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			Prologue

			Director Balasubramanian sipped his tea while reviewing the reports from the Stanford’s Repopulation Council. The ringstations were repopulating Earth at a rate much faster than anticipated. It had started with the Stanford’s own research station declaring independence. The Liu Hui had responded by building an even larger settlement on the island that had once been Taiwan, and more recently the Alhazen and Hedonark had founded their own towns.

			The Ringstation Coalition was a tenuous alliance. Its members shared a joint Human Rights Charter and Ecological Charter, but there were no provisions for enforcement. If one of the communities started torturing and executing people, or strip mining and clear-cutting, all Bala could do was wag his finger.

			There were existing communities on Earth to consider as well, those that had survived civilization’s fall and the great eruption of Campi Flegrei. Repop, for many years, had observed a strict policy of Non-Interventionism. But that had broken down when a Stanford anthropologist had fallen in love with one of her subjects, and then had a child with him.

			“Director, I’m sorry to bother you.”

			He looked up to see Zinthia, a bright young woman who worked as a liaison between Repop and the Security Council.

			“No bother at all, Zin. How can I help you?”

			“Security wanted you to know that the Michelangelo is approaching. It looks as if they’ll be moving into a geosynchronous orbit within a few days.”

			“Around Earth?” he asked. Zinthia nodded. It was a stupid question, but Bala was dumbfounded. The Michelangelo had resided in the outer solar system for decades, powered by a fusion core. “Have they responded to hails?”

			“Not so far.”

			The Michelangelo had started off as a museum ship, hosting and protecting many of Earth’s great historical artworks. But gradually the Michelangelo had slid into isolationism, cutting off communications with the Stanford and the other ringstations. There were rumors that its inhabitants had gone mad, becoming paranoid and investing their resources into deadly weapons systems.

			“Well, I look forward to welcoming them. Maybe we can be reunited with some of Earth’s long-lost artistic treasures.”

			Zinthia nodded and excused herself, handing him a viewing tablet on her way out. The tablet displayed a visual recording of the Michelangelo, which was now close enough for detailed telescopic observations.

			The habitat ship, a black, rotating cylinder dotted with blue and violet lights, was vast in scale, dwarfing even the Liu Hui. What if the rumors were true, that its inhabitants had gone mad? And why were they returning to Earth orbit?

			Bala tossed the tablet onto his desk, accidentally knocking over his tea. The hot liquid spilled and dripped onto his pant leg, burning painfully.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The Maghiarja

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Sardinia, 2757

			Jana struggled to guide the plow behind Pinna, a hulking red ox. Where the blade cut the earth, it revealed rich, black volcanic soil, but it kept getting caught on rocks. And now Pinna had stopped entirely.

			“What is it?” She patted the huge beast, which she had seen birthed by its mother when she was just a child, and looked to see why it had stopped. A half-buried boulder blocked their progress. She squatted and tried to lift it, but her lanky arms strained uselessly against the big rock. She considered just going around the obstacle, but she knew Papà would be displeased. He wouldn’t scold her – he was a gentle, quiet man by nature – but his own fields were always plowed in perfectly straight lines. Not only that, but he arranged his tools carefully, kept their house neat and tidy, and generally abhorred disorderliness of any kind. Jana didn’t mind a little chaos herself, but if she went around the boulder it would drive Papà crazy, like an itch he couldn’t scratch.

			“Antonio! Cristo! Come help me!”

			The young men were lounging beneath an oak tree, passing a pipe back and forth, most likely gossiping about women. Probably about Filumena in particular, even though Cristo was engaged to Sabina.

			“We’re still eating lunch!” Cristo yelled back. They’d finished lunch – barley bread with olives, cheese, and fresh tomatoes – nearly an hour ago. Jana was already starting to get hungry again.

			“Wait here, Pinna.” She patted the ox again and jogged over to where Cristo and Antonio were lounging. Searching the ground, she found what she was looking for: a sturdy oak branch. Cristo flinched when she picked it up.

			“Come help me move this rock, if you think you’re strong enough.”

			She dug away at the loose earth beneath the boulder and drove the branch in as far underneath as she could. Using the branch for leverage, she was able to budge the rock, just barely.

			“Here, let me try,” Cristo said, handing his corkwood pipe to Antonio. As she’d predicted, posing the task as a test of strength had snapped the boys out of their slothful stupor. Cristo grabbed the oak branch and heaved, grunting loudly. The boulder moved a few centimeters.

			“That’s not going to work,” Antonio observed.

			Cristo heaved and grunted again, with similar results. “Do you have a better idea?”

			“We could harness the ox to the rock. Pinna is strong enough to drag it.”

			Jana frowned. “That was my first thought, but we’d have to go back to town for rope. And tying the plow to the boulder might be difficult.”

			Antonio nodded. He was more reasonable and thoughtful than Cristo. “What do you think, Jana? Any ideas?”

			“Just leave it there and go around it,” Cristo said.

			“My father wouldn’t like that.”

			“Well, then have him come move it.” Cristo didn’t like Papà, but Cristo’s father and her own father had been friends since childhood. Cristo was obligated to help when asked.

			“We could ask Sperancia to move it,” Antonio suggested.

			Jana hated to ask Sperancia to do manual labor; the old woman had enough on her plate with doctoring and teaching. But it would probably be the fastest way to move the boulder.

			“You can ask her,” said Cristo. “I’m scared of her.” There was no shame in being afraid of the village maghiarja, as she was sometimes called. A word from the old language: a sorceress. It wasn’t that Sperancia would curse you or give you the evil eye, but it was easy to feel judged when she looked at you. She was old – at least a century and maybe two – and had strict notions of how people should behave. Those she disapproved of heard about it at length. And one didn’t interrupt Sperancia or treat her with anything other than the utmost respect. Not only because of her venerable age, but because she was strong enough to kill a pig with a single punch to its forehead. Or to move a heavy boulder with her bare hands.

			“I suppose I can go to town and get some rope,” Jana said. “Will one of you unharness Pinna and lead him to the shade?”

			Jana tried to stay in the shade herself on the path back to town, walking on the edge of the packed earth road. Evergreen and cork oak forests covered most of the island of Sardinia, or at least the parts Jana had seen, with the exception of the coastal areas where some gardeners grew artichokes. Sperancia said she could remember a time when the forests hadn’t been so thick and oppressive, a time when people had cut down so many trees that the sea had eroded the soil and made the land barren. The volcanic eruptions on the mainland had fixed that problem, depositing huge amounts of mineral-rich ash all around the Mediterranean. Unfortunately those same eruptions had killed nearly everyone in Europe, but winds had sheltered the people on the western coast of Sardinia. Those survivors were Jana’s ancestors.

			The island had gotten bigger over the centuries, not just from the ash fall, but because the oceans had receded. Sperancia said that the water had been sucked up and away into the ice fields, far to the north and south, great expanses of glaciers that flattened forests and the remains of once-great cities, pulverizing metal and stone alike. It was hard for Jana to imagine such things; she’d only seen ice in thin, clear crusts over still water on the coldest winter mornings. But Sperancia insisted on the existence of entire mountains made of ice, kilometers high.

			Jana wasn’t exactly clear on how Sperancia could know or remember all this. If Sperancia was as old as she claimed, she’d been born in the 2600s, or the mid-2500s at the earliest. If Jana remembered her history correctly, the Campi Flegrei cauldron had erupted in 2387. Sperancia claimed that she talked to her ancestors directly, that they lived inside of her somehow. Did she mean that literally, or did the old sorceress just have a colorful way of describing her internal dialogues? Jana sometimes imagined conversations with Nonna Ànghela, her father’s mother, who had died a few years ago, the day after Jana’s eighteenth birthday. But Nonna Ànghela didn’t live inside of Jana, not really. She was dead and buried in the cemetery.

			She supposed she would find out the truth soon enough. The Crucible ceremony was in midsummer, only a few months away.

			She arrived home, entering through the side gate into the garden, where she guessed she would find her father, Leandro, tending his tomato vines, greens, potatoes, carrots, and mirto berries. Like most people in town he spent much of his time growing and preparing food. Those who didn’t garden or tend orchards spent their days in fishing boats, hauling in huge amberjacks or giant black grouper that could feed a family for a week. Those who lived upriver in the hills that fed the Temo herded sheep and goats or grew grapes and olives. Plowing fields and planting grain – barley and farro – was a relatively new tradition pioneered by Sperancia, who had gathered wild variants descended from ancient island crops gone to seed. Though the soil was rich, it was difficult to find open fields, and preparing an area for planting meant clearing trees and burning out the stumps. Jana’s father was one of the few willing to put in the work. The rewards – dense bread and rich, nutty grain dishes – were delicious, but Jana wasn’t sure it was all worth it. Her arms were sore from guiding the plow, and the winter barley wouldn’t be ready to harvest for months. Other sources of food produced results more quickly: goats gave milk every day; a fisherman could eat his catch the same day; tomatoes could ripen overnight. But Sperancia was always pushing for new ways of doing things, while at the same time keeping the old ways alive. The old woman seemed to know everything, either from reading ancient books or from the direct experiences of her long life.

			“Papà!” She called for her father several times but no one answered. She checked inside the house to make sure he wasn’t napping, and again in the garden, but he was nowhere to be found. Maybe he’d joined Cristo’s father at the bar for a glass of wine. Though it would be unusual for him to stop working so early in the day.

			She found a length of oak-bark rope in the toolshed, closed the side gate, and started back up the road to the field.

			“Jana Manca – come here!” It was Filumena, beckoning her from down the road.

			Jana’s heart sped up, as it always did when she saw her best friend. She knew she wasn’t unique in that regard. Filumena, with her long, brown hair, olive-gold skin, and strong, supple body, set many hearts aflutter. Not only because of her beauty, but because she was big-hearted and gracious, loving others as much as she was loved. Filumena was kind to children, to grandparents, to nearly everyone.

			“What is it?”

			“Jisepu said he saw something while fishing. He’s telling everyone about it at Micheli’s.”

			“What did he see? A whale? A turtle as big as a house? A kingfish longer than his boat?”

			“No, not another one of his fishing tales. He’s seen visitors. And they want to meet with us.”

			“Visitors from where? From the mainland? I didn’t think anyone lived there.”

			“C’mon! Leave that rope and come with me.”

			“Antonio and Cristo are waiting for me up at the new field.”

			Filumena scowled at hearing Cristo’s name. “Let them wait.”

			Jana hung the loops of rope on a nearby branch and took Filumena’s extended hand. Filumena started to skip, not daintily but taking huge leaps with each step, just as they’d done as children. Jana had to do the same to keep up. For a moment she actually felt good in her own body. What came naturally for Filumena, to feel and act physically comfortable, was a struggle for Jana. She didn’t hate her body – it functioned well enough. But nor did she feel connected to her lanky frame. Nor did she enjoy looking at her pale skin and big nose and wide, awkward mouth in the mirror. Filumena could look at her own reflection, brushing or arranging her hair, and seem satisfied, even absorbed in her own image. But Jana passed mirrors as quickly as possible.

			Minutes later, they’d reached the town square. While most of Bosa was in ruins, surrendered to time, much of the old town was still intact. Stonework from as far back as Roman times, though chipped and cracked and crooked, remained standing. The town masons did as much as they could to preserve and repair the oldest buildings.

			Dozens were crowded into Micheli’s restaurant-bar, listening to Jisepu’s tale. She saw her father in the front row. He nodded solemnly when she caught his eye, then returned his attention to Jisepu.

			“How did their boat fly?” someone asked. “Did it have wings?”

			“I don’t know,” Jisepu answered, twirling his mustache. “It hovered above the water like a gull catching the wind, but it had no wings.”

			“What language did they speak?”

			“Italian. Only the red-haired woman spoke. Her accent was strange, but I understood her. But she also addressed me in the old language.”

			“In Sardo?” Jana’s father asked.

			“Yes. I recognized a few words.”

			“How could she have learned the old language?” someone asked. “Nobody here is fluent except for Sperancia.” Jana scanned the crowd but didn’t see the old woman.

			“I don’t know.”

			“What do they want?”

			“They said they want to meet with us, to talk and share knowledge. They’re coming to the docks tomorrow morning.”

			“Did they have weapons?” her father asked.

			“None that I saw. They seemed friendly.”

			“Maybe too friendly?” asked Iginu, Cristo’s father. He was a good man, kinder than his son, but careful and suspicious.

			“Maybe.”

			“What questions did they ask you?” Filumena asked. It was an insightful question, Jana thought.

			“They didn’t ask me anything!” Jisepu answered, surprised by the realization. “They knew about Bosa, about the docks, that we are many.”

			“They’ve been spying on us!” Iginu shouted, banging on the bar.

			“Calm down.” Sperancia had not shouted, but the room went silent as if she had. People made way for the maghiarja as she approached Jisepu. She was tall for a woman, and stood perfectly straight, her spine unbent by age. Her face was lean and craggy but had few wrinkles. Where her skin was thinnest, around her eyes and temples, a fine latticework of black threads was visible beneath her deep tan.

			“Tell me everything, from the beginning,” she said. Jisepu nodded and complied.

			Jisepu and Zorzi had been out fishing as usual. They’d gotten a late start – Zorzi had been drinking the night before – but had still managed to net a good haul. They were about to head back to shore for lunch when Jisepu had spotted another boat on the horizon. They’d waved, thinking it was Nevio or another fisherman, but the vessel had approached them rapidly, faster than any boat. Zorzi had wanted to flee (at least according to Jisepu – Zorzi was now napping and could not say differently), but Jisepu had readied his oar as a club, ready to bash in the brains of whatever Corsican savage or other pirate dared threaten them.

			But the vessel had slowed as it neared them. It had hovered like a bird over the water, and was made of materials other than wood. Maybe metal, but how could something heavy float like that?

			An older, red-haired woman had hailed them. She’d introduced herself as Ingrid, speaking Italian, and then repeating herself in the old language. She’d introduced her companions: Tem, a strong-looking young man with long, dark hair and light brown skin, and Lydia, a woman about the same age as Ingrid, with pale skin.

			“Did they resemble each other?” Sperancia interrupted to ask. “Were they of the same family, or kin group?”

			Jisepu shook his head definitively. “Not at all. They looked as unlike each other in features as they looked unlike us.”

			“And only the red-haired woman – Ingrid – only she spoke to you?”

			“Yes. Though the others appeared to understand, and they conversed with each other in another language.”

			“Did the other language sound like this?” Sperancia said something in an unfamiliar tongue.

			“Maybe. I couldn’t say for sure. They were speaking quietly to each other.”

			“Go on.”

			Jisepu continued his story, enjoying the attention. The old fisherman was happy to talk forever, but Jana had heard enough. If Jisepu was telling the truth, the visitors would be back the next day. She would be there, at the docks, to speak with them herself.

			Outside on the street, she felt a little better. There had been too many people inside Micheli’s, and too many smells: garlic and wine and mirto, fish and unwashed bodies. To her surprise, Sperancia joined her on the cobblestone street only a few minutes later. “What do you think, Jana?”

			“I think Jisepu enjoys the sound of his own voice. But I don’t think he’s lying.”

			Sperancia nodded. “Nor do I.”

			“Who do you think they are?”

			“Not Corsicans. They could have travelled a long way. From Jisepu’s description their vehicle sounds like a hovercraft – a type of flying machine.”

			If the visitors could build complex machines – and some machines could perform what seemed like miracles, from Sperancia’s descriptions – then they were powerful. “Are we in danger?”

			“I don’t think so. But we shouldn’t let them get too close. They might carry diseases for which we have no protection.”

			Sperancia was the village healer, and had taught Jana many of her remedies: garlic and sage for flu, eucalyptus honey for skin infections, chamomile and fennel seed tea for menstrual cramps. But there were many conditions and diseases the maghiarja could not treat. Like Pietro, a sweet, charming boy whose muscles wasted away for no apparent reason, and who had lost the ability to walk. Sperancia said the condition was the result of heredity, though neither of Pietro’s parents was sick. Whatever the reason, Jana knew that Sperancia was frustrated and upset at her inability to help the boy, even though no one in the town blamed her or expected a cure.

			“Are they from the mainland?” Jana asked. “Jisepu said they spoke Italian. Maybe they’re descendants of people who lived in Rome or Naples.”

			Sperancia’s face changed suddenly, as it sometimes did. She looked older, and angry. “Everyone died on the mainland. The air was hot enough to cook flesh. And if you didn’t burn alive, you suffocated. The volcanoes sucked all the oxygen out of the air.”

			It frightened Jana when Sperancia spoke like that, as if she were someone else. Someone who had lived through the destruction of the world. She wondered if she would be the same way after the Crucible ceremony.

			But now Sperancia seemed herself again. “There’s something I want to show you.” She looked up at the sky. “If it stays clear, come to my house after dinner.”

			Sperancia bid her goodbye and re-entered Micheli’s. Jana considered following her to say goodbye to Filumena, but her friend knew that she couldn’t stand bodies packed close together, and would understand. Instead she retrieved the rope from where she’d left it and headed back up to the field.

			Antonio and Cristo were gone. Pinna the ox was wandering loose. The idiots had tied him to a thin branch that Pinna had easily snapped off to graze at his pleasure.

			“Thank you, Pinna, for not wandering far. But now we have work to do.”

			She tried several configurations of ox, plow, and rope, and finally found one that looked promising. But the oak-bark rope snapped as soon as Pinna pulled. She retied the rope and tried again, with the same result. Tired, frustrated, and running out of light, she led Pinna back to town, wondering what kind of material would make a stronger rope. Not wool – it would pull apart too easily. You could weave cord and rope from long grass, but that wasn’t even as strong as rope woven from twisted bark strips. She would discuss the problem with her father, and maybe ask Sperancia later that night.

			***

			Papà was unusually talkative – almost agitated – as they prepared dinner together.

			“I wish your mother could be here to meet them.”

			“You always say that, Papà, whenever anything happens.”

			“Well it’s true. I still miss her.”

			Jana’s mother was a huge presence in Papà’s life, but to Jana she was just a hazy memory. She’d drowned when Jana was just a baby. Papà had never remarried, despite interest from several women in town. Not only widows, but also from unmarried women just a few years older than Jana. But Papà insisted to everyone that he had already remarried – to his tomato vines and mirto berry bushes. Jana had been relieved at first, but now she worried what would happen after the Crucible ceremony. According to Sperancia, Jana wouldn’t be the same person. Jana’s father would notice the change and might feel as if a stranger were living in his house. Sperancia recommended that she find a new place to live, but that would leave Papà alone.

			Jana tried to bring up rope making, but Papà dismissed the topic. “Just get Sperancia to move the rock.”

			“But she has so much else to do.”

			“Then gather a group of men to do the job.”

			Jana bristled at this. A group of women could do the job just as well. Even if they weren’t as strong, on average, they wouldn’t waste time uselessly grunting and straining against the boulder. But even more so, Papà didn’t understand how people responded to her. Papà could go to the town square and rally workers as easily as he could pluck mirto berries. So could Filumena, for that matter; in two seconds she’d have a dozen amorous volunteers begging to do her bidding. But people didn’t respond to Jana that way. Maybe they were a little scared of her because she would presumably be the next maghiarja, but they didn’t love her the way they loved Papà and Filumena.

			She was different. She wasn’t one of them.

			But Papà loved her, so she let it go and returned her attention to making dinner: a tomato stew, potatoes fried in olive oil, hunks of soft sheep cheese seasoned with oil, vinegar, sea salt, and fresh basil.

			After they ate, she started to clean, but Papà took over. “Let me do it. You must be tired from plowing the field all day. And from what you said, Cristo and Antonio weren’t much help. I’ll talk to Iginu.”

			“Please don’t, Papà. It won’t help.”

			He grunted noncommittally, making no promises, but Jana hoped he would stay out of it. She could handle those boys on her own, and she didn’t want relations between Cristo and Iginu to sour any further.

			She told Papà she was going to visit Sperancia and would be back soon. Her muscles were tired from the labor, and her back was sore, but her mind was wide awake. She imagined greeting the visitors in the morning, and what questions she would ask them. And she was curious as to what Sperancia wanted to show her.

			Sperancia lived in an ancient stone house at the top of the hill, practically in the shadow of the castle ruins. She owned several goats, a dozen chickens, and tended a large garden. But the maghiarja received even more food from townsfolk paying her for services: healer, teacher, advisor, strongwoman. Sperancia opened the door seconds after Jana knocked and wordlessly led her to the roof.

			Jana had been to Sperancia’s rooftop only a few times. In the moonlight she saw a few familiar things: an herb garden, a small wooden table and chair, a cistern. But there was something new as well: a long, tapering tube mounted on a sturdy stand.

			“It’s called a telescope,” Sperancia explained. “I’ve been grinding the lenses by hand, for weeks, from glass. Pietro’s father built the casing for me.”

			“Like a giant spyglass?”

			“Precisely. Have a look.” Sperancia pointed to the eyepiece on the narrow end of the tube. “Be careful not to touch it or move it.”

			Jana looked through the eyepiece, expecting to see a blurry smudge of light, a star or planet or ring, or maybe the crescent moon. But instead she saw a clearly defined oval ring of light. She gasped when she realized what it was: a giant structure, slowing turning on a central hub, high in the sky.

			“The rings are machines!” she said. She’d seen the rings in the sky, several of them, her entire life. Each was a slightly different shape and color, and occupied the same place in the sky, staying still even as the rotation of the planet made the constellations appear to move. The rings were dimmer than the stars and planets, but were visible on clear nights, even without a spyglass. “You always suspected they were machines, but this proves it.”

			“I always knew they were.”

			“What do you mean? If you knew, why didn’t you tell us before?”

			Sperancia furrowed her brow. “I couldn’t prove it. And I didn’t know if it would help anyone, or do any good. But maybe I should have.”

			“The visitors – are they from the rings? Have they come down from the sky?”

			“Maybe. It seems likely.”

			“Tell me everything you know about the rings.”

			Sperancia explained that in the century of economic and political collapse triggered by climate disruption, reduced birth rates, and political corruption, some enterprising nations, corporations, and wealthy individuals had collaborated to design and assemble vast ringships. These orbiting habitats contained everything needed to support life for thousands of people. When the great Campi Flegrei eruption dealt the final, eventually fatal blow to global civilization, those in the ringships were fully protected.

			“The knowledge that I have preserved in my many selves – it is only a fraction of what they must possess. Medicine, biology, physics, mathematics. And not just the sciences, but the arts. They still have everything.”

			Sperancia sounded envious, which Jana didn’t understand. Their lives in Bosa were rich and good. Most people were happy and everyone had plenty to eat. From what Sperancia had taught her of history – wars that lasted centuries, horrible plagues, the destruction of nature, terrible crowding, human cruelty beyond imagining – life on the island was blessed and relatively free of strife. So why would Sperancia lust for lost knowledge? What good had it done their ancestors?

			She said as much. She wasn’t afraid to express herself freely around Sperancia.

			“Yes, our lives are good. But everything depends on knowledge, and how it is passed along. Imagine if we didn’t know how to fish, or grow food in our gardens, or treat the sick.”

			“We’d be hungry and miserable.”

			“And far fewer in number.”

			Sperancia didn’t need to spell it out. When she referred to knowledge, she referred to her own knowledge, though she shared most of what she knew freely. Whenever people had a question, they came to the maghiarja. How to cure a sty? Ask Sperancia. How to grow beans? Ask Sperancia. Even the mirto liqueur that Micheli distilled from berry mash – Sperancia had taught him how to do that. Micheli had remembered his great-grandmother making the stuff but had no idea how. Sperancia had remembered the exact recipe and methods.

			Without Sperancia, they would be a poor, wretched, hungry lot, like the Corsican savages. As a child she’d once seen Corsicans fishing on a crude raft. Even from far away the north islanders looked dirty, ungroomed, dangerously thin. They’d stared at her and Papà, in her father’s newly painted red fishing boat, with resentment and hatred. She’d started to wave but Papà had scolded her. “They’re not like us,” he’d explained. “They’re not friendly. If they could, they’d run you through with a spear, roast you over a fire, and eat you with pepper sauce.”

			To this day she wasn’t sure if the Corsicans were truly cannibals or if Papà had just been scaring her for her own good. And what was pepper sauce, anyway?

			Sperancia had been adjusting the telescope. “There it is,” she said. “Have a look.”

			Jana lowered her eye to the eyepiece again. This time, instead of a slowly spinning, dim, yellow-orange ring, she saw a bluish, rotating cylinder. “What is it?”

			“Another space habitat. I can’t be sure, but I think it appeared for the first time only three days ago.”

			Jana stood straight and tried to find the object without the aid of the telescope. Sperancia pointed to a still blue dot, with no starlike flicker. Jana didn’t have the same knowledge and perfect memory of the sky as Sperancia, but it did look out of place. “I think I would have noticed that before.”

			“So do I,” said Sperancia.

			“Do you think its appearance has something to do with the visitors?”

			“Maybe we should expect more than one group of visitors.”

			Sperancia offered Jana herb tea with wildflower honey, which she politely declined. There were many more things she wanted to ask the old woman, but she needed some time alone to think.

			“Sperancia – I have a favor to ask, though it’s nothing urgent. If you’re too busy I can probably find another way.”

			“What?”

			“There’s a large boulder in the field I’m plowing….”

			“I’ll move it tomorrow, after we talk to the visitors. Whatever you need, child. You should never hesitate to ask.”

			Jana thanked her, though she didn’t understand Sperancia’s constant willingness to help her, no matter the inconvenience. Certainly that wasn’t true for everyone in town; most had to pay fairly, if not dearly, for Sperancia’s assistance.

			Though it made sense in a certain light. They were separate people now, but after the Crucible ceremony, they would become one. By helping her, Sperancia was helping her future self.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Jana and her father arrived at the docks early, but so had everyone else. Half the town was there, at least, talking excitedly in anticipation of the visitors. She was as curious as everyone else, but this was too much – too many people in too small an area.

			As she turned to leave, Sperancia roughly grabbed her arm from behind. “You need to be here. Suppress your feelings, for now.”

			“You’re hurting me.”

			Sperancia instantly released her. “I’m sorry. Can you control yourself?”

			“Of course.”

			“Stand over there, away from the crowd.” Sperancia pointed to an empty fishmonger’s stall. “When the visitors come, force your way to the front, and find me.”

			Jana nodded and did as Sperancia asked. The stall had a pungent smell and the wooden counter was slick and glistening with fish scales, but no one bothered her there.

			She watched the crowd. Some of the young men had brought weapons: Cristo was carrying a crossbow; Antonio was hefting a long pike that looked far too heavy for him. Jana thought that was ridiculous. If the visitors had a boat that could fly, then surely they had weapons that outclassed bows and spears. Guns or missiles, maybe, as their ancestors had used in wars that spanned the planet. Those who wanted safety should have stayed at home.

			Though maybe there was sense in not appearing defenseless. Bows were enough to ensure the Corsicans kept their distance.

			Whatever the visitors had meant by ‘morning’, they had not meant dawn or any time close. Two hours passed without any sign of them. What if the whole thing had been a distraction, and the visitors were attacking the old town even now? She shared this thought with Filumena when her friend stopped by to say hello.

			“You sound like Iginu with your suspicions.”

			“But admit it, we’re acting like sheep. All gathering here at the docks, exactly as they asked.”

			“They didn’t ask us all to gather here. Besides, the men are well-armed.”

			“The visitors could have better weapons. They probably do.”

			“You worry too much. And you look like a fishmonger with no fish.” Filumena laughed, which made her even more beautiful.

			Jana laughed with her because there was no meanness in her friend, only playfulness. But maybe Filumena was right about her worrying too much. “I worry that you’re too trusting,” Jana said.

			“You’re not trusting enough.”

			“I trust you.”

			Filumena gave her a serious look that she had trouble interpreting. Was it sadness, or regret? But both women were distracted by the noise of the crowd. The visitors had arrived.

			Jana and Filumena ran down to the dock. Jana waded through the crowd toward the front, which was not as difficult as she’d expected. She was tall, with sharp elbows, and people made way with only a few resentful grumbles. And Jana carried some of Sperancia’s authority by proxy.

			As Jisepu had described, the visitors were on a floating vehicle. They slowly glided over the water, about twenty meters away. Directly beneath their hovercraft – as Sperancia had called it – the water was turbulent; a down-blowing wind was keeping them in the air.

			Jisepu had described three people, but there were four today: two women about Papà’s age, one with orange hair and one with brown hair streaked with gray; a handsome man with light-brown skin and long, dark hair, older than Cristo and Antonio but still young; and a pale woman with long, black hair, a broad face, and attractive but unusual features.

			“Hello!” shouted the woman with orange hair, in Italian. “My name is Ingrid. These are my companions, Lydia, Tem, and Maggie.” She gestured to the older woman and the young man and woman in turn. “We need to give you some blood tests before we get any closer. Can I get a few volunteers?”

			Sperancia stepped forward. “Why do you need blood tests? We don’t consent to genetic testing.” Jana recognized the word – genetic – from Sperancia’s description of Pietro’s disease, but she didn’t understand its exact meaning.

			“We need to test for various antibodies, to get a picture of your general immune profile. We’ll look for indicators of your virome and phage ecology. We might be carrying pathogens that are harmless in our own bodies, but that could make you sick. We only need a drop of blood from three or four people.”

			Sperancia appeared to understand this explanation. “How will you collect the samples?”

			In response, the young black-haired woman produced a canister and sprayed a liquid over a number of small objects. She then picked up the pebble-like objects and tossed them in the air. Jana expected them to fall to the water, but the pebbles took flight. Moments later a tiny swarm of metallic black beetles were buzzing around them. Jana stepped back instinctively.

			“Extend your arm, if you’re willing,” Ingrid shouted. “The drones will take blood samples and return them to us.”

			Jana looked to Sperancia, who nodded. Jana extended both arms, palms up. One of the beetles landed on her left forearm; a moment later she felt a quick, almost painless prick. Up close the beetle was iridescent, and glimmered as if wet. It lifted a double set of wings, perhaps to say thank you, and flittered off. Jana examined her arm but there was no blood nor redness. And no lingering pain.

			Cristo handed his crossbow to Antonio, who had some trouble taking it while maintaining control of his long pike. Cristo stepped forward, slightly jostling Jana, rolled up his sleeves, and extended his arms. Jana noticed his hands were trembling slightly, but she took no pleasure in this observation. It made him braver than her, that he was actually scared. She’d felt no fear at all, not even a trace. Her body – it was just a thing, a vehicle for her mind. She realized most people didn’t feel the same, that her sense of complete duality was unusual. To them, body and self were one. When Filumena saw her reflection in a mirror, she saw herself. But when Jana passed a highly polished surface, she felt no connection to the image she saw. And that disassociation extended to all of her bodily senses, including pain. It was nothing, pain, just signals traveling within her nerves, like the vibrations of a horn transferring to the air and making sound.

			After Cristo’s show of bravado, two other young men stepped forward and let the beetles sample their blood.

			“Can we get one more person, please?” Ingrid called from the hovercraft. “A woman, someone older?”

			Several people looked to Sperancia, but Jana knew better. It wasn’t that the old woman was scared, but she wouldn’t let the visitors read her blood. Her body was different, on account of the fine threads that were visible beneath her skin. Those threads had penetrated every millimeter of her flesh, including her brain. Sperancia had explained it all to Jana, how the Crucible worked.

			“I’ll do it.” Vissenta, Cristo’s mother, stepped forward, but not before shooting a look at Sperancia, which garnered no reaction. Vissenta cried out and stumbled as the beetle raised its wings and flew off. Cristo rushed to support his mother, cursing loudly.

			“I hope you have what you need!” he shouted at the visitors.

			“We do, thank you,” Ingrid replied, either not registering or ignoring Cristo’s hostility. “We’ll need a few minutes – please be patient.”

			Jana watched them closely. The older brown-haired woman – Lydia – was busying herself with the beetles, doing some kind of fine work with small tools. Perhaps she was a doctor or healer, like Sperancia. Ingrid sat on the edge of the craft and smiled at the townsfolk of Bosa, waving back at several small children in the crowd who waved and cheerfully shouted at her. Ingrid was the face of the visitors, and their tongue. The two younger visitors spoke quietly with each other. Jana wondered what their roles were.

			“Good news!” Ingrid called out. “It’s safe for us to get closer. May we approach?”

			Gregoriu, the mayor, finally stepped forward. He was a short, slight man, older and balding, with tiny tufts of black hair sprouting from his nostrils and ears. He was timid, but thoughtful and unwaveringly fair, which had led to his election five times. Not five times in succession; Micheli had been elected for a single interim term. But that had gone poorly, and the townsfolk of Bosa had reinstated Gregoriu as soon as was possible.

			“Yes, you may approach,” shouted Gregoriu in a wavering voice. “I am Gregoriu Serra, mayor of Bosa. Welcome to our town, and welcome to Sardinia!”

			The crowd shuffled back as the hovercraft glided in, spraying the front line with sea mist. Tem, the young man with long hair, nimbly jumped to the dock and tied the craft to a post with a length of black line. Jana eyed the rope enviously. It was thin but she guessed it was strong, much stronger than the scratchy oak-bark rope that had snapped at Pinna’s first heave.

			“Thank you for the kind welcome,” said Ingrid. “We are from a town called Ilium, in the Po Valley, approximately seven hundred kilometers to the north.”

			“Ilium,” Sperancia repeated.

			“Have you heard of it?” Ingrid asked. Too casually, Jana thought. Maybe Ingrid was not as simple and naïve as she appeared.

			“No,” Sperancia replied, with a stubbornness that made Jana sure that she had.

			“It is not as beautiful as Bosa,” Ingrid continued, “with your castle and colorful houses and wonderful stonework. We are a very young town, only thirty years old, about as old as Tem here.” She gestured to the long-haired man, who was watching Sperancia closely. Had he noticed something different about her?

			“Why are you here?” asked Iginu. It was a blunt question, but a fair one. Everyone wanted to know.

			Ingrid nodded. “The short answer: we are here to trade. We’d like to exchange both knowledge and goods. We can help each other. We have medicine that can heal your sick—”

			“We already have a healer,” Iginu interrupted. He pointed with his chin at Sperancia, who looked displeased.

			“Let her speak!” The angry voice was from Enzo, Pietro’s father. Pietro himself, unable to walk, was not there, though Jana was sure he would want to be; the boy was curious and adventurous.

			“We have medicine, we have supplies, and most of all we have knowledge of the world we would like to share with you.”

			“And what do you want from us?” Gregoriu asked.

			“We want to know what you know,” Ingrid answered without hesitation. “Your history, your way of life, exactly how you have survived through the ages.”

			“I think you already know,” said Iginu accusingly. “You’ve been spying on us, haven’t you?”

			To Jana’s surprise, Ingrid nodded. “Yes. For many years we watched you from a distance. Never too close, but there were people on the island observing you, taking notes. Anthropologists. But they meant no harm – they were only there to learn.”

			“I knew it!” Iginu shook his fist.

			“But that was many years ago. We stopped that practice long ago. We decided among ourselves that it was unfair, unethical.” Tem leaned in and said something to Ingrid in a language Jana didn’t recognize. Could Tem understand Ingrid’s Italian, but not speak it himself? “And yes, as Tem points out, it was a decision made after one group in particular expressed their displeasure.”

			“How many groups are there?” Sperancia asked.

			Ingrid smiled. “We don’t know. Far more than we initially thought. So far we are in contact with six communities, including yourselves. We guess there are far more, possibly hundreds.”

			“That’s all you want?” Gregoriu asked. “Knowledge of how we live?” The mayor sounded relieved.

			“Mostly. We’d like to trade foodstuffs as well. We get tired of eating the same foods all the time.”

			“We don’t,” Vissenta bragged. “We eat well.”

			“You especially,” quipped Iginu. Vissenta flicked his ear, eliciting a howl of pain from her husband. But the tiff provided a moment of entertainment and levity at the old couple’s expense. The crowd’s mood lightened.

			“Would you be willing to give us a tour of Bosa?” Ingrid asked. “And after that, maybe we can sit somewhere and talk, the four of us with four of you? Yourself, Gregoriu, and others who make decisions?” She looked pointedly at Sperancia even though the maghiarja had said little.

			“Yes, of course. Please, make some room for our guests. Let them through!”

			The visitors left their hovercraft tied off and unattended, though a clear glasslike shell slid over the passenger compartment as they walked away. The machine probably had its own defenses, and she hoped Cristo and the others would not be foolish enough to attempt boarding it. The young men loitered on the dock, stupidly holding their weapons, as the town elders led the visitors toward the old town.

			“Antonio, lend me your knife,” she said when the visitors were out of sight.

			“Why?”

			“Just give it to me.”

			Antonio frowned but reluctantly handed Jana his knife, a dark steel blade with a polished handle that his father had fashioned from a sheep’s horn.

			“What are you going to do?” Cristo asked.

			“What are we going to do. We’re going to move that rock.”

			There was a long coil of the black rope on the dock next to the post where Tem had tied off the hovercraft. Despite the sharpness of Antonio’s blade, it took her over a minute to cut through its tough fibers.

			“What are you doing?” Cristo shouted. “You’ll start a war!”

			“You’ll ruin my knife!” Antonio protested.

			“Don’t worry, boys. They don’t seem very warlike, do they? And I’m sure they have plenty of rope.” She examined the edge of Antonio’s knife; it looked duller but undamaged. “Just needs a good sharpening.”

			“If they have plenty of rope, they’ll be happy to trade for it,” said Antonio. “You shouldn’t steal.”

			“Didn’t you listen to what the woman said?” Jana protested. “They’ve been spying on us for years. They owe us.”

			Cristo and Antonio agreed to meet her at the field after they put away their weapons, and somewhat to her surprise they arrived soon, with Pinna the red ox in tow, ready to work. All three of them were happy to have something to do while the elders met with the visitors.

			“Who did Gregoriu pick to represent us?” Jana asked.

			“Council members,” Antonio answered. “Sperancia, Micheli, and my father.”

			Those were good choices, if predictable. Micheli was popular, Antonio’s father, Austino, was rich and an active trader, and Sperancia was the oldest, wisest, and most knowledgeable person in Bosa.

			“I don’t trust them,” Cristo said.

			“You sound like your father,” said Antonio.

			Cristo shrugged. “Maybe he’s right this time. They admitted to spying on us, didn’t they? It’s a good time to be cautious.”

			“But they admitted it,” Antonio protested. “They said they knew it was wrong, to watch us without our knowledge. Don’t you think that means they want to have honest relations with us now?”

			“Maybe. But it might be more lies. Jana, what do you think?”

			“I don’t think they’re lying to us. But I do think they’re hiding something. If they’ve known about us for a long time, why wait until now to contact us?” She was thinking of the blue cylinder she’d seen with Sperancia’s telescope, a new object in the sky.

			With strong rope, the work was easy. Pinna hauled the boulder aside, and taking turns at the plow they readied the field for planting well before sundown.

			“You lead Pinna back,” Jana instructed Antonio. “I’ll return the rope.” She hadn’t been worried at the time, but doubt had crept in as they’d worked. It was probably unwise to anger the visitors, even if they had plenty of extra rope.

			“You’d better not blame it on us,” Cristo said.

			“Do you really think I would?”

			Cristo would not admit it, but she knew that he trusted her, even if he didn’t like her.

			The dock was deserted when she returned. She brushed as much dirt as she could from the rope and left it in a neat coil next to the post. She didn’t see anyone around, but several young men had seen her cut the rope. Antonio and Cristo might not rat her out, but someone would likely gossip.

			That was fine. She would defend what she’d done – the visitors did owe them. And now they had two lengths of rope when before they’d had one.

			That night, after dinner and cleanup, she told Papà that she was going to visit Sperancia. He did not discourage her. Though he did not say so, she guessed he was also curious as to what had been said in the meeting with the visitors. What terms, if any, had been agreed to? She knew only that the meeting had lasted nearly four hours, and that the visitors had returned to their hovercraft and left unceremoniously, looking neither jubilant nor dejected. They’d left a length of rope, as a gift, someone had said, which Vissenta had helped herself to.

			News spread like wildfire through Bosa, but apparently none of those present at the meeting had revealed anything. Maybe they’d been too tired after the lengthy discussion. But she knew Sperancia would still be up; the old woman slept little.

			“Ah, I’d hoped you’d visit,” Sperancia said as soon as she opened the door. “Come in, have some tea.”

			Sperancia’s kitchen was lit by several tallow lamps. A large, ancient book was open on a round oaken table. A book of maps. “Here.” Sperancia pointed to a spot on the map that Jana recognized as the east coast of the Mediterranean Sea. “That is where Ilium was. An ancient city that they’ve named their new town after. It’s mentioned in Greek myths.”

			Sperancia had told her some of the Greek myths. The stories were memorable: Pandora’s box, the Minotaur’s labyrinth, the flight of Icarus. So were ancient myths from other cultures: Sumerian, Egyptian, Norse, Celtic. “Does that mean their ancestors were Greek?”

			“Maybe some of them, but the visitors have ancestors from every continent on Earth. Before they settled in Ilium they lived on a ringship called the Stanford.”

			“The spinning yellow-orange disc?”

			“Yes, that one. Though they consider themselves independent now.”

			“How many ringships are there?”

			“They mentioned five. The Stanford, the Liu Hui, the Al Hazen, the Hedonark, and the Michelangelo.”

			“The blue cylinder we saw….”

			“That’s the Michelangelo. They’re worried about that one.” Sperancia placed a steaming mug of tea in front of her. Sage, from the smell of it, and maybe dandelion.

			“Why?”

			“From what we remember of the Michelangelo, it was a museum ship – a project meant to house and protect humanity’s great works of art.”

			Jana was used to Sperancia’s use of we, which she tended to use when discussing the distant past. “Why are the visitors concerned? A museum ship doesn’t sound very threatening.”

			“The Michelangelo has been in the outer solar system for a long time, isolated from the other ringships. Unlike the Stanford, the Michelangelo doesn’t use sunlight for heat and energy, so it’s not confined to a close geosynchronous orbit.”

			“I don’t know what that means.”

			“I’ll explain it to you sometime, but the point is that they’ve been away, and now they’ve come back, and that has the other ringships worried. The Michelangelo won’t communicate – they’ve been dead silent. But they’re sending down shuttles to explore the planet.”

			“So the visitors were lying about wanting to trade with us?”

			Sperancia looked at her sharply. “You don’t trust them?”

			“They seem friendly, but no, I don’t. But only because I don’t understand them. I trust Iginu because I know he wants to be safe. I trust Vissenta because I know she wants a full pantry. I trust Cristo because he wants to fuck anything pretty.”

			Sperancia laughed. “You have that family figured out.”

			“And I trust you, because I know you want to learn everything you can, and you want what’s best for Bosa. But I don’t know what the people from Ilium want, not really.”

			Sperancia nodded. “Nor do I. But I sense they are good, virtuous people. In any case, we have a decision to make. They want to offer us medical care.”

			“Will you allow it?”

			“I’m tempted to. Zicanna has blood cancer, and while I might be able to keep her alive for many more years, I can’t cure it. And I’ve done what I can for Pietro, but his muscles keep wasting. In a few years he’ll be too weak to breathe.”

			Zicanna was Filumena’s mother. She’d been sick for years, mostly confined to her house and very weak, which meant more work for Filumena. More work and more tears.

			“They say they can cure them, completely? Both Zicanna and Pietro? Pietro would walk again?”

			“For the most serious cases, our ill would need to travel to Ilium to receive treatment. But yes, I know for a fact that the disease Pietro has, they could cure it. Completely. The cure – a small genetic edit – has existed for centuries. And they’ve kept that knowledge alive.” Again, Jana heard a tinge of envy in Sperancia’s voice.

			“Pietro’s father would never allow it.”

			“They would go together. Maybe his mother as well.”

			“Pietro would love that. He has an adventurous soul. But Zicanna – I don’t think she’d be brave enough to leave Bosa. Can’t they help her here?”

			“Maybe. But I believed them when they said they could cure her in Ilium.”

			Jana sipped her tea. Sperancia had a difficult decision to make. But for young Pietro, some chance at a long, rich life seemed better than certain death in a few years. “What else did you discuss?”

			“Trade. They seem serious about that – they’re interested in the food we make. Gregoriu brought them some of his pecorino, which they loved. And Tem had many questions for Austino – where he obtained his goods, how Bosa’s blacksmiths made their steel, and so on.”

			“And what about the Michelangelo? Should we expect more visitors?”

			“Perhaps. They don’t know. A shuttle landed to the south, in the ruins of Tunis.”

			“Isn’t that very far away?”

			“It’s closer than Ilium. Only five hundred kilometers south of where we stand. If there were another island the size of Sardinia directly to the south of us, you could walk to Tunis.” Sperancia showed her on the map. To Jana, their island seemed very large. In all her life she’d only seen a small part of it. And yet within the Mediterranean Sea, Sardinia looked tiny. The Earth was truly vast in size.

			“This tea is making me sleepy.” Maybe it was the tea, maybe it was the work in the field, maybe it was the events of the day. She felt as if everything in her world had shifted and was now balancing on a precipice.

			“Then sleep, child. It will be a week at least before the visitors return, so we have time to talk. Time to decide.”

			“Should I keep what you told me a secret?”

			“No. If I know Micheli, everyone will know everything by midday tomorrow. At least they’ll know Micheli’s version of it.”

			“One more question – did you tell them about yourself? I mean, did you tell them about the Crucible?”

			“No. But Tem – the young man – he was looking at me intently.” Sperancia touched her temple where the black threads were most visible beneath her skin.

			“Curious, maybe?” That seemed a natural reaction to Jana.

			“Maybe,” said Sperancia, getting up to clear the table. “Maybe that’s all it was.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Tem Ganzorig-Espersson was nervous. It had been three years since he’d last set foot in Happdal, in the Harz mountains of what had once been Germany. The village where his father had been born, and where his parents had met and fallen in love. The village where he’d lived the first nine years of his life.

			But he was also excited to see his uncle and aunt, Farbror Trond and Tante Katja. And his grumpy, fierce grandmother, Farmor Elke, who somehow defied age and weakness. What did they all think of him, of his decision to live on the Stanford? Did they feel forsaken and resentful? He knew that Farmor resented his mother, Car-En, for stealing her favorite son away, but over the years his mother and grandmother had reached an uneasy truce. Farbror Trond – now Jarl Trond – always seemed happy to see him, and was too busy with his own large family, the smithy, and his duties as jarl to spend time nursing old hurts. As for Tante Katja, she mostly kept her emotions hidden. She hadn’t always been that way; he remembered her as playful and expressive when he’d been a child. But her experience with Raekae – the slaver who had taken possession of her body with a centuries-old technology – had scarred and changed her.

			He had something important to discuss with his aunt. Something he’d seen, and was worried about. She, of all people, might know what to do.

			He navigated the hovershuttle carefully over the dense green canopy. The craft had layers of redundant safety mechanisms, but he was alone. Reckless maneuvers could get him in serious trouble.

			Maggie, curious about Happdal, had offered to come with him. He’d tried to scare her off with tales of his fearsome grandmother, of meals of rare venison and sour berries, of the complete lack of plumbing and hot water. His scare tactics hadn’t worked, but Maggie had sensed the truth – that their relationship was too new for her to meet his extended family. It would be stressful for him to be with her and his Happdal kin at the same time. She’d let him off easy, gracefully, without forcing the issue. And he knew that she wouldn’t hold it against him. He loved her for that, for her emotional generosity.

			He landed the hovershuttle in the clearing a few kilometers north of Happdal near the natural Three Stones formation. The walk would do him good, give him time to stretch his legs and acclimate his mind. As he followed the old path, he recognized landmarks: familiar boulders and gnarled trees that were far older than himself. His emotions came in waves, and he did nothing to control them. There was nobody around, no reason not to shed a tear or laugh aloud as the urge struck him. He felt a poignant nostalgia as he heard the cry of a lynx, and an echo of fear as he neared the spot where he and his mother had been captured by Svein, jarl of Kaldbrek. For weeks he’d been pressed into servitude by the cruel smith Völund, not knowing the fate of his mother. His father had rescued them both, killing Völund in the process. And that had been only one of his life-changing adventures that year. It was a miracle he’d survived his childhood.

			He was dressed in simple, drab clothes – nothing bright or colorful so he would not stand out in Happdal. But the synthetic, intelligent fabrics were anything but simple; they regulated his temperature, monitored his biosigns, and were near impossible to tear or pierce. He had his godsteel knife, Squid Cutter, that Farbror Trond had given him as a child. It was his only possession from that time. What had happened to his clothes, when he’d come aboard the Stanford? He couldn’t remember. They’d probably burned the filthy garments.

			His parents were still on the ringship. They visited Happdal as well, every few years. At first they’d all come every year, but the visits had become less frequent since he’d grown up. This was his first trip on his own – another reason he felt nervous. Everyone was always delighted to see Esper Ariksson, his handsome, charismatic father. And his mother had lived in Happdal long enough to make her own friends. And so had he, but for some reason he felt insecure.

			As he neared the village his thoughts returned to Bosa and the strange old woman Sperancia. When he’d first seen her, the black lace visible beneath her skin had reminded him of Tante Katja, before her body had reabsorbed the synthetic material. But nothing else about Sperancia had matched Katja’s recounting of being possessed by Raekae.

			Tem had joined the Sardinia delegation as a representative of the Stanford’s Repopulation Council. Gradually, over the past twenty years, Repop’s Non-Interventionism policy (which his mother had so famously violated) had shifted to the ‘Three R’s’: Responsible Repopulation and Reclamation. Tem had his doubts about the new approach, even though he thought Director Balasubramanian, its progenitor, was well-intentioned.

			Responsible made sense; responsibility was a core value of the ringstation citizens, and everyone on Repop took their job seriously. The planet was giving human beings a second chance, and it was of paramount importance to not screw up this time.

			Repopulation was obvious; that was the point of the council. But when Repop had been founded, no one had known there were many existing communities on Earth – possibly hundreds – each with its distinct culture, with varying degrees of technological sophistication. For centuries the Ringstation Coalition had discussed repopulating Earth as if the planet were a blank slate, home to abundant flora and fauna but scant human life. But that was no longer the case. Repopulation would include contact, integration, and politics.

			Reclamation was the R that made Tem the most uneasy. There was the environmental sense of the word, in terms of restoring ecologically damaged areas. He had no problem with that; there were still dozens of nuclear waste and power sites that needed containment, city ruins and ancient industrial sites that had to be decontaminated, and so forth. To a great extent the planet had cleaned itself over the centuries – especially the oceans – and much of civilization’s remnants were buried under ice fields or covered in dense forests or jungles, completely inaccessible. But there was still work to be done.

			But there was another sense of the word, definitely intentional. Human beings were in the process of reclaiming the planet as the still-dominant species. Earth had had a break from humanity’s hordes, from global consumer culture, from cargo ships and planes that belched pollution into the atmosphere, from billions of hungry mouths that stripped the ocean of life and the soil of minerals, from sprawl and blight that crowded out other animals and even insects. That break, dated from the massive Campi Flegrei eruption that had triggered the planet’s cooling phase and the ultimate unraveling of global civilization, had lasted nearly four centuries. Now their ancestral home was teeming with life, mostly pristine, with most of humanity’s sins and transgressions either faded by time or buried by ice or trees.

			But would they make the same mistakes all over again?

			Not only was there the question of repeating past environmental mistakes. There was also the question of who, exactly, would be doing the repopulating, under what terms, and how Earth’s current inhabitants would fare during that process. There was no central plan, no constitution, no guiding set of values beyond the Ringstation Coalition’s grandly worded but unenforceable charters. It was up to each community to govern themselves as they saw fit. There was nothing to prevent the rise of despots and tyrants, nothing to prevent a repeat of Earth’s bitter history.

			Adding to this uncertainty was the return of the Michelangelo. Tem had heard stories, growing up, of a ringship inhabited by artists gone mad, isolated in the outer solar system, paranoid and armed to the teeth. Now the Michelangelo was back in geosynchronous equatorial orbit, only a few thousand kilometers away from the Stanford, right over Lake Victoria in eastern Africa. But ignoring all hails.

			He’d descended into Happdal’s flat basin. Passing fields of wheat and rye, he waved to a farmer. The man gave him a long look but finally waved back. There was no watch or guards, which Tem took as a good sign; relations with Kaldbrek, the neighboring village, were still peaceful. There’d been no trouble since Saga had replaced Svein as jarl, many years ago. Though Svein was still alive, which meant that trouble could easily return.

			He was nearing Farfar Jense’s smithy, but saw no smoke, nor heard any hammer clanging. The last time he’d seen Jense, his uncle’s father had been griping about his aches and pains. A pit of worry formed in Tem’s stomach as he considered that Jense might have died, just as Farfar Arik – his biological paternal grandfather – had passed away. Fortunately, Esper had been with Arik at the time. Those that knew Jarl Arik insisted that the old man had clung to life by a thread, for months, until all his children could be at his bedside. Tem wouldn’t be able to forgive himself if Jense died before he could say goodbye. He owed the old smith so much, in terms of the man he’d become….

			So it was a relief when he saw Jense arguing with Lars in the middle of the road. He couldn’t yet hear what they were saying, but Lars, who had one wooden leg, was swaying precariously, shaking a finger in Jense’s face. The old smith kept batting Jense’s finger away, but Lars’s finger kept returning, getting close to Jense’s thick mustache each time.

			“Fuck you, you old pumpkin fucker,” Lars was yelling in Norse. “I paid you for those hinges months ago.”

			“You paid me for the nails, and you shorted me,” Jense said, his voice short on patience. “How could you have paid me for the hinges when they weren’t yet done?”

			Lars looked confused. “I paid you in advance.”

			“You did no such thing, though the next time you need my services you will pay me in advance. You’re not getting those hinges until you bring me the boar hides, as agreed. Or you can pay me in silver like everyone else.”

			Lars hawked and spat on the ground, probably intending the spittle to land near Jense’s feet. But a thick glob of mucus landed squarely on Jense’s boot. Lars looked up just in time to see Jense’s fist closing in on his face.

			Tem sprinted to close the distance, but by the time he reached them the old men were scuffling in the dirt. Tem grabbed Jense by his leather smock and heaved, but failed to pull the huge man off of poor Lars, who was getting the worse of the exchange. Lars was laughing uproariously through a mouthful of blood.

			“Farfar, get off of him! You know you can’t hurt him.”

			Lars had a genetic mutation that prevented him from feeling any pain. It made him an eager fighter and an adventurous hunter, but both activities had resulted in numerous injuries over the years.

			Jense looked at him, first in anger, then with the shock of recognition. He released Lars and stood to embrace Tem. His farfar smelled of smoke, iron, and sweat – comforting smells.

			“Look who’s here! This reminds me of when I pulled you off Hennik, years ago, when you were beating him to a pulp in this very spot.”

			“I remember,” Tem said. Though it had been Hennik beating him, not the other way around. He wondered what else had been lost in Jense’s memory.

			“Look at you,” said Jense, cupping Tem’s face with both hands. “What a beautiful man you are. The best of your father and mother’s features. But you look like a woman, with your long hair and bare face. Aren’t you old enough to grow a beard? Or is there something in your mother’s blood that prevents that?”

			Tem laughed. He was quite sure that he didn’t look like a woman, and he knew there was no use in trying to explain to the old smith that there was nothing wrong with a man looking like a woman in the first place, if he happened to or wanted to. “I don’t look good with a beard, Farfar. I tried it once, but my all friends said my face looked dirty.”

			“Hello, Tem!” said Lars from the ground. Tem reached down to help him up, and Jense helped as well, anger forgotten. “I’ll let the two of you catch up.” Lars left them, swaying unevenly and perhaps drunkenly, but making good ground toward the center of town, where he would surely spread news of Tem’s arrival.

			“You’re too old to be fighting, Farfar. But you look well. I’m glad to see you.”

			“I’m not well. Every joint aches. I have a year left at best. It’s time for me to join Arik and Bjorn in Valhalla.”

			“Not for a long time, I think. Why don’t you come to the Stanford for a rejuv?”

			“How much would that cost me? My weight in silver?”

			“It would cost nothing but the lice in your hair.”

			“I don’t have lice, you little squirrel – I wash and comb my hair every month!” Jense punched Tem playfully in the chest, causing him to stagger back and nearly fall. The man was a solid brick of muscle. Like Farbror Trond, Jense’s body produced almost no myostatin. Many of Happdal’s residents harbored wildstrains, remnants of genetic engineering mods from the Corporate Age.

			Jense wrapped a brawny arm around Tem’s shoulder and ushered him into Happdal. It was hard not to feel like a ten-year-old bellows boy again, being held by his bearlike farfar. His uncle and father had different fathers – Jense and the late Arik respectively – and thus Jense was not his real grandfather. But he had grown up in Trond and Jense’s smithy, back when the two smiths had worked under a single roof, and he loved both men as fiercely as he loved his own parents.

			Elke’s house was their first stop. His grandmother looked at him without smiling, and he felt a stab of fear, as most did in her presence. But she hugged him long and tight, without saying a word, and he was reassured that her love for him was stronger than any resentment.

			“You haven’t aged, Farmor.”

			“Of course I have. Come, sit and have something to eat, and some öl.” Elke’s hair had gone completely gray, and the lines in her hard face were deeper, but otherwise she looked the same as she had twenty years ago, beautiful and formidable.

			Elke brought out pickled vegetables, smoked trout, hazelnut cakes, and öl for everyone. Lars had delivered news of Tem’s arrival quickly and enthusiastically, and within minutes Elke’s house was packed with visitors, all wanting to touch and talk to Tem. He surrendered to the process, already feeling a buzz from the öl, and tried to shake the rust off of his Norse. Soon his mouth hurt from smiling and forming words that he had not uttered for years, round vowels and lingering consonants. He felt happy and drunk and loved.

			But where was Trond? Was his uncle not eager to see him? And where was Tante Katja? He needed to tell her about Sperancia, about his suspicions….

			“Where are my aunt and uncle, Farmor? Are they too angry with you to set foot in their childhood home?”

			Elke took a puff on her pipe. “You know Katja doesn’t like crowds. You can find her with her nose in an old book, as usual. And Trond is meeting with Saga, at his home, discussing Summer Trade.”

			“He’s a good jarl, your uncle,” said Lars. “The best in the Five Valleys. We’ve had peace with Kaldbrek for years.”

			“That’s thanks to Saga as well,” Elke pointed out.

			“Two smiths as jarls,” Jense added. “Smiths are sensible people.”

			“How is Saga?” Tem asked. He had a complicated history with Kaldbrek’s jarl.

			“Can she make a decent sword yet?” Lars asked. There was still dried blood in his beard from his fight with Jense, now mixed with pickle juice.

			“She’s getting better,” Jense said. “What about you, Tem? Are you forging steel on the ringship? Esper told me they have furnaces as hot as the sun.”

			“I haven’t for a long time.” As a child he’d dreamed of being a smith. More than that, he’d known, deep in his bones, that he would spend his life in the smithy, exhausting and strengthening his arms with thousands of hammer blows each day. And yet here he was, a diplomat. He had studied and experimented with metallurgy on the Stanford, and Jense was right – he had access to materials and resources that would seem miraculous or magical to the village folk. But he’d yet to forge a decent sword.
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