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Chapter One

Marcus Licinius Crassus was standing in the street, surrounded by two hundred slaves who were holding buckets and awaiting his signal. Before him was an insula, a badly built apartment block of brick and timber, overcrowded, unhygienic, and easy to catch fire. That explained why its middle stories were ablaze and threatening to spread the flames everywhere.

Next to Crassus was the building’s owner. As tenants on the upper floors pleaded to be rescued, and a crowd gathered to watch the drama, and pedestrians cursed because the street was blocked, he turned to Crassus and tugged at the great man’s toga. “I’ll sell it for a million denarii and not a sestertius less.”

“Ten thousand denarii.”

“Ten? Are you mad? Five minutes ago you offered me fifty thousand …”

“And five minutes from now I’ll offer you a mere three thousand.”

“This is robbery, Marcus Licinius! I’ll not have anyone forcing my hand …!”

“Then I’ll leave with my slaves and you can watch your building burn.”

“This is preposterous…!”

“Eight thousand denarii.”

“Eight! But you just offered me ten! What effrontery!

No, wait! Eight it is! Douse the fire and she’s yours for eight ….!”





At the blast of a whistle Felix started from his reverie. He steadied the book that was slipping off his lap — a leather-bound edition of Plutarch’s Life of Crassus — and sat up in his g-pod. Why had the whistle sounded? And was it his imagination or were they hovering in mid-air? He glanced at an info board and saw that, sure enough, their velocity stood at zero MPH.

He glanced at his reflection in a Teledata screen. A serious-looking face stared back, its eyes blue-green and brimming with confusion, the nose long and bony (exactly like his father’s), the hair straw-coloured, and the chin sharp and dimpled. With a grunt of impatience he engaged the screen and murmured, “External monitor.”

Almost instantly he was looking at a view outside the shuttle. Below him was the coast of Greenland — it was covered in piping and switching stations but was otherwise uninhabitable. On impulse he said, “Pan three hundred and sixty degrees,” and the scene changed abruptly, revealing pale blue sky, cumulus clouds and … Wait. Over there, at NNW 315 degrees, a Medevac was flying toward them, its blue flashers signaling a Code A health priority. What …?

“Honoured passengers,” a voice announced, “InterCity Services regrets to inform you that Shuttle 947, from Rome to Toronto, is experiencing a medical crisis on board. A Medevac will be docking in fifty seconds and will convey the affected passenger to the nearest Health Facility. Service is expected to resume momentarily. All g-force pods have been hermetically sealed and will disengage on the completion of our disinfectant protocols. We apologize for the inconvenience and appreciate your patience.”

Felix was bewildered. How could a Health Priority develop in mid-flight? Citizens were scanned for health anomalies at home, at every Portal and before any shuttle took flight, to prevent emergencies like this from occurring. Why hadn’t this illness been caught in advance? And what did “disinfectant protocols” mean?

He felt a vibration. On the screen the Medevac was beside the shuttle and extending an Evac-tube to its roof. A moment later, halfway down the aisle, a circular panel of the roof swivelled open and a Flexbot arm appeared inside the shuttle. Seizing a pod six rows down from Felix, it maneuvered it to the ceiling egress and into the tube that joined the crafts together. Felix spied the patient — an elderly man. His head was slumped and he was encrusted with blisters; they were red and covered every inch of his skin.

Wishing he could help this man, Felix watched as the panel on the ceiling closed. Seconds later his g-pod trembled as the Medevac drew away from the craft.

“This system is so old,” a voice spoke over his pod’s speaker. Glancing around, he spotted a teen his age who was seated across the aisle from him. He was tall, big-boned, and confident-looking. His features, too, were unnervingly calm, a result of the ERR (Emotion Range Reduction) he’d undergone. And his dark eyes were sparkling from his retinal upgrades.

“My name is Stephen Gowan,” he said, “Does it mean something to you?”

“No.”

“Then you obviously aren’t a programmer. I placed first in the North American Advanced Algorithmic series and work now as a consultant in Rome. In any event, the software on this shuttle is M4. You know what that means?”

“No.”

“It was installed in 2210 and hasn’t been upgraded. Three whole years without a partial upgrade! That explains why the sensors didn’t catch that man’s illness — although it’s odd his home monitor didn’t detect it either.”

Felix was going to ask if he’d seen the man’s blisters, but with a resonant hum the shuttle accelerated westward. Greenland was fading on the Teledata screen and the Medevac itself was just a blip in the distance. But … how strange. A blue haze was streaming from its rear exhaust, a sign that it had switched to its fusion thrusters. That happened when a craft was leaving the earth’s atmosphere and why would the Medevac travel off-planet instead of delivering the patient to Stockholm or Oslo? Before Felix could work this puzzle out, Stephen Gowan spoke again.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to Felix’s lap.

“This?” Felix asked, holding up the Life of Crassus, “It’s a book.”

“A real book? Like the ones you see in museums?”

“Yes.”

“Hold it up so I can look at it more closely.”

“It was printed four hundred years ago,” Felix explained, pressing the book against the pod’s membrane.

“What’s that funny writing?” Stephen asked, wrinkling his nose in curiosity.

“On the right you have classical Greek; on the left is a version in Latin.”

“What are Greek and Latin?”

“They’re languages that were spoken in ancient times.”

“You mean, before everyone learned Common Speak?”

“Before that, even. Plutarch wrote this work two thousand years ago.”

With a look of disbelief Stephen asked how he had come across the book. Felix explained that his father ran the world’s last Book Repository and had filled their home with stacks of tomes. His father was also trained in Greek and Latin — there were only two such experts alive in the world — and had been teaching them to Felix for the last eleven years, from the day he’d turned four and been old enough to read. He’d also been studying these civilizations, hence his frequent trips to Rome.

“Why not use a Portadoc? It’s easier to carry and holds every text that’s been written, including Blutarch’s books.”

“Plutarch. My father won’t allow me. He says a book enhances the pleasure of reading because the contents seem unique and important, whereas a Portadoc jumbles everything together.”

“Your dad sounds old-fashioned.”

“That’s for sure. If he could, he’d stop all weather regulation, protein synthesis, retinal upgrades, synapse modification, ERR, genetic transference …”

“Has he ever had a real job?” Stephen smirked.

“Ten years ago he uncovered a temple in France. It was hidden from sight for two thousand years until he discovered its existence through an old Roman text.”

“What’s a temple?”

“It’s a building where people gathered and gave thanks to … they communicated with something they called gods.”

“The way we admire Reason on World Union day?”

“Yes. Something like that.”

“That sounds exciting,” he said, implying the exact opposite with his tone, “but I think we’ve arrived.” As if to confirm his observation, a voice announced the shuttle had docked in Toronto’s Central Depot and passengers should disembark at their leisure. There was no further mention of “disinfectant protocols.”

“Nice to meet you,” Felix called to Stephen who, now that the seals on his pod had opened, was standing in the aisle and hurrying away, as if anxious to escape this talk of books and ancient temples. When he failed to answer, Felix shrugged and packed away his book.

It was the same old story. As soon as people learned about his interest in the past, they assumed he was crazy and refused to talk to him further. His father suffered from the exact same problem — apart from his wife, he didn’t have any friends — and was always warning Felix that their studies of the past would lead to ridicule and isolation.

By now the shuttle was empty. With a sigh, Felix climbed to his feet, headed to an exit, and made his way into the station. As always, it was crowded with people from all over the globe, Buenos Aires, Nairobi, Jerusalem, Mecca. Moving toward a Dispersion Portal, he admired the totalium vault overhead, then let his glance drift to the lower western wall, part of which was built on the building’s earliest foundations that could be dated to a time when people travelled by train. His father, too, had once mentioned a door that led to something called the subway system, a network of tunnels served by underground transport. Felix had always wanted to explore this system, but the law clearly stated that this subterranean area was strictly off limits.

He joined a lineup at the Dispersion Portal. As passengers were catabolized in the doorframe’s wave of current, he thought about the Life of Crassus and how he had to finish it before his father arrived home …

Wait. What was that? A short distance off, a woman had stumbled — one moment she’d been walking; the next she had collapsed to the floor. Had she slipped …? No, she was lying in a motionless heap. As the crowd paused and wondered what to make of this scene — their ERR prevented them from reacting promptly — Felix started forward to offer his assistance. He’d taken just a couple of steps when two Service Units pulled up and stopped him in his tracks. Signaling that this was another Health Priority, they ordered people to keep away from the woman. What …?

The crowd was backing off. The two units had formed a stretcher between them and lifted the woman onto its surface. As they floated soundlessly toward an exit, Felix glimpsed the woman’s hands: the fingertips were crimson.

The room returned to normal. With the Service Units gone, the travellers hastened to their docking ports. For his part, Felix retreated to the Portal and, moments later, was poised at the head of the line.

“Destination, please?” a voice asked politely, as the Portal’s turquoise current swirled, like water on the verge of freezing over.

“Area 2, Sector 4, Building 9,” Felix answered.

“Processing,” the voice announced. Then a moment later, “Please advance.”

Felix stepped into the field. In the instant it took his atoms to be scrambled, dispatched across the city and reconfigured in the Portal outside his home, he just had time to register the thought that something was askew in their carefully ordered world.



Chapter Two

Crassus was standing in front of his tent. He was dressed in a sculpted breastplate of silver, a helmet with a horse’s crest and a blood-red cloak whose folds reached his calves. His face was stern as he eyed his legate Mummius. Ten metres away, five hundred soldiers were waiting at attention; despite their ramrod posture, they were ill at ease.

“Spartacus worsted you and your legions?”

“Yes, sir. He attacked us from two sides at once.”

“And you lost three thousand men?”

“That’s correct, imperator.”

“And these cowards dropped their arms as they fled from the slaves?”

“Yes, sir. But with all due respect, Spartacus has beaten two other armies —”

“Silence! Our discipline is slipping and must be restored!”

Eyeing his troops, Crassus told them to muster into fifty groups of ten. With typical Roman efficiency, they organized themselves within a matter of seconds. Strolling past these ranks, Crassus selected a single man from every decade, until fifty troops stood apart from the others.

“Sir!” Mummius pleaded. “Not a decimation! It wasn’t our fault …!”

“Quiet!” Crassus thundered. “Romans die before they flee! And if ordered to retreat, they never drop their arms! To instill these truths, these men must die. Maybe then the others will remember their training. Swords drawn!”

Instantly, the troops who hadn’t been chosen unsheathed their swords. Their fifty friends stood motionless, intent on meeting death like Romans.

At a nod from Crassus the killing began….





“Excuse me, Felix. Might I make a suggestion?”

At the sound of Mentor’s voice, Felix looked up from the Life of Crassus. As soon as he’d arrived home, he’d greeted Mentor, “purified” himself in an ultraviolet scan and settled at a table to finish studying for his lesson. He still had thirteen chapters to go.

“Of course you can, Mentor.”

“According to my sensors, you are low on protein.”

“I am a little hungry. I wouldn’t mind a fruit shake, please.”

“My thoughts exactly. Processing time, forty-five seconds.”

Felix smiled as Mentor’s circuitry hummed. The sound brought back a host of happy memories. Mentor was a 3L Domestic System and had been installed in the house when Felix had been born. His father hadn’t wanted a machine to tend his son, but had soon agreed that Mentor was a marvel, feeding Felix, guarding him, and teaching him to speak. Over the years new versions had appeared on the market, ones with many more features than Mentor, but Felix had refused to replace his friend. “Mentor’s part of the family,” he’d insisted, and his parents had agreed to hang onto this system.

“Here is your shake,” Mentor spoke, producing the drink from a nearby dispenser. Seating himself in the kitchen, Felix sipped his drink.

“Thank you, Mentor. It’s delicious as always.”

“Did you have an interesting day?”

“I studied several temples in the Roman Forum.”

“After you have read with your father, we must go over some physics.”

“Fine, Mentor, fine. By the way, a man fell ill on the shuttle home and was picked up by a Medevac. And a woman collapsed in the Toronto depot.”

“That is unusual. I hope these events did not prove too upsetting.”

“No, well, I don’t know. I hope those people are okay.”

That said, Felix finished his shake and placed the glass in Mentor’s hygiene recess. As he climbed to his feet, Mentor sterilized the cup and cleaned the counter with an ultraviolet “burst.”

“Have you viewed your mother’s message?” the computer asked.

“Not yet. I was intending to watch it when my father comes home.”

“My records reveal your father viewed it at work.”

“Oh. In that case, I’ll look at it now.”

Felix entered the living room and approached a flashing Holo-port. Moments later, light cascaded from sixteen lasers and assumed the shape of his mother’s lean features. Her face displayed its usual animation and Felix grinned as the hologram began to speak. As always happened when he viewed such recordings, he shivered at the thought that she was standing on Jupiter’s moon, Ganymede.

“Hello, my sweets,” the hologram spoke. “I would have called sooner but the interference is terrible. We’ve also had some problems with the units — the oxygen leads are inefficient — but have managed at last to bring them on line. We now have fifty portables up and the colony’s impressive, if I say so myself.”

Felix’s heart surged. He was proud of his mother. As the chief engineer for CosmoComm, a company that specialized in off-world projects, she was always travelling to distant regions, Mars, Deimos, the moon, and Ganymede, to ensure new portables were properly installed. Before her departure they’d toured the Clavius observatory, home to the earth’s biggest space telescope. Studying a screen that had projected scenes of Ganymede’s surface, they’d detected a tiny cluster of lights, from the outpost erected by the region’s first explorers. Barely able to control her excitement, she had revealed that she loved to construct portables because they formed the foundations for future cities and would spread human life even farther afield.

“Apart from the units, there’s not much else to report,” she went on. “No, wait. Two days ago we were struck by a comet. It shook the moon’s surface and blasted a crater over two miles wide. But other than that, my routines are the same. I miss you badly and can’t wait to return. I’m getting tired of the same old view. Here, let me adjust the camera so you can see for yourself.”

His mother’s face vanished and an alien landscape took shape. In the foreground was a plain of ice, with a brown hue due to the atmosphere’s ions. In the distance were hulking crags of rock, the result of prehistoric crater collisions: their rough-hewn peaks craned up to the sky, desperate to catch a glimpse of the sun, which wobbled into view once a week for three hours. Of course there wasn’t any greenery present — no trees, no shrubs, not a single blade of grass. And because there was a total absence of wind, everything was preternaturally still, as if Felix were looking at a photograph or painting.

Jupiter was hovering above this landscape, seemingly within arm’s reach of its moon. It was … vast. At one stage the camera was pointed straight at the planet and its bulk took up nine-tenths of the sky. Like its moon, it was beautiful but forbidding.

“Lonely, isn’t it?” she said, appearing again, “And do you know what the earth looks like from here? It’s no different from one of a billion stars. I sometimes find it hard to believe that on a tiny speck of light like that there are oceans, lakes, flowers, birds, trees, buildings, and crowds of people.”

Felix nodded and was reminded, of all things, of his father’s place of work. The building contained millions of books on shelves that reached right up to the ceiling’s rafters. Exploring its aisles, he imagined each volume, with its collection of ideas, represented a world in miniature and that the repository itself was a universe …

“On a more cheerful note,” she added, “My job here will be finished in a month. The trip home will take at least two weeks — I’ll be transferring twice, on Mars and Deimos — but in six weeks time we’ll be together.

I can’t wait —”

Her face dissolved and reassembled, like a pond whose surface has been broken by a pebble.

“Oh dear,” she said. “The interference is increasing. I’d better say goodbye before the signal disappears. By the way, the disruption will be bad for awhile, so I might not call for the next three weeks. Take care, both of you. I love you with all —”

The hologram ended before she finished her sentence.

Felix glanced outside the living-room window. It afforded him a view of the city’s downtown region, with its mile-high skyscrapers whose totalium finish reflected the afternoon light. Strange to say, he was reminded of the ruins in the Roman Forum. Decrepit piles of brick and marble, the temples, basilicas, and pockmarked arches had at one time convinced each ancient Roman that his empire and wealth would endure forever. And now? The city’s aqueducts, roads, religion, buildings, and poems were long forgotten.

“You are frowning. If the sun is bothering you, I can tint the window.”

“That’s okay, Mentor. I’m enjoying the view.”

“It is very fine.”

“Populations think their ways will last forever. But I bet these buildings will vanish one day, like the Parthenon, the pyramids, or the Coliseum.”

“A totalium structure should last eight hundred and sixty-two years on average.”

“That’s not what I mean. I’m saying we don’t care about the people before us. A hundred years from now, who’ll remember we existed?”

“Forgive me, Felix. I have not been programmed to address such feelings.”

“Never mind. It’s my mother’s message. They always turn me inside out.”

“You should sit outside until your father arrives. The tranquility will you do good.”

“That’s a fine idea, Mentor. I’ll follow your suggestion.”

Retrieving the Life of Crassus, Felix approached a door, which Mentor swiftly opened. Outside was a spiral staircase that led into a well-trimmed garden. As he stared into the greenery below, Felix was thinking that he’d lied to Mentor. His mother’s call didn’t bother him so much as the collapse of those two people that day. His instincts told him something odd was going on.

Still, he had his lesson to think of. Descending the stairs, he put his worries aside and pretended he was entering the distant past.





Crassus was standing in the thick of his army, forty thousand men, all told. They were in Assyria, in an empty plain, with the nearest source of water some ten miles distant. A small Parthian army crowned the hills before him. An hour ago their ranks had been thicker and their archers had fired constant volleys of arrows, pinning every Roman down and preventing battle at close quarters. Finally his son had led a cavalry charge and, in true Roman fashion, beaten the enemy back. Proud of his son’s manliness, Crassus was awaiting his return.

“We should leave,” his legate Cassius advised. “Before the enemy regroups.”

“I told you already,” Crassus growled, “when Publius returns, we’ll proceed to Carrhae.”

“Where is he? He should have been back. If we don’t leave soon …”

“We stay until he’s here!” Crassus thundered. “If not for his charge, we’d be riddled with arrows and …”

A reverberation of drums interrupted — the Parthian way of sounding an attack. On the hill before them a blinding flash shone forth and a cloud of dust filled most of the sky: waves of Parthians marched into sight, archers in front, cataphracts behind, their heavy armour impervious to spear and gladius.

“We should have left,” Cassius muttered.

“Where’s my son?” Crassus clamoured. “And where are my horsemen?”

As if in answer, the cataphracts raised their pikes on high. On each was fixed the head of a Roman. And there, on the tallest pike … Crassus would have groaned had his thirst allowed: staring back at him, his eyes fearfully wide in death, was the severed head of his beloved boy.

As Crassus hid his face, the Parthians closed in for the kill … 





“Felix!”

Seated beneath an apple tree, Felix raised his eyes from the Life of Crassus and watched his father slowly draw near. Dressed in a black Zacron suit — his taste in clothes was very old-fashioned — Mr. Taylor projected an air of formality yet was clearly pleased to be in the garden. The abundance of green was such a treat for his eyes, the grass, the shrubs, the two fruit trees, both of which were starting to blossom. A wall of bushes was broken here and there to accommodate flowers or the bust of a thinker. And along the garden’s boundaries was a high brick wall that blocked out everything except the sky’s expanse and the meandering clouds.

With its vegetation and simple fixtures, it was hard to believe this sanctuary was perched on a terrace fifteen stories above street level.

“Vale fili mi.”

“Vale pater.”

These greetings exchanged, Felix eyed his father and was surprised to see how tired he looked. Instead of standing with his impeccably straight posture, his shoulders were stooped and his neck drooped slightly, as if his head were too much of a burden to carry. And his eyes were ringed and lacked their usual lustre.

“Are you okay?” Felix asked with a note of concern, “You look tired.”

“I am tired, but there’s work to do.”

“You saw mom’s hologram? She’ll be home in six weeks.”

“Yes I saw it. It’s wonderful news.”

“What’s that?” Felix asked, pointing to a book his dad was carrying. It was small and bound in bright blue leather.

“It’s nothing really,” his father said vaguely. “A work of history, that’s all.”

“By whom?”

“Sextus Pullius Aceticus.”

“Aceticus? The vinegary one? I’ve never heard of him.”

“He’s not well known,” his father agreed. “And this edition in my pocket is particularly rare. Still, he’s … interesting.”

“What period does he cover?”

“We’ll discuss it later,” Mr. Taylor said dismissively. “Let’s start and read about Spartacus’s struggle. His story is why I assigned the Life of Crassus. Over the last few days this era has come to obsess me.”

“Okay,” Felix agreed. While his dad took a seat, he selected the right chapter and translated from the Latin into Common Speak.

He read how Spartacus had been a gladiator in the town of Capua. His owner Batiatus had treated his slaves badly, confining them and beating them often. Spartacus and others were determined to escape. Using a mix of kitchen utensils, they stormed their guards, fled the school, and armed themselves with swords and spears before venturing due south. When the praetor Clodius led three thousand troops against them, Spartacus and his companions crushed this army, gained a cache of weapons for themselves, and attracted many more slaves to their cause.

“The Romans don’t come off well,” Felix said.

“They most certainly don’t,” his father agreed.

“They had slaves and encouraged gladiatorial games ….”

“They have their better aspects, too. It’s strange how civilization can contain such savage elements.”

Felix continued. A second Roman army arrived — it consisted of six thousand soldiers — and Spartacus promptly routed it, too. By this time twenty thousand slaves had joined him. Aware he couldn’t beat the Romans forever, he led his troops as far as the Alps and advised them to leave Italy and return to their homelands. They refused, preferring to plunder instead. As they roamed the countryside and attracted more slaves, they killed Rome’s soldiers by the tens of thousands.

“There’s so much death,” Felix lamented.

“It isn’t pretty,” his father sighed, “But it’s important to know the truth about ourselves. If we want to grasp humanity in all its dimensions, we have to see ourselves as we are, and not as we would like ourselves to be.”

“I suppose,” Felix said, with a lack of conviction. “I’m just glad I haven’t experienced this bloodshed for myself.”

He read how a fourth Roman army was mustered, a huge one under the command of Crassus. The slaves marched to the toe of Italy where they planned to hire boats and sail to Sicily. Unfortunately, these ships failed to appear and Crassus boxed them in with a wall that was eight feet tall and twelve miles long. Heavy fighting followed. While the slaves smashed the wall and forced their way north, thirty thousand souls were lost in the process. In a final battle by the Silarus River, Spartacus took a gamble and charged the Roman army: the odds were stacked against him, however, and the Romans cut his troops to pieces. The gladiator himself died in combat. The surviving slaves, six thousand men, were crucified by Crassus along the Appian Way, as a warning to all slaves that their attempts to revolt would be ruthlessly dealt with. And so ended the famous slave rebellion.

Felix paused. He was going to ask his father what he thought of Spartacus but, as he looked up from his book, his mouth dropped open. His father was … sleeping! What on earth …? Through all their many lessons together, not once had his father nodded off on the job. In fact, when Felix himself had been tempted to nap, how many times had he been told that their lessons were too precious to waste a single moment snoozing?

Felix blushed. His father was snoring. Closing his book, he climbed to his feet and tiptoed toward the start of the garden. His initial impulse had been to wake his father, but his face was pale and he looked exhausted and it seemed a good idea to let him sleep until supper.

He retreated to the staircase. As he climbed its steps, he thought about the people who had collapsed that day and how their prostrate forms resembled his father’s. Not that he was worried: if his father were sick, Mentor would have caught it.

A loud, raucous cawing broke in on his thoughts. Spinning about, he looked around him. What was that racket …? Oh!

A crow had alighted on the tree’s top branch. Its plumage was black as pitch and its beak looked sharp and menacing. Felix was amazed. Crows were rarely seen in the city — they had left when humans had started controlling the weather.

But there was something else. For a moment, he thought the air about his father had split in half, revealing a figure who looked … exactly like himself. He shook himself vigorously: no, the apparition was gone.

But the crow was still there. As if aware of Felix’s stare, it perched itself beside his father. “Aagh, aagh, aagh,” it cried, as if addressing him directly. A shiver ran down Felix’s spine. The crow was poised to his father’s right: according to Roman traditions, a sighting like this was a terrible sign.

“Go away!” Felix yelled.

“Aagh, aagh, aagh!” the crow continued.

“Go away!” he repeated, “Leave my father alone!”

“Aagh, aagh, aagh!” the crow called, more insistently than ever. Abandoning the bough, he alighted on his dad’s right shoulder. And still his father continued to sleep.

This was more than Felix could bear. Hurrying down the staircase, he rushed toward the tree. Observing his approach, the crow finally took wing. It circled the tree and cawed once or twice, as if deliberately insulting Felix further … unless it was warning him of trouble ahead. Tracing one last circle, the bird shot into the sky and, seconds later, was a point in the distance.

Although he didn’t believe in ghosts or superstitions, Felix had to concentrate to keep his legs from shaking.
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