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      LET THE GAMES—END!
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      The tunnel acted as a wave guide, channeling the blast. Tiberius turned. Gray smoke puffed from the archway behind his chair.


      A second grenade burst with a red flash. The guards went down like bowling pins.


      Spectators screamed, surging like the tide.


      “Pauli,” Beckle Carnes said in a tone of quiet desperation, “I can’t get to the tunnel. There’s too many people.”

      


      The shock wave had knocked Tiberius down. His two surviving guards tried to carry him out of the way. The shouting mob blocked

         them.

      


      One of the guards crumbled slowly to his knees. The other bellowed. He dropped his sword, clutched at his face, and collapsed

         onto the body of his fellow.

      


      Kyril Svetlanov stepped out of the tunnel, reloading his submachine gun. His face was cheerfully pink, framed by its flowing

         white hair and beard. He looked like a 19th-century Santa Claus as he aimed the Skorpion at the future Emperor…
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      I asked Sandra Miesel for some research help on this one. She responded, as usual, with a stack of material which turned out

         to be crucial not only to the project’s accuracy but to the way the story developed. Many thanks—also as usual.

      


      —David Drake


      The Russian characters in this book are fictional. Beyond the known deeds of historical figures on the public record, any

         resemblance to actual serving officials of the US or Russian Federation governments is coincidental and unintentional.

      


      The Russian portions of this book are dedicated, on the American side, to Lt. Gen. Jerry Granrud, USA (Ret.), Gen. Dennis

         Reimer, USA, and John Thomas, whose vision and commitment made the real trips to Moscow during the winter of 1991-92 possible.

      


      And on the Russian side, to Oleg, Sasha, Egor, Boris, Viktor, and Big George: may your hopes for your country come true.


      Some of the places, events, and technology in the Russian portions are actual, some fictional. FILI did house SS-N-25s during

         the time period indicated. Whether they were armed is anyone’s guess. Obninsk had no known temporal displacement project.

         To my knowledge, its real mayor and all its people are alive and well.

      


      —Janet Morris


   

      ARC Central


      Out of the Temporal Universe


      The six ARC Riders laughed and chatted in low voices as they walked into the briefing room together. Sure, you always looked

         forward to leave at the end of a mission; but you wouldn’t be an ARC Rider if the missions and the people who shared them

         with you weren’t the most important things in your life. Team 79 was glad to be back on the job again.

      


      “Central’s background material covers 1992 Russia where the revisionists come from and early 1st century AD Europe where they’re

         operating,” Nan Roebeck told her Anti-Revision Command field team. “Just so we know, though, I asked Gerd to predict the result

         if the revisionists succeeded in carrying out their plan.”

      


      The excellent holographic projectors of the ARC Central briefing room created solid-looking images with no fuzz or fade. A

         huge war machine hung in the air above the projector, appearing to trundle across a rolling plain. Black smoke spewed from

         four stacks. The turtle-backed monster rolled on pairs of iron-shod wooden wheels ten feet in diameter.

      


      “For normal transit the machine is pulled by teams of oxen,” explained Gerd Barthuli, the team’s analyst. “In battle, as now,

         it’s operating on its own steam engines. The boilers can use any solid fuel, but on the plains they’re normally heated by

         a mixture of hay and horse dung.”

      


      He cleared his throat. “This is the most advanced military weapon of its day,” he added.


      Gerd wore a slightly quizzical expression, as though he wasn’t quite sure what he was doing here. That was how the analyst

         usually looked. And felt, Nan assumed, which she regretted even though it didn’t harm Gerd’s performance. Gerd was the best

         field analyst in the Anti-Revision Command. He had his quirks, maybe even more quirks than other ARC Riders did, but Nan wouldn’t

         have traded him for a pair of people who took her orders better.

      


      “What period?” asked Tim Grainger, leaning forward slightly as if that would give him a better view of the puffing tank. A

         squadron of horse cavalry cantered past the vehicle. Half the riders carried a matchlock musket and a pair of long bamboo

         poles tied so they hinged into a bipod shooting rest. The rest had composite bows. “First century?”

      


      Tim was thirty years old, little more than half Gerd’s age. He was thin, intense, and an outsider like the analyst despite

         Nan’s attempts to make him welcome. Grainger had been recruited from the beginning of the 21st century, a paranoid age of

         technologically literate “Haves” living in enclaves among a huge underclass of “Have-Nots.”

      


      Tim was of the former class. He was smart by any standards and comfortable with the technology of time displacement, but he

         was first and foremost a shooter. Tim Grainger had none of his 20th-century colleagues’ horror of killing other human beings.

         That was both a benefit to the team and a constant worry to Nan as team leader.

      


      “This is an extrapolation to 1992,” Gerd said with a smile. “The same location in western Russia as well, though the city

         of Moscow doesn’t exist in the timeline the revisionists’ actions would create.”

      


      Gerd Barthuli could have been running a bureau in ARC Central instead of being part of one of the action teams tasked to eliminate

         revisions of the space-time continuum. He chose to be an ARC Rider because he was under a medical death sentence. Gerd had

         a genetic propensity to Alzheimer’s disease and a protein allergy to the vaccine that had protected the general populace from

         the condition for centuries.

      


      Gerd knew that at some indeterminate time his splendid mind was going to dissolve into static and psychotic rage. Until then

         he intended to experience as much of human existence as possible. There was no better way to do that than be an ARC Rider

         whose field was all history and prehistory.

      


      “Is the background briefing right about this being a deliberate revision?” Pauli Weigand asked. “Not just Russian time tourists

         screwing things up by accident? Because that sure doesn’t look like much of an improvement over where they came from.”

      


      Pauli was a big man with blond hair and Nordic features. From the outside he gave the impression of being solid to the point

         of stupidity. Inside he was so full of self-doubt that he was never sure what he was doing was correct. He acted anyway, with speed and resolution; the fears harmed only himself.

      


      Pauli was Nan’s assistant team leader. She couldn’t have asked for a better one.


      “The revisionists intend to make specific changes,” Gerd explained. “They simply don’t understand the real effect of those

         changes—which is scarcely surprising since the data-processing power to compute such complex models won’t be available for

         five centuries after their period.”

      


      The display continued to move while the team talked. For a moment Nan thought the tank had exploded. Dense white smoke spewed

         from the bow, obscuring the front half of the vehicle. The cloud spat a glowing spark that sailed downrange in a high curve:

         the tank had fired a bombshell from a short-barreled cannon or mortar. The vehicle wobbled forward.

      


      Musket barrels projected from ports around the tank’s sides. A mast rose from the dorsal spine to hold a basket of archers

         and musketeers sixty feet in the air. No matter which way the wind blew, one or more of the stacks bathed the basket in smoke.

         The tank’s interior must have been even more uncomfortable, an oven filled with smoke from the fireboxes and steam leaking

         through every joint and seam of the boilers.

      


      Gerd allowed himself a smile. “There are those of us who believe there’s an art to analysis beyond mere computation. This

         group fails on both counts. They’d be as horrified as anyone else to learn what their meddling with time had achieved.”

      


      “I’ll still bet they don’t thank us for dropping them back in 50K,” Pauli said. “Well, I suppose I can live with that.”


      “First we have to catch them,” Chun Quo said. Though her face and tone were impassive, the words made clear her mild disapproval

         of taking anything for granted.

      


      Grainger was a shooter who could do tech in a pinch. Chun—family name first in Oriental idiom—handled the controls and understood

         the systems of a temporal transportation capsule superbly, but she was almost useless in direct confrontation. Quo’s unwillingness

         to harm another human being made her hesitate to use even the nonlethal devices that were the ARC Riders’ weapons of choice.

      


      Nobody was perfect; a six-person field team was large enough to allow for a degree of specialization. As leader, though, Nan

         Roebeck made it her object to be able to do each job on the team almost as well as the expert.

      


      She’d never be the analyst Gerd was, but she could do his job as ably as anybody else Central might assign to the slot. She

         was fast and accurate with the team’s weaponry: microwave pistols, gas guns, electromagnetic pulse generators; needs must,

         with fléchette guns and plasma dischargers, too. Nan didn’t like to kill, but she’d killed before and would kill again if

         that was the only way to save the mission or her team.

      


      She didn’t have Quo’s intellectual understanding of TC 779 ’s systems, but her own control of the transportation capsule was

         instinctively light and precise. Above all she knew her people, their weaknesses and their strengths. Central had made Nan

         Roebeck leader of Team 79, but her teammates followed her by their own decision.

      


      “It’s pretty straightforward, isn’t it?” Tim Grainger said. “We eliminate the revisionists in 9 AD, then take out the laboratory in 1992.”

      


      He gave Quo a quirky grin. “And the population of 50,000 BC goes up by a dozen or so.”


      The Anti-Revision Command didn’t kill—except as a last resort—those who tampered with time, nor did it exactly imprison revisionists.

         The ARC Riders took their captives to North America in the case of males, Australia for women, and released them in 50,000

         BC, 50K, before human beings had reached those continents in the course of history. Each group of revisionists was separated

         from others by a century.

      


      Though unharmed, the naked captives were of no further danger to the temporal continuum. They’d have to be both lucky and

         skillful to survive their first winter in their new environment. Those running the Anti-Revision Command might choose not

         to kill, but they were sufficiently ruthless in carrying out their mandate.

      


      “I’m concerned that they use a psychic technique for temporal displacement,” Quo explained. “It’s not particularly subtle

         or flexible, but just because it’s unique—that’s correct, isn’t it, Gerd?”

      


      The analyst nodded agreement.


      “Because it’s out of our—out of Central’s—previous experience,” Quo continued, “there may be something to trip us up. I can

         understand any of the mechanical displacement methods we’ve run into, but this notion of mentally projecting people into the

         past is—”

      


      Quo was small without being slight. She couldn’t compete in peak strength with the team’s males or even with Nan’s own rangy

         body, but her stamina—mental as well as physical—was remarkable. She fluttered her stubby, capable fingers. She used wands

         for choice to control electronics; her hands were the most expressive part of her body.

      


      “—magic. Fantasy. To me.”


      “‘Nevertheless it moves,’“ Gerd said, quoting Galileo. “We can expect to increase the sum of our experience on this mission,

         indeed. And Central’s experience as well.”

      


      He smiled again. There was always something sad behind Gerd’s humor. It seemed to Nan that the analyst was really laughing

         at himself and his own vain hopes.

      


      “Speaking of experience,” Nan said, “have any of us worked in this sector before? I haven’t. Early Roman Empire, I mean. Soviet

         breakup period we’ve done as a team.”

      


      “I did when I was in training,” Pauli said. “But that was 3d century BC Sicily, and this is the Rhine area three hundred years later, right?”

      


      Gerd nodded again. “Two hundred and sixty-four years after you were in saving Hamilcar Barca, Pauli,” he said. “Effectively

         a different world. And none of the rest of us have been involved with the region at all. I’m looking forward to the experience.”

      


      “Gerd, you looked forward to the Black Death,” Tim said. “Believe me, I didn’t trust Central’s vaccination that far.”

      


      “At least we don’t have to worry about our timing at the early locus,” Nan said after the general chuckle. “On the other end,

         we’ll be upstream of our 1991 insertion, so that’s safe enough.”

      


      Tim grinned at Quo. “Unless these psychic Slavs are making time run backward,” he said. “Then we’re in deep trouble.”


      Two versions of the same entity couldn’t exist in the same continuum. An ARC Rider vanished if he visited a timeline for the

         second time. Maybe she was ejected into another lifetime, maybe he was dead. Maybe she drifted for all eternity in a timeless

         gray limbo.

      


      In any case the duplicated Rider was no longer able to carry out the directives of the Anti-Revision Command, so the internal

         database prevented a transportation capsule from displacing to a timeline where any of the Riders had been before. That didn’t

         keep somebody from displacing to a time before his previous visit and staying too long, though Nan had never heard of that

         happening.

      


      Individual displacement suits didn’t have all the safety features of a capsule. At least two Riders had managed to eliminate themselves temporally by getting hasty in their suits.

      


      “Speaking of fantasy,” said Rebecca Carnes, “that’s what the revisionists’ whole plan looks like to me. Did they really think

         changing history is so simple?”

      


      She gestured toward the display. Beyond the steam-powered tank, teams of oxen hitched to poles were pushing forward a pair

         of wheeled bulwarks. Musketeers sauntered along behind the loopholed bulwarks. Tendrils of smoke drifted from their broad-brimmed

         hats. They carried spare matches in their hatbands in case the one burning in the gunlock went out.

      


      “Permit me to introduce Trainee Rebecca Carnes,” Roe-beck said dryly. “Late of the 20th century, late of Team 79. She’ll be

         with us while Jalouse is on leave.”

      


      “Hey, Beckie,” Weigand said. “Good to have you back.”


      “I put in for you guys but I wasn’t sure they’d let me,” Rebecca said. “I’m glad they did.”


      Beckie Carnes was smart though not brilliant. Technology didn’t scare her, but she wasn’t technically oriented. She was in

         good physical condition for a woman of forty, but that wouldn’t have earned her a slot in the ARC Riders either.

      


      Beckie didn’t panic, and she didn’t quit. As a combat nurse in Vietnam she’d been in the middle of situations as bad as any

         in Anti-Revision Command’s scope. She’d come through them—and come through still human, still able to care.

      


      Besides, Nan was glad to have somebody on the team who thought her primary job was to help people.


      “If we’ve got a trainee along, then Central thinks it’s a milk run,” Tim said. “Not that you’re really a trainee, Beckie.”


      “If Central were perfect,” Nan said before Quo could respond, “then you and I wouldn’t have as many scars as we do, Tim. But

         we are all pleased at the assignment, Beckie.”

      


      Team 79 had snatched Carnes from a timeline that had to be destroyed. They’d needed her local knowledge to understand a period

         that didn’t exist in the continuum in which their database was set.

      


      After that operation was completed, Beckie had the choice of a comfortable existence in the 26th century—to which she was

         completely alien; or joining the ARC Riders herself. She’d taken the second option, just as Tim Grainger had done on an earlier

         mission. She was an asset to the organization and to Team 79.

      


      Gerd nodded. “Rebecca,” he said, “you’re correct that the revisionists’ concept is more a religious myth than a historical

         paradigm. That’s unfortunately common in political discourse. After Constantinople fell to the Turks in 1453, Russian clerics

         invented the notion that as secular power had passed from Rome to Constantinople when the emperor created the new capital

         in 330 AD, SO power had passed from Constantinople to Moscow in 1472 when the czar married the last Byzantine princess.”

      


      “It makes as little objective sense as Manifest Destiny or the Divine Right of Kings,” Chun Quo said. “But those were good

         enough reasons in their times, too. Reasons to kill.”

      


      “The monk Philotheus of Pskov said, ‘Two Romes have fallen and the third stands,’” Gerd quoted. “‘There will never be a fourth.’”


      He looked at his display and added, “Of course, that’s what the revisionists want to change. Their Moscow has fallen. They want to create a continuum in which a new Moscow rules the world, a Fourth Rome. The display shows

         what they would have achieved.”

      


      The tank had come to a halt. One of its eight bogeys sank to the wheel hubs in soft ground. Officers in carriages shouted

         abuse at one another and at the stolid footmen nearby. Sparks from a smokestack had started a grass fire. It was likely to

         spread out of control if everyone continued to ignore it.

      


      “These revisionists were the scientific elite of a superpower,” Pauli said. “With the collapse of the Soviet Union, they became

         the detritus of a Third World country that couldn’t even feed itself. No wonder they’re willing to grasp at straws.”

      


      He’d crossed one ankle over the other knee; his hands rested lightly on his thighs. Somebody who didn’t know Pauli would think

         he was relaxed. Nobody really relaxed before a mission, and nobody with any experience trusted that a mission was going to

         be as simple as it looked in ARC Central.

      


      “This is the revised timeline’s military technology,” Nan said. “What do their cities look like?”


      “About what you’d expect,” Gerd said. He adjusted the flat gray device he was using to control the display at the moment.

         It was a multifunction sensor, display, and processing unit in its own right. Nan knew the analyst would sooner lose his right

         arm than give the device up. “Mud, hovels, and churches.”

      


      The display shifted to a village of round-topped huts, each in its own fenced yard. Pigs and chickens wandered through the

         unpaved streets, picking at the garbage. The onion-domed church was the only building constructed of stone rather than wood

         or wattle and daub.

      


      “The revisionists’ concept was rather clever.” Gerd said. “Though the Romans began to exercise administrative control over

         all Germany during the reign of Augustus, their power effectively stopped at the Rhine after Quinctilius Varus was defeated

         in 9 AD. TO Romans the frontier was a zone rather than a line in the sense that later ages thought of boundaries between states.

         By trade and military contacts—raiding on both sides, and from German mercenary service in the imperial armies—the German

         elite became aligned with the Roman elite. They had more in common with each other than either did with its own rural population.”

      


      “And when central authority in the West collapsed,” Quo said, “the German elites were ready to replace Rome.”


      “Exactly,” Gerd agreed. “What Central—and I—predict our revisionists intend is to permit the Roman Empire to continue expanding

         eastward to the Vistula River. That way the zone of assimilation will be among Slavs, not Germans, and the successor state

         will be a Slavic Fourth Rome instead of a Germanic Holy Roman Empire.”

      


      “They should have looked at what resulted when Moscow really did replace Constantinople as the power in the Balkans after

         1453,” Tim said. “Why would they expect the result to be any better if it included Central Europe as well?”

      


      “Because they were desperate, Tim,” Beckie Carnes said softly. “You and I don’t have to look any farther than the worlds we

         grew up in to know what kind of bad decisions desperate people make.”

      


      She’d been a nurse in an Asian war her United States fought for thirty years, until war and nation ended with American warlords

         slinging nuclear weapons at enemies both at-home and abroad. Oh, yes, she understood desperation.

      


      Nan stood up. Gerd switched off the image of squalor.


      Nan looked her team over one by one and smiled. “Revisionist proposes, ARC Central disposes,” she said. “Let’s go shift a

         little population back to 50K, people.”

      


   

      ARC Central


      Out of the temporal universe


      Carrying his personal kit in a cylindrical bag no bigger than his muscular upper arm, Pauli Weigand followed the rest of the

         team down the narrow red-outlined walkway. There were eight transportation capsules in a docking bay that could hold twenty.

         If you stepped outside the markings there was always the chance that you’d be standing in the spot another capsule transferred

         into.

      


      A technician in the cab of a robotic workstation had removed a section of outer hull from TC 754, baring the ceramic core.

         Three members of Team 54 watched with studied unconcern. They had no part in dockyard maintenance like this, but they were

         well aware that the hull matrix held the electronics that displaced their capsule in time and space. PauJi understood why

         you might want to watch even if that was all you could do. He’d been there himself.

      


      The hatch in the middle of TC 779’s port hull bulged and opened as Nan reached it. The vehicle was a cylinder with rounded

         ends, a little under three meters in diameter and almost nine meters long. Now with its systems off, TC 779 looked gray and

         was mottled with marks of stress and repaired damage. A chameleon program would give the outer skin whatever color and pattern

         the operator chose, though it couldn’t change the hull’s basic shape.

      


      Voroshilov turned from 754 and waved. He shouted, “Timothy, come see me when you get back.” The bay’s volume drank his booming

         voice. “I’ve got some schnapps you must try. Not vodka, schnapps!”

      


      Grainger paused in 779 ’s entrance lock. “Wish us luck, Kli-menti,” he called back.


      Tim and Voroshilov had trained together. Both had been born in earlier centuries, giving them a bond of sorts in an organization

         largely recruited in the 26th century. They probably thought of themselves as outsiders; which was true, but any ARC Rider was an outsider. Even ARC Central itself, though located “in” the 26th century, was slightly out of temporal phase

         with the sidereal universe.

      


      The only way to enter or leave ARC Central was by time machine. The psychic distance separating ARC Riders from their contemporaries

         was as complete as Central’s separation from the continuum.

      


      Voroshilov came from a period in which nationalism was still a powerful force. How would he react if this mission had gone

         to his team instead of 79?

      


      You had to assume Voroshilov wouldn’t have gotten through ARC screening if that was going to be a problem he couldn’t overcome.

         Besides, no Russian nationalist would want the result these revisionists had achieved, whatever he might think of the idea

         in the abstract.

      


      Gerd walked just ahead of Pauli. Instead of entering the vehicle, the analyst started around the blunt bow. Pauli caught him

         by the elbow and guided him back across the line. “I thought you were coming with us, Gerd,” he said mildly.

      


      You got used to Gerd wandering off. At least here Pauli was in a position to stop him. That hadn’t always been the case.


      “I wanted to see if TC 712 was in one of the berths on the other side of us,” Gerd explained. “I like to keep track of the

         movements of other capsules.”

      


      “I talked to Metcalf yesterday in the canteen,” Pauli said. “712’s in the synchronous dock. She’s been losing eight minutes

         every displacement, no big thing, but this past mission she started to gain instead. That’s got them looking for the problem.”

      


      “Ah,” Gerd said, nodding in appreciation. Pauli didn’t bother wondering why he wanted the information. For all he knew, Gerd might chart the movement of clouds every time he was under an open sky.

         The analyst did his job and then some. If he was weirder than the norm even for Anti-Revision Command, well, then he was weird.

      


      “Pauli,” Gerd said, “do you ever wonder who we’re preserving the continuum for?”


      Pauli blinked. The rest of the team was in the vehicle, but it’d take a few minutes for them to stow their kit and check on-board

         gear like weapons and displacement suits. Besides, an ARC Rider had all the time in the world.

      


      Grinning faintly at his unvoiced joke, Pauli said, “Well, for everybody, I guess. I mean, people in the past as well as the

         folks Up The Line.”

      


      “Sometimes I wonder if we work for human beings at all,” Gerd said. “Our century didn’t create the Anti-Revision Command,

         you know. We just staff it. And there’s no reason that the persons who made ARC Central and the capsules and the suits—the

         folks Up The Line, in the future we can’t reach with their equipment—”

      


      He smiled. On anybody else it would have been a sad expression, but with Gerd you could never be sure.


      “There’s no reason they have to be related to us,” the analyst went on. “Whoever succeeds man on Earth would have an equally

         good reason for not wanting the continuum revised.”

      


      Pauli felt his guts go cold for a moment, then he laughed.


      “Gerd,” he said, “my job is to make sure that my parents get born the way they were supposed to, and all my friends’ parents

         get bom, and all my nieces and nephews and everybody else. That’s a job I’m proud to do. I wish I were better at it, maybe,

         but I’ll keep doing it as long as they let me. And if I’m working for cockroaches three million years Up The Line—well, that’s

         all right. It’s still a job worth doing, and they’re welcome to the place after we’ve left it.”

      


      “Pauli?” Rebecca Carnes called from the hatch. “I can’t carry you so you better come yourself. Gerd, you I can carry so you’d

         damned well better come.”

      


      “Sorry, Beckie,” Pauli said. His arm shepherded the analyst forward. He didn’t actually touch the smaller man. “We’re having

         a discussion about the human condition.”

      


      “I don’t think cockroaches are the most probable successors,” Gerd murmured, “though it’s an interesting concept. And you’re

         quite right, of course, that it doesn’t really matter.”

      


      He stepped aboard TC 779. “Measured against the heat death of the universe, at any rate,” he added.


   

      TC 779


      Displacing to 9 AD


      Rebecca Carnes waited, feeling a little awkward. She was starting her first operational deployment as an ARC Rider and she

         didn’t really have a job.

      


      Nan was at the capsule’s console, though for the moment the software controlled their displacement. The main screen turned

         the curving forward bulkhead into either a display or an apparently clear window to what was outside TC 779. While the capsule

         displaced, the exterior was a gray blur.

      


      Quo sat with her back to the team leader, watching her personal display with a short wand in either hand. She would take over

         if something happened to Nan and the primary system.

      


      The Riders’ ordinary uniform was a body stocking with multiple pockets and the ability to change color as the user desired.

         The stocking and soft boots acted as undergarments for the rigid-walled displacement suits that Tim and Pauli wore as they

         faced the hatchway with weapons ready. The suits had integral time travel capacity, but for the moment the two men used them

         as armor against a possible threat outside the vehicle.

      


      Tim held a fléchette gun with an electromagnetic pulse generator clipped beneath the barrel. The Anti-Revision Command didn’t

         like its personnel to kill, but sometimes lethal force was the only practical option. High-velocity osmium fléchettes could

         penetrate armor or a vehicle, while the EMP generator fried electronics without damaging people or structures.

      


      Pauli had an EMP generator also, but his was attached to a shoulder-stocked gas gun that could also fire acoustic grenades.

         A gas bomb paralyzed everyone in an area of two hundred square meters for up to three hours, while the sudden pulse of an

         acoustic grenade stunned people instantly over a similar area. Between them the two shooters could expect to handle any problem

         that arose.

      


      Gerd Barthuli sat beside Nan at the bow controls, but his eyes were on an air-formed holographic display that from any other

         angle quivered like a heat refraction. The analyst’s job was to browse the datastream TC 779’s sensors would encounter as

         soon as the capsule reached a temporal location. Until then he was probably reviewing background materials downloaded for

         this mission.

      


      Rebecca was backup for all the other team members. She sat before a flip-down console from which she could pilot TC 779 or

         direct its sensors. In her lap was a light plastic microwave pistol that would knock a man flat at fifty paces or give him

         a headache at twice that distance. Its twin barrels projected pulses of high-frequency energy that converged on the target

         to produce an 8-Hertz difference tone of very high amplitude. The effect was much like the kick of a mule.

      


      There was almost no chance Rebecca would be called on to use any of those capabilities, but she noticed with some inner amusement

         she wasn’t concerned that she’d screw up if she had to act. She’d had lots of experience dealing with extremely complex devices—human

         beings—in circumstances where there were a lot more ways to go fatally wrong than be right and there wasn’t any time to think

         about it. That’s what nurses do.

      


      “Ten seconds,” Quo murmured. Displacement—in time or space—took a perceived eighty-nine seconds irrespective of the distance

         involved. From inside, the only indication that a transportation capsule was displacing was the unnatural silence and the

         gray emptiness of the main screen.

      


      Displacement suits supposedly had the same temporal engines as a capsule did, but Rebecca had never been able to believe the

         process was identical. Displacing in a suit was a taste of purgatory that missed being hell only because it ended. She was

         never sure the enveloping limbo would end.

      


      Nan was as still as a wax image at the console. Her hands were spread above the keyboard controls. The pilot of a capsule

         on preset commands had nothing to do unless something went wrong. In that case she’d better do it right.

      


      “Engagement,” Quo said. The cabin brightened as if TC 779’s hull had vanished and the crew stood in a marshy clearing. The

         main screen could again display the sidereal universe. There was no human being in sight. A long-eared squirrel chattered

         angrily at something in the branches above it.

      


      “I have the controls,” Nan said. Her hands now rested on the keyboard. Light shimmered before her, displays projected for

         her eyes alone instead of as sidebars to the main screen.

      


      “Accuracy to within one meter and three minutes,” Quo reported. She tried to keep the statement neutral, but there was obvious

         pleasure in her voice. Everything was going as smoothly as a training exercise.

      


      “There are no revisionists on this time horizon,” Gerd announced without emphasis.


      Time travel affected the continuum the same way a tossed pebble affects the ocean. Even ARC transportation capsules left wakes,

         and the cruder techniques of revisionists experimenting with techniques new to them were more disruptive by orders of magnitude.

      


      Instruments in ARC Central registered the disturbances, plotted them, and vectored a field team to readjust space-time to

         its original pattern. A capsule’s own sensors were only marginally less capable than those at the base. Gerd had used them

         to cross-check the original tasking. This time the check contradicted Central.

      


      Rebecca stood up for a better look at the main screen. To keep the pistol out of the way she thrust it into the cargo pocket

         on her right thigh. The problem wasn’t one that she could help by shooting something.

      


      “Temporal parameters check,” Nan said. Her voice was calm but sounded thin.


      “Sensors check!” said Quo.


      Gerd Barthuli’s fingers moved on the flat surface before him. Rather than a keyboard, the analyst used an unmarked plate to

         achieve greater flexibility of control. His face was still and he didn’t speak: he’d said all he had to say at this moment.

      


      Tim Grainger looked toward the bow. It was easier to switch the display within a suit’s featureless helmet than it was to

         turn since the helmet was rigidly locked to the shoulder piece, but in a crisis Tim was likely to fall back on old reflexes.

         He preferred the speed and flexibility of the bodysock and wore armor only when he was ordered to.

      


      “It’s the phase lock!” he said, his voice booming through the suit’s external speaker. “Drop us straight in. We’ll be all

         right!”

      


      As initially calibrated, TC 779 hadn’t quite reentered the continuum. It hovered a fraction of a millisecond out of temporal

         phase, invisible—nonexistent—to eyes in the sidereal universe but still able to observe that universe through its sensors.

         Sound waves and the electro-optical spectrum were shifted a few angstroms, but the capsule’s AI could adjust that in the rare

         instance it made any difference.

      


      Tim was saying that the capsule’s being out of phase was causing the sensors to miss the presence of temporal anomalies. Rebecca

         couldn’t imagine why that would be, but she didn’t have a better notion.

      


      Apparently neither did Nan Roebeck. “We’re going in,” she said and touched a control. TC 779 wobbled minutely as it settled

         into boggy soil.

      


      The squirrel vanished to the other side of the trunk. Its furious chattering resumed a moment later.


      “There are still no revisionists on this horizon,” Gerd said. “This isn’t a sensor failure. All the background readings show

         proper variation. The indications that Central noted are not present on the horizon.”

      


      “They spotted us and displaced,” Pauli said. He remained poised by the hatch; as good a place as any and the one he’d been

         given before the problem occurred. Solid as a tree, Pauli was.

      


      “If they had been here, there’d be traces in the continuum,” Quo said in a brittle tone. Her wands moved in short, sharp arcs

         like the tapping of a bird’s beak. She scowled at whatever her display showed. “They’re not here!”

      


      Rebecca had a sudden vision of TC 779’s presence buffeting naked figures aside like flotsam caught in a speedboat’s bow wave.

         The revisionists’ displacement technique was radically different from the bubbles of separate space-time generated by ARC

         transportation capsules. Different, and on the evidence incompatible.

      


      “They didn’t run,” she said. “We pushed them away. They can’t exist where we do.”


      “Right,” said Nan Roebeck without particular emphasis. “I’m going to displace us out of phase to the revisionists’ predicted

         location.”

      


      “I’ve set those parameters,” Quo said tightly.


      “So have I,” Nan replied as her fingers moved on the controls. “So have I, Quo, but I’m going to take us in manually.”


      Rebecca felt the capsule’s floor grow vaguely unstable. The display blurred as if they were driving through the trees and

         occasionally the ground itself. Because the vehicle was again outside the sidereal universe, there could be no actual contact.

      


      “Rebecca’s suggestion would explain the anomaly,” Gerd said. “I don’t believe that Central was completely in error.”


      “Right or wrong,” Tim Grainger said, “how do we nail them if we can’t get into the same time horizon? They’re going to land

         somewhere. The chances are they’ll do just as much harm in the year 10 as they would 9.”

      


      The viewpoint feeding the display swept forward. Nan had programmed TC 779 to arrive at an uninhabited spot so that they could

         check calibration without risk of being seen. The capsule was supposed to be out of phase, but no machine is perfect. Now

         they were moving to the place where Central believed the revisionists had entered this time horizon.

      


      “I can take a team forward in suits,” said Pauli Weigand without turning. “We can store them out of phase and go after the

         revisionists with minimal equipment.”

      


      “First,” said Nan from the controls, “we gather information so long as we’re here. We learn where here is.”

      


      The terrain was wooded, rolling, and initially without any sign of human habitation. The capsule came out of the woods onto

         a road built up slightly from the ground and paved with split logs laid flat side up. The forest had been cleared for a hundred

         feet to either side of the roadway.

      


      Three wagons, each drawn by a pair of mules, and a dozen soldiers under an officer on horseback proceeded east on the road.

         The troops wore mail shirts and carried spears, but their helmets were slung from their right shoulders. Any other baggage

         must be in the wagons. They were headed toward the walled encampment in the near distance.

      


      “This is where the revisionists appeared,” Nan said softly. “Should have appeared. And there’s where they were going unless

         I miss my bet.”

      


      The capsule surged ahead under her direction. “Aliso,” Gerd said with satisfaction. “Varus’ summer camp on the Lippe River.

         Three days before he decided to change base to the mouth of the Weser to bring the benefits of Roman justice to the barbarians

         there …”

      


      Nan adjusted the controls, lifting the capsule’s viewpoint a hundred feet in the air. Moments later she brought them to a

         hovering halt above the fortress.

      


      “But that’s huge,” said Chun Quo. “That’s a city.”


      “It’s like going back to Fort Bragg,” Rebecca said, staring at the camp. “How many troops are here?”


      The rectangular camp stretched over a mile along the river and nearly half a mile back from the bank. A turf rampart with

         wooden battlements bounded the exterior. Outside the wall was a V-sided ditch set at the bottom with sharp stakes. Within

         were hundreds of neat timber buildings, roofed with thatch or—in the case of a few of the larger courtyard houses—baked tile.

      


      “Three legions plus auxiliary units from conquered peopies, armed and equipped in Roman fashion,” Gerd said. The team’s mission

         was with revisionists, not Romans; the Riders didn’t have to know much about the local situation. But Gerd of course did.

      


      “Thirty thousand men,” Pauli said, showing that he’d gone beyond the required brief, too. “If they were all present.”


      “And their servants,” Gerd agreed. “Varus has sent nearly half his force out in small units on policing duties as if Germany

         were already conquered, but the housing has to be available for them anyway. The buildings outside the walls are the civilian

         settlement.”

      


      “That’s as big as the camp,” Tim said; an exaggeration, but only a slight one.


      “Coke girls and hooch maids,” Rebecca said with a grim smile. “There’s never been an army base without a strip outside it.

         That’d be like an army without mud.”

      


      “Wives and taverns and laundries,” Gerd said. “Remember, this is a long-service army. It’s all the home these men have for

         twenty years or even longer. When they move their base, they move their whole lives with it.”

      


      “Merchants here to trade with the army,” said Tim Grainger. “More merchants to trade with the local population because the

         army’s here to protect them. Rich locals come to buy all the civilized goodies their own people can’t make. Poor locals come

         to work for the outsiders. Come to sell their sisters or themselves because they’re poor and they don’t have anything else

         to sell.”

      


      Tim continued to face the hatch, watching the scene on the display within the opaque helmet of his displacement suit. His

         voice rasped. He was seeing the enclave in which he grew up and which he almost died defending from an underclass just as

         dangerous as the Free Germans surrounding this bastion of armed civilization.

      


      Rebecca wanted to reach out and touch Tim’s arm, but it was encased in armor. He wouldn’t have noticed; and anyway, Tim’s

         Sunrise Towers hadn’t been the last time mankind repeated mistakes of the past.

      


      “That will be the governor’s palace,” Gerd said. Rebecca didn’t see his fingers move, but a red circle haloed a large courtyard

         building in the center of the camp. “Next to it is the army headquarters”—a similar complex of structures—“and the housing

         for the governor’s personal staff.”

      


      “What’s the high building right in the middle?” Pauli asked. “A citadel?”


      “It’s an ornamental gateway built where the camp’s two central roads cross,” Gerd said. “Brick and stucco rather than stone,

         I suspect, but still impressive from a distance.”

      


      The square tower expanded to fill half the main display. Each side had an archway twenty feet high flanked by a pair of smaller

         openings like the entrance to a cathedral. Two higher bands of statues and pillared windows gave the impression of upper floors,

         but in fact the structure was a hollow shell.

      


      “But what does it do?” Rebecca asked. “Is it just there to impress the locals?”


      Gerd smiled at her. “That isn’t ‘just,’ Rebecca,” he said. “It was the only thing that Varus was interested in doing—convincing

         the Germans that they were already conquered, rather than expending the effort to conquer them.”

      


      His grin grew broader. “Winning hearts and minds,” he said.


      Rebecca felt her guts tighten. The analyst loved to use idioms from ages not his own. He always used them correctly, but he

         couldn’t possibly understand the horror that particular phrase awoke in someone who remembered it on the lips of liars in

         uniform.

      


      “ ‘Get them by the balls and their hearts and minds will follow,’ “ she quoted. “But that didn’t work either, Gerd. Nothing

         worked. Nothing.”

      


      “We work, Beckie,” Nan Roebeck said, looking back with enough hard-edged concern to snap Rebecca out of memories of a world

         from which she’d escaped. “Pauli, you’re team leader for the 9 AD locus.”

      


      “I’ve been planning cover stories,” Gerd said, “since we’ll have to operate in the local ambience if we separate from the

         capsule.”

      


      He cleared his throat with a tiny cough. “For the same reason I’ll have to be present. This—”


      He patted his sensor pack.


      “—isn’t as broad-ranging as the capsule’s capabilities, but in my hands it should be sufficient.”


      “I’ll go,” Rebecca said. “One member of the team should be a woman.”


      “You’re in training,” said Chun. “I’ll go.”


      “Quo, you’re Oriental,” Rebecca said. “You’d stand out like a sore thumb.”


      Also you might not be able to pull a trigger fast enough when the situation demanded it. Beckie Carnes knew she wasn’t the best choice for that ability either, but at least her conditioning was five centuries less

         intense.

      


      Nan looked at her with a cold glare, then a smile. “Right, you’ll do,” she said. “The rest of us will deal with Moscow and

         pick you up on the other side. Will a week be enough time?”

      


      “I would suggest a minimum of three weeks,” Gerd said. “We’ll be limited to local transport. Now, as background for the three

         of us…”

      


   

      Aliso, Free Germany


      August 23, 9 AD


      Pauli Weigand liked horses and his job had given him plenty of opportunity to use the riding skills that were part of ARC training.

         Right now, though, as he rode toward the fort he was glad that he was unlikely to need to move faster than his mount’s comfortable

         walk. The horse he’d bought the previous evening had a decent enough canter, but its trot was a stiff-legged wracking pace

         that Pauli would never be able to manage without stirrups.

      


      The ten men guarding the gate at ground level were relaxed without being blasé. One of them picked up the pair of lead-weighted

         javelins he’d leaned against the wall beside him, though there was nothing threatening in his posture. The gateway was divided

         into eight-foot halves by a log wall down the middle. The heavy timber panel across the left side remained closed.

      


      The noncom in charge was younger than most of the legionaries. He’d probably gotten his rank for being fully literate. His

         face showed no expression as he eyed Pauli, Gerd leading the pack mule, and Beckie walking between the two men.

      


      The animals’ shod hooves clopped on the wooden road. Two artillerymen watched from the platform above the rampart over the

         gate.

      


      “There are six with the catapult on the upper deck,” said Gerd in the English-based Standard language. “They’re arguing over

         a dice throw.”

      


      The analyst spoke in a muted voice, as though he were talking to himself. The teams’ headbands were communications devices

         set at the moment for continuous operation. When the band’s faceshield was pulled down, it also provided the user with thermal

         viewing, light intensification, and air filtration.

      


      “Guys, they don’t think the three of us are much threat to their camp,” Beckie said.


      She sounded calm, not that Pauli had really been concerned about her performance. Beckie knew her guise as a female slave

         in this milieu had significant risks, but she’d accepted Gerd’s plan without comment. Of course, she might correctly believe

         that the risks were no greater than they’d been when she served in the army of her own time horizon.

      


      Pauli drew up two strides short of the gate. “Courier from Rome,” he growled. His Latin, though perfectly grammatical, had

         a distinct North German clip to it.

      


      He snapped the fingers of his right hand. The horse whickered softly as Beckie ran forward with the orders. The non-com stepped

         forward to take the tablet from her. He undid the twine and slanted the boards so that light shadowed the writing on the waxed

         inner surfaces.

      


      “You’re a Batavian, then?” one of the older legionaries said to Pauli.


      “That’s right,” he replied, neither hostile nor friendly. “One of Augustus Caesar’s horse guard, here on Augustus Caesar’s

         business.”

      


      “These look to be in order,” the noncom said as he handed the documents back. He looked sharply at Pauli and said, “Gaius

         Julius Clovis, do you want to bathe and change clothes before you attend the governor?”

      


      “I do not,” Pauli said. “My comfort can wait until I’ve delivered my commission from the emperor.”


      The noncom grinned. “I think you’ll find Governor Varus considers it more to his comfort that he not have to deal with anybody travel-stained,” he said, “and a soldier besides. But I daresay he’ll make

         an exception in your case.”

      


      He looked at his men. “Flaccus,” he said to the man holding the javelins, “take Gaius Qovis to the forum and see that the

         bailiffs inform the governor of his arrival. Crispus, you take the gentleman’s servants to headquarters. When they’re assigned

         billets, you go to the forum and guide Gaius Clovis to them after he’s finished his business with the governor.”

      


      “Forum?” Pauli said.


      “The governor is a great one for the law’s civilizing effect,” the noncom said dryly. “He’s so convinced of that that he’s

         spent most of this campaigning season holding court and settling disputes between our benighted German subjects … at a nice

         profit to himself.”

      


      “He might think about first making sure the Fritzes were our subjects,” Flaccus said. “In the course of which there might be some profit for a poor legionary, too, you know.”

      


      “Put a spear up the backside of enough of them,” another soldier agreed, “the rest get subject real quick—for a while. Thing

         is, you got to keep applying the treatment to make sure it’s taken.”

      


      Pauli laughed. The legionaries knew—thought—he was a Free German himself. They clearly assumed that as a fellow soldier he

         would understand and sympathize with their complaints about a civilian commander who didn’t know his ass from a hole in the

         ground.

      


      “I don’t know anything about that,” he said. “I’m like you. I just carry out my orders.”


      Pauli dismounted, careful not to fall and make the troops wonder at his clumsiness. He was riding with just a blanket rather

         than a saddle. The facilities in TC 779 could have produced a four-homed military saddle along with the other articles of

         clothing and equipment. Bareback was the more likely riding style for a Free German even in Roman service, and Pauli had enough

         experience with the technique that he thought he was safer than if he used an unusual saddle for the first time.

      


      He handed Gerd the reins. “See that she’s properly stabled and fed on the imperial account,” he ordered. “I don’t want her

         being fobbed off with the baggage mules’ chaff and moldy hay.”

      


      “Master,” Gerd said, bowing without a trace of sarcasm. Part of the mission prep had been hypnotically implanted languages.

         Gerd spoke upper-class Latin and Greek—as well as several dialects of German that he didn’t expect to use. The microprocessor

         in each headband could translate virtually any language the team might encounter, but that wouldn’t permit the team members

         to reply to the speaker.

      


      Pauli checked the flat document safe on the left side of his belt where it counterbalanced the weight of his long cavalry

         sword. “All right,” he said to Flaccus. “Let’s go see the governor.”

      


      He strode through the long gateway with the swaggering arrogance of a man in the emperor’s personal service. Augustus used

         foreigners, mainly Germans, for his bodyguard. He knew they’d be loyal because if something happened to the emperor, the guards

         were friendless in a hostile city. Augustus’ adopted father, Julius Caesar, had dismissed his foreign guards when he returned

         to Rome in 44 BC since he didn’t think he needed barbarians to protect him from his fellow citizens.

      


      Caesar’s confidence in Roman loyalty was an error that none of his successors repeated; and it was clear to all that a man

         who guarded the emperor’s life was a man whom only the emperor could discipline.

      


      “So,” Pauli said to his guide as they walked down the log street. “How does the governor get along with Germans, then?”


      “Oh, he’s close as this with some of them,” Flaccus said sourly. He held up his middle and index fingers twined. “Sigimer

         and Arminius, now, I shouldn’t wonder if they were asshole buddies to our noble Varus.”

      


      The Roman was walking at a military pace but quick-stepping to keep abreast of the much taller man. He looked up at Pauli.

         “Arminius was a horse guard, too,” he said. “Guess you probably knew him. Maybe you’re even related?”

      


      Pauli snorted. “Hermann, that’s Arminius if you want to make a Roman of him, wasn’t a real guard,” he said. “He’s a prince,

         you see. Tiberius brought him back to keep around Rome for a few years. If you called him a hostage you wouldn’t be far wrong.

         I’m no fucking prince.”

      


      He spat into a rat wagon wheels had worn in the roadway. The logs would have to be replaced soon. “Besides,” he added, “I’m

         an Ubian and Hermann’s Cheruscan. A bunch of cowboys wandering around with the seat out of their britches, that what the Cherusci

         are.”

      


      “Well, he’s good enough to have dinner every day with our noble governor,” Flaccus said. “Varus doesn’t know the name of a

         Roman citizen in this camp below the rank of tribune. It wasn’t like this under Tiberius, you can bet your life.”

      


      The combined headquarters of the three legions was in line with the gate on the camp’s main north-south street. Flaccus had

         turned left instead and was leading Pauli past officers’ housing to an open area near the west rampart. About a hundred people

         were present, most of them standing. A file of ten soldiers guarded a dais under a purple awning. Everyone else was either

         German or wore a toga, the uncomfortable formal garment whose use was limited to Roman citizens only.

      


      “Hell of a thing to see in the middle of Fritz country, isn’t it?” Flaccus said, voicing Pauli’s thought.


      It was one thing to know that Varus took a disastrously civilian view of administering a region that hadn’t been fully conquered,

         much less pacified. It was another thing to see the governor holding court just as he would have done if he’d been assigned

         to the administration of Athens or Marseilles.

      


      A thought made Pauli stumble. “We’re going to have to repave these streets pretty quick,” Flaccus said apologetically. “This

         time Varus is going to want stone, and tell me that’s not going to be a bitch on soil this weak.”

      


      You’re not going to have to repave the camp, Pauli thought. In a few days you ’re all going to be dead.


      An ARC Rider knew that everyone on the horizons he visited would die before he was born, but he didn’t often look around himself

         and realize that tens of thousands of people in his immediate vicinity would die almost at once. There’d been a team in Nagasaki

         on August 8, 1945. Pauli had heard that two members had retired shortly after they returned to ARC Central.

      


      “Wait here,” Flaccus said when they reached the back of the crowd. He pushed through to the chief lictor and spoke urgently,

         gesturing toward Pauli.

      


      The lictors were attendants whose bundles of rods and an ax indicated the magistrate they attended had the authority to beat

         or behead. In court sessions they were his bailiffs as well as symbols of power. Nowadays the rough work of flogging was probably

         delegated to a slave, and the execution of a Roman citizen required imperial approval, but you could never tell.

      


      A lawyer was in full cry, making broad gestures and speaking in sonorous Latin about the inalienable rights of free peoples.

         His clients were a group of German nobles wearing dyed woolen cloaks, leather trousers, and long swords. Their dirty blond

         hair was knotted above the right temple; the tassel of horsehair worked into the bun was probably a clan marking, because

         none of their otherwise similar opponents had it.

      


      The Germans looked puzzled or bored. One of them was picking his nose. The groups glared at one another, and the way their

         hands patted their sword hilts looked to Pauli like more than mere posturing.

      


      Publius Quinctilius Varus sat on the dais in a folding ivory chair. He was a balding man in his mid-fifties, heavy enough

         that Pauli wondered how he got a breastplate that fit. As he listened he picked at grapes from a silver dish held by a handsome

         slave boy.

      


      Standing on the dais with Varus were a group of toga-wearing Roman citizens, including one who was obviously German by birth:

         Arminius, a powerfully built man in his late twenties. The German’s gaze swept the crowd and lingered for a moment on Pauli,

         obvious for his height and mail shirt.

      


      Pauli met the prince’s eyes with equal staring arrogance. Not only was the ARC Rider staying in character, it was the way

         he instinctively responded to a challenge. He’d never been quite civilized enough for 20th-century society. That was why he’d

         become an ARC Rider.

      


      Flaccus made his way back to where Pauli stood. The lawyer spoke, the Germans fidgeted; the folk on the dais chattered among

         themselves, ignoring the proceedings. Varus ate his grapes.

      


      “There’ll be a recess in a minute or two and you can speak your piece to his nobility then,” Flaccus said. He nodded scornfully

         in the direction of the orator. “Them Fritzes don’t have a clue what he’s talking about.”

      


      “He’s not talking about anything,” Pauli said. “He’s telling a creation myth that I suspect he’s just invented. What’s this

         all about, anyway?”

      


      “Making money for the governor’s friends,” Flaccus said, lowering his voice slightly so that he could at least claim he’d

         been misunderstood by the nearest civilian onlookers. “It’s a cattle-stealing case, the usual barb sort of problem. Instead

         of letting the Fritzes knock each other’s heads in, which is what they’d do if we weren’t here. And instead of us knocking some heads in—”

      


      He spat in the dirt beside his heavy ankle-laced sandals.


      “—which is what we’d be doing if Tiberius were still here in command,” the soldier continued, “why, they have to hire lawyers

         to sue it out in court. Wonder of wonders, the governor brought a bunch of lawyer friends with him, and don’t they charge dear. Somebody might guess that part of the fees migrate to the governor’s strongbox.”

      


      A water clock stood beside the dais, watched by a slave. Water dripping from the reservoir above filled the fourth bowl, which

         promptly overturned. The slave struck a tubular gong with a wood block. Its musical tone cut through the whispers and shuffling

         feet.

      


      The lawyer held his pose for a moment, hand raised and finger pointing to heaven. Then he turned and bowed to the dais before

         walking off to where servants held beakers and a drinking cup ready.
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