viral nano-trap.”
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