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			Chapter One

			Someone pounded on the door of #106 with all the authority of God calling his people home. The sound jarred Carter awake. His head throbbed with every heartbeat as he tried to sit up. He fell back with a groan. His stomach threatened to lurch from the fifth of vodka from the graduation party.

			Cracking one eye open, he glanced at the clock—0600. On a normal day, he was at the gym by 0500; today, death was preferable to movement. Covering his head with a pillow helped, but this was not a summons to be ignored. Carter stumbled to his feet and managed to stagger toward the door.

			He reached for the control panel as the door slid open. Two armed sentinels from nearby Alpha Base were inches from his face. One was human, the other a green-skinned giant from the planet Plox with a nasty scowl etched onto his face.

			What had he done to bring such trouble to his door? Carter recalled being invited to party with his classmates after graduating from League Academy and drinking, lots of drinking. Reality smacked him in the face. Oh God, I’m wearing my rumpled, dirty dress uniform from last night. It reeks. I reek. The one-time never to be repeated experience left him with the hangover from hell. Would it end his career before it began?

			He wanted to fall on his knees to plead, Whatever I did last night. I am sorry, very sorry.

			“Ensign Carter Houston, you have a meeting with Commandant Taylor on Alpha Base at 0700 hours. We are here to escort you,” barked the Plox in a deep, nasally voice.

			Carter blinked to clear the confusion from his fogged brain.

			“You didn’t answer your telecom or your bell,” the other sentinel stated with amusement. He was younger and less fierce-looking than his partner.

			“I turned it off last night,” Carter explained, then stood at attention. “Permission to get cleaned up?”

			“Thirty minutes, Ensign,” snarled the Plox. “They’re waiting for you.”

			A scowl from the green giant withered Carter’s argument before it escaped his lips. The younger sentinel handed him a packet containing two pills.

			“It’s Noalco. Guaranteed to remove alcohol from the blood. It’ll cure that hangover.”

			The Plox smirked. “You’ll piss blood.”

			“Don’t listen to him. He’s a jerk.” The younger sentinel motioned toward the hallway. “You need to hurry.”

			In the bathroom, Carter took the pills while the shower warmed. Within thirty seconds, the Noalco began to work its magic. Alcohol-laced sweat poured off his body as the shower washed it away.

			Hair combed, teeth brushed, clean uniform on, shoe cloth…Oh man, I have to pee. It burned like hell. He glanced at the bowl. No blood, whew.

			Carter hurried to join the two sentinels. The Plox was watching his wrist timer. Counting the seconds down. What would the green giant do if I were late? Toss me over his shoulder? In the hallway, more than one door cracked open, evidence that his classmates were watching. Soon, the whole dorm would speculate why sentinels carted off strait-laced Carter, of all people.

			From the backseat of the transport, his world vanished into the morning light. Possible reasons for this summons spun in his thoughts, but nothing made sense. He polished his shoes with the special cloth and slid a comb through his hair one last time. Erasing the bags under his eyes wasn’t possible. He prayed he appeared presentable. The younger sentinel glanced back, giving him a nod.

			After a short flight to Alpha base, they entered the administration building. Carter followed the sentinels through a maze of hallways to a secluded conference room. The door slid open as they approached. Gathered around a table were the base commandant, a fleet admiral, two League generals, plus several high-level officers he couldn’t identify. Instinct screamed for him to make a run for it, but his escorts made escape impossible. Around the table, twelve pairs of eyes shone above more than two dozen stars. Puzzled by their friendly, expectant faces, Carter stood to attention, saluting the officers who held his fate in their hands.

			“Ensign Houston, thank you for joining us,” said Commandant Taylor. “Have you eaten this morning?”

			The aroma of bacon, coffee, and pastries blended, making Carter’s stomach answer with an appreciative rumble.

			The commandant inclined his head. “Please help yourself to a plate before I explain why we’re having this meeting. Your being at the Academy is fortunate—maybe even divine providence.”

			“Yes sir, thank you, sir.” Carter turned toward the buffet, ready to devour the goods, but the knot in his stomach warranted caution. He limited himself to eggs, toast, and a single slice of bacon on his plate.

			He could hear whispers. The commandant’s smile seemed forced. He was too eager. They want something from me, something they can request, not command. He walked to the table, struggling to imagine anything they could not command him to do.

			He sat and arranged the napkin in his lap. The general introduced the top brass from the League’s 12th quadrant, while Carter ate the scrambled eggs one fork at a time.

			“You’re Ensign Carter Houston,” said a general at the table.

			Swallowing, Carter wiped his mouth. “Yes sir, General, sir.”

			Heads around the table nodded. The shoe fell with the next question. “Your father is Colonel Benjamin Houston, currently on Bengar in the 12th quadrant of League Space. Am I correct?”

			Carter took a moment to reply. “You are aware the colonel is my father, or I wouldn’t have been summoned here.”

			Did they know his parents’ brief marriage was annulled before he was born? His mother remarried, and his maternal grandparents raised him. His father’s career in the League prevented much contact. Infrequent visits to Earth, video chats on birthdays and special occasions comprised their relationship.

			Carter continued, “I’m sorry, sir, my father suffered severe injuries during an ambush on Andor. He was transported to Bengar for medical treatment. He hasn’t been in contact since.”

			The commandant nodded. “After he recovered from his injuries, Colonel Houston completed his mission for the League. Recently, he resigned his commission to head security for the new Regent of Kaydor.”

			Carter tightened his jaw to keep it from falling open. He was speechless. Was his father a deserter? No, he wouldn’t believe that.

			Leaning forward, the general put both hands on the table. “The League was not opposed to Colonel Houston’s decision. However, recent events have made his help necessary. He needs to know information we cannot transmit by normal channels.”

			Carter straightened his back. Trapped by the general’s intense gaze, he asked, “What information, sir?”

			“We have it on good authority that an alien race we’ve dubbed the Krygg has infiltrated the 12th quadrant. It is planning to invade Bengar. No one in the League has met or seen these aliens. Our intelligence seems to confirm their capability to destroy whole planets. Thus far, they have attacked outside League space. Our sources indicate they may target Bengar soon. Without a space fleet, they will be defenseless. It’s vital that Bengar develops a ground-to-space system before the Krygg come. We can’t protect them unless they join the League.”

			“That sounds…serious, sir. I wouldn’t be any help. Our relationship is…not close. I have little contact with my father.”

			“Everyone has family issues, son. We believe Colonel Houston trusts you. More importantly, we trust you to convey this important warning. We need him to persuade the Bengarians to join the League.”

			Carter’s shock turned into wariness. If these men were circumventing diplomatic channels, their faith in him must be high. Diplomats had been trying to persuade Bengar to join the League for years. The threat must be real for these men to put their careers on the line. What situation would be grave enough to warrant their risk? He did not merit that trust. No one could guarantee his father would go along with their plan, though he might listen.

			Carter gazed around the room. “When do I depart, sir?”

			“You’ll be picked up at 1200 hundred hours, Ensign.”

			He slid back his chair, stood, and saluted the commandant. “Permission to leave, sir?”

			“Granted. Be at Bay 17 a few minutes early. Don’t discuss this assignment with anyone outside this room. A lieutenant will brief you during the trip.”

			Carter’s thoughts raced—there were calls to make, plans to change. His mother would be furious that he wasn’t returning to Earth for the planned visit. His grandfather would be disappointed there would be no business meetings or social engagements.

			The sentinels escorted him back to his apartment. When Carter was inside, he showered again before packing. He dreaded making the call. Taking a deep breath, he broke the news early in the conversation.

			“They can’t do that,” Camilla Jones Houston Briskell said in a high-pitched whine. Her visual was blacked out. He could imagine bright pink blotches on her cheeks from anger. “You can’t be denied leave. I, we, have plans. Your grandfather will be furious. I’ll get him to put in a call. We’ll see how long your commandant is in charge. We have connections.”

			“I don’t want him to call anyone. I’ve agreed to the assignment.”

			“You don’t miss your family? I know who you got that from,” she retorted.

			“Of course, I miss you. I want to come. This is an important mission. I’ll come home when my assignment is complete.”

			After an awkward goodbye, he disconnected the link.

			Carter took a deep breath, ready to relax, when another call came in. He greeted his grandfather, Senator Edward Jones, who smiled into the screen calmly.

			“Good to see you, Carter. What’s this all about? Your mother is in tears. You know how she is. She has your whole social agenda planned. I know Senator Campbell on the Arms Services Committee and…”

			“Don’t call in any favors. I can’t give you any details. I can only say I’ll be away on a diplomatic assignment.”

			“Diplomatic? I always said you should go into a diplomatic career. My grandfather was an ambassador…” His grandfather described the life Carter should pursue, then returned to the original topic. “…I will smooth things over with your mother.” They said their goodbyes and ended the call.

			The communications port sounded a third call, this one local. Carter recognized the captain’s stripe above the pilot’s pen, though he wasn’t familiar with the face. He stood to attention, saluting the officer.

			“Relax, soldier, I’m Captain Bota, your transport to Bengar.”

			“Sir?” Carter stood at parade rest facing the screen. One thing you could never predict was who would or would not be a stickler for protocol.

			“Let’s say the gentlemen you met with earlier convinced me you are needed on Bengar sooner than normal transports can manage.”

			Carter blinked. “What do you mean, sir?”

			The captain laughed. “Have you heard of the Galactic Stealth Program? We’ll be flying one of their newest ship. It’s small and fast. We’ll arrive on Bengar in days.”

			“How small?” Carter imagined speeding across space in a Volkswagen.

			“Room for a crew, plus three, maybe four passengers. We’ll only be carrying you and Lieutenant Maurin.”

			Carter recognized that name. Maurin was the quadrant commander’s personal aide. His reputation for being a tough, by-the-book officer was legendary.

			The captain nodded. “I don’t know what your mission is. It’s high level.” He raised his hand to forestall explanations. “I don’t need to know. Maurin will arrive at your place at 1200 hours. You’ll like him. He’s not a total prick, maybe a bit of a stickler for time. Don’t keep him waiting.”

			Carter’s room was neat and in order—everything was set to go. Anything he hadn’t planned to take on leave had already been sent to storage. There were two hours until he was to be picked up. After peering into the mirror, he put in a call to a local barber to ask if they could send someone to give him a cut.

			“Yes sir, it isn’t cheap. Only the commandant or visiting brass receive our VIP service.”

			“The price isn’t a problem.” He checked his watch. “How soon can you get here?”

			Assured someone would be there in fifteen minutes, Carter signed off. He gave his shoes another quick polish before pressing his shirt. The barber tech and a salon girl arrived. Carter purchased the trim and shave special that included a manicure. When they were finished, he was sure not even the infamous Maurin would be able to find fault with his appearance.

			The lieutenant was fifteen minutes early. Carter was surprised to find him more like a hyper young cadet than the legendary stickler.

			After returning Carter’s salute, Maurin shook his hand. “Can you believe we’re catching a ride on the Stealth?”

			Carter grinned. “Pretty amazing, right?”

			“I’ll say. I can’t wait to get to Bengar. I wrote my thesis on developing a psych corps for the League. They have a group called the Order who’ve developed amazing psychic abilities. I want to study them.”

			Maurin’s enthusiasm was catching. Carter decided he liked him. How could he have garnered such a reputation?

			As if reading Carter’s mind, Maurin said, “Makes my job a lot easier if everyone is a little afraid of me. Imagine me scowling at you when I have a full beard. It adds ten years. In the early days, I needed the authority to handle my duties.”

			“Why shave it off?”

			“I’m not an old man with a stick up his butt. I hear the gossip. I have feelings.”

			Carter laughed. “Let’s go.” He was careful to lock the apartment before following Maurin out to the transport.

			The Stealth was a sleek metallic wonder, perched on the launch pad like a giant black beetle waiting to unfurl its wings. It gleamed in the afternoon sun. Energy pulsed from the hull, raising the hairs on his arms. Lights from the command deck flashed in a pattern. The craft appeared too small to withstand hurtling through an entire quadrant of space.

			Carter balled his fists, then rubbed them on his knees. This would be perfectly safe.

			The pilot walked in their direction, and Maurin made the introductions.

			Captain Bota shook Carter’s hand, nodding toward the ship. “Isn’t she a beauty? After the initial thrust of leaving the atmosphere, the wings come out. They allow me to navigate through space, avoiding impact. A ship this small doesn’t have the deflector capability of a full-size ship, and we’re going many times the speed of most starships.” His large green eyes sparkled like emeralds.

			Maurin nodded.

			Carter turned to Bota. “You have flown this thing, right?”

			“Sure, in testing. The new simulators are comparable to actual flight time. I’m qualified to fly this baby.”

			Maurin proffered a high-five.

			Carter crossed himself, offering a silent prayer for their safety. He needn’t have worried because Bota was an excellent pilot. The flight was smooth, giving him time to imagine what kind of regent could persuade his father to abandon the League and settle so far from Earth.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			The Imperial City of Obantu shimmered in the light of Bengar’s twin moons. Ninallia, newly crowned regent, tossed beneath the blankets, trapped in a dark dream. Her heart raced. An evil presence drew closer. The monster came to destroy her. She desperately needed to find Hiroto. She ran through the dark as warm, rank breath clawed at her back. Fighting to wake from the terror, she reached for her son.

			His warm body was curled next to her. Waking from the nightmare, she took a deep breath to calm her nerves. She kissed Hiroto’s soft hair. He’s safe. She leaned back, drawing him close. The sound of the door opening startled her. After a moment of panic, she recognized the nursery maid, Hycia.

			“I came to give the heir his bath. When I did not find him in his crib, I came here. You cried out.” Hycia’s expression radiated her disapproval at finding Hiroto in bed with his mother.

			“I had a bad dream. I’m sorry I frightened you.” Ninallia handed the baby to his maid. “Hiroto has an audience today.”

			“Yes, Majesty, I will dress him in his finest. Your maid is preparing your bath. Do you want her to add scented oil? It will relax you.”

			“Yes, thank you, Hycia.”

			The door slid closed. Ninallia fell back onto the bed in the safe, cozy room next to the nursery. The mattress covered with pillows made it a warm refuge. The fragrance of flowers wafted from the dresser. Freshly cut blooms were placed there each morning by a servant. She never saw anyone come in.

			She rose, then walked to the window to admire the flower garden below. She loved this room. Toward the east, she could see the balcony of the empress’s suite in the distance. Why is it so far away from the nursery wing? Is my paranoia about Hiroto’s safety making me irrational?

			A bustle of activity from the hallway indicated preparations were underway for the massive celebration of Hiroto’s first birthday—it also reminded her that an inviting bath waited in the next room.

			As she returned from the bath, a message flashed on her communications port. The Council of Nobles denied her request for a brief retreat with her son to Lady Sayeri’s estate, citing a law which decreed Imperial heirs must never leave the empire—even for a few days. There could be no exceptions.

			The message dampened her mood. It darkened further when Hycia entered the room with Hiroto. He was dressed in heavy, ornate clothes that restricted his movement. His face turned red as Hycia rocked him in her arms. She carried him lest he get the smallest spot on his clothes.

			“Put him on the floor, Hycia. How can his legs grow strong if he never uses them? He will become a selfish, lazy man, not a good emperor.”

			Hycia burst into tears.

			“I’m not firing you. Hiroto is uncomfortable in the outfit. He needs more freedom. I don’t want him to be a weak ruler. The empire will be his one day.”

			Hycia wiped her face. “Yes, Majesty. I will try.” She carried her charge off to change.

			Unconvinced, Ninallia wished she could find a better nursemaid. At least he will be with me for the day.

			~ * ~

			Royal guests began to arrive, and the Empire’s people prepared for the festivities. Every inch of the palace had been cleaned, the kitchens worked overtime, and businesses in the Imperial City planned for extra customers.

			In the audience chamber, two ladies were busy recording the gifts as they arrived. Hiroto played with his toys as the guests came in, occasionally turning a curious eye on the newcomers. Those inside the throne room kept their eyes on him. If he smiled or acknowledged the gifts, the Spirits would grant good fortune to the giver.

			Three chairs behind Ninallia were close enough for their occupants to lean forward to whisper in her ear. Sister Tegani, Sayeri, and the Dowager Empress Miette filled those seats. They described each visitor, their positions, and their importance at court. Ninallia bounced Hiroto on her lap, hoping he would remain calm.

			“Lord and Lady Maricci from the northern province of Baturi.” The herald announced the next visitors.

			A handsome couple walked forward on the golden carpet trailed by six children, perfect little stair steps, no more than two years apart in age. Lady Maricci was pregnant with her seventh child. Her face glowed with more than excitement.

			“No wonder they’ve been absent from court for years,” Miette remarked.

			“It must be nice to grow up in a large family,” Tegani added in a wistful tone.

			Ninallia glanced toward Miette. Would the querulous old woman consider Tegani’s remark a rebuke? Her face seemed calm yet distant.

			After a moment, Miette responded, “Safer, much safer anyway.”

			Ninallia exchanged a puzzled look with Sayeri.

			Before she could speak, the lord and lady bowed before Hiroto and presented him with a golden ball engraved with many mythical creatures. When Ninallia shook it, the figures lit up, and a lullaby played when the ball turned. Hiroto clapped his hands and reached for the gift.

			The couple laughed, delighted that their gift was well received. Lady Maricci managed an awkward curtsey before they backed to the exit.

			The next guests entered the room.

			Ninallia turned to speak to Miette. Her seat was empty. She turned to Tegani and asked, “Where did Miette go?”

			Tegani shrugged and pointed toward the exit.

			Sayeri shook her head.

			“Maybe she was tired?” Tegani said.

			Ninallia shook her head. Dear Spirits, what is she up to now?

			Any number of explanations were possible. Though Miette was over eighty, her mind was sharp and her will ruthless.

			Hiroto squirmed in her lap. Ninallia blinked back to reality. The next guests were halfway along the aisle, and she missed the lord’s name. She raised her brows when he presented Hiroto with a steel saber bearing the emblem of his house.

			“I pledge my house will always protect the Imperial throne,” he said. His thick accent proclaimed him to be from a northern province. He turned to the audience, then raised the saber. Applause echoed in the chamber.

			She grasped Hiroto’s hands in hers before he could reach for the weapon. The razor-sharp blade was deadly. She kissed his forehead. “It will be a long time before you handle a saber.”

			As more guests arrived, she focused on remembering their names and their gifts. Miette’s disappearance was pushed from her thoughts.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Outside the audience chamber, Miette stumbled down the hallway. She ignored the attendant who offered a steady hand. She berated herself. How can I have been so blind? How can I have failed my son? The answer now seemed so simple.

			There had to be a way to repair her failure. Something to honor her son and ensure his legacy. A plan began to form like a tiny seed in fertile soil. For it to succeed, she would need help. Miette dreaded asking the Order for assistance. My Lady of Wisdom might not agree. She willed that thought away. Begging could wait until she made sure her logic was sound.

			Back in her chambers, she dismissed her servants and then summoned her spy master.

			Lord Mica’s tall figure joined her, his dark gray hair and piercing eyes so like his father. When had he gotten old? She was comforted by his loyalty and total ruthlessness. Like his father before him, he was the man who stood by her side when she ruled as empress, never deserting her during the exile from court.

			“Mica, I need your counsel.”

			He nodded.

			“My son confounded his enemies by providing an heir for Kaydor. Empress Cynthy and he used a dumas from an exclusive establishment run by Madama Ector.”

			Mica winced at the old reproach and bowed his head. He had failed to discover the plot to kill her son in time to save him.

			The realization that her grandson, Lord Hanoree, paid the assassin ate at her heart. She couldn’t save her son or his empress. Miette blinked back tears, then cleared her throat. “In addition to a willing dumas, two things are necessary to accomplish this. You need a healer who specializes in fertility, and you must possess the sperm of the emperor.”

			“I understand, Majesty,” Mica replied.

			“I need that healer. Bring him to me.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty.” There was a spark in his eyes as if he were studying a distant flame.

			She almost pitied the healer. No place for him to hide. “Thank you, Mica. This mission is vital. It must remain confidential.”

			He bowed. “I will not fail you, Majesty.”

			She raised one gnarled finger. “Make sure he is unharmed, Mica. Be gentle, I need his cooperation.”

			His mouth tightened as he gave a slight nod of understanding.

			Miette smiled. After he left, exhaustion overwhelmed her. She dozed in her chair until a servant came to help her into bed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			A few days later, Ninallia struggled with a decision. Why can’t I like her? She seems to dote on Hiroto. The words pounded in Ninallia’s thoughts. She glanced toward Hycia, who held a squirming Hiroto. A confrontation loomed, twisting Ninallia’s stomach into knots.

			She sipped hot tea and nibbled on a biscuit while Hycia changed Hiroto into his morning clothes. The girl never allowed him to crawl or try to stand. Whatever he pointed at, she got for him; he didn’t have to speak. This is too much. “Put him down, Hycia, he needs to crawl and play.”

			“No, no, no, he will get hurt. There are germs on the floor.” Hycia clutched Hiroto to her chest. “I will carry him and give him whatever he wants. You must make yourself presentable before we have visitors.”

			Nothing I do is ever right, or at least not good enough. She’s eighteen, only a year older than me, and I am Hiroto’s mother.

			Ninallia gritted her teeth. “He’ll be fine. He has to grow and explore.”

			Hycia put Hiroto on the floor. He crawled, explored, then tried to stand. He pulled up on the table leg, taking a few wobbly steps toward his mother.

			Ninallia reached for him. “That’s a good boy. Come to me, sweet one.” After a few steps, he lost his balance and fell. A newly grown tooth sliced his lower lip, and blood gushed from the cut as he cried in pain. She scooped him into her arms. “Hand me a cloth and some ice. He cut his lip when he fell.”

			She turned to find Hycia fleeing the room. She could hear her crying, “Blood! Blood!”

			“Is everything okay?” asked the young security guard from the doorway.

			“Yes, a cut lip. Please hand me some ice and a cloth.” Blood dripped from Hiroto’s chin onto her gown.

			The young guard found the requested items.

			Soon, Hiroto quieted. Tilting his head back, Ninallia looked in his mouth. “How could such a small cut bleed so much?” She hugged him tightly.

			Hycia returned with Lady Orand.

			Dear Spirits…

			“See, see the blood. I told her not to put him on the floor. The Emperor Hashamon’s feet never touched the ground until he was four years old.”

			Ninallia seethed with anger. “Hashamon was the first emperor born after the great wars began. His legs were deformed. He couldn’t crawl or walk. He endured many surgeries to correct his legs, but he was never able to walk without braces.” She glared at Hycia. “Even in the poorest schools, we were taught the complete Imperial history.”

			The guard’s head swiveled between Ninallia and her visitors.

			“I am not interested in history. I am concerned, as is the council, that you are unsuitable to raise the heir. I will have my healer examine the child,” Lady Orand said.

			“No, he has a healer, one recommended by the dowager empress.” Ninallia squeezed him.

			“You forget I have influence with the council. I will inform them of this outrage.”

			Hiroto squirmed in Ninallia’s arms. She adjusted his weight on her hip and handed him a small toy. “You forget I am Regent of Kaydor. You remain at court as long as I do not object. I believe it may be time for you to return to your home.”

			Lady Orand’s response was interrupted by Hiroto’s loud declaration, “No.”

			Everyone was startled into silence. Lady Orand stepped forward, reaching for Hiroto. He flung his toy toward her feet.

			

			“No!” he repeated at full volume. Lady Orand and Hycia’s voices echoed as they fled into the hallway.

			Ninallia paced the room while patting his back. What could she do now? She would need to cancel her appearances to take care of him while Lady Orand spread lies.

			“Don’t let those evil ones upset you, Majesty,” called Healer Bastion from the doorway. The poor guard was inept at keeping uninvited visitors from the nursery, but Bastion was always welcome.

			Ninallia wiped at the blood on her gown, nodding for the guard to let the healer come in. “I am sorry. They are trying to take Hiroto. I don’t know what to do.”

			“You are the regent. You fired a nursery maid. You’ll hire a new one.”

			“Three,” she whispered.

			“Three?”

			“Hycia is the third nursery maid the council has sent me. Am I a bad mother? I can’t seem to keep anyone they send.”

			“No, of course not. You have Miette’s complete support. If she believed you were a bad mother, well, you know she can be difficult.”

			Ninallia smiled in spite of herself. What a nice way to describe Miette’s meddling.

			He stroked Hiroto’s hair. “I know someone who will be perfect to take over in the nursery. She recently finished a similar position and is in the Imperial City. I can’t imagine a better choice for the job. She will be loyal to Hiroto. I can assure you she won’t spread tales to the likes of Lady Orand.”

			“Will the council approve someone they can’t control?”

			“Oh, they will approve. Miette will be delighted. But the best part is, if she isn’t working out, tell her so. She won’t care at all.”

			“Of course, I will meet with her. I don’t think I can stand another of the council’s choices,” Ninallia replied. “I know I can trust your judgement.”

			~ * ~

			The door slid open moments later, and Sister Tegani came in.

			“At last, a welcome visitor.” Ninallia studied her friend’s troubled face.

			She was careful not to use her mental gift to read the minds or emotions of her friends. Tegani, a former Sister of the Order, had taught her to control the abilities, but she wanted to help. Maybe just a peek. Nothing had changed. What upset her friend was no secret—Tegani wanted children, Houston’s children. Houston, on the other hand, was against the idea. How can I bring up the situation?

			Before she could say anything, a guard announced, “Majesty, you have a guest. A Madama Wission is waiting in the small chamber.”

			Ninallia recognized the name as the woman recommended by Bastion.

			Tegani reached for Hiroto. “You go ahead. I’ll get him ready for a nap. I can stay until you come back.”

			“Thank you. I shouldn’t be long.”

			Eager to meet the nursemaid, Ninallia followed the guard to the audience chamber. Why am I nervous? She is the one coming for a position. She took a few deep breaths before opening the door.

			A tall, spare woman with a handsome face stood to greet her. Ninallia fought the urge to curtsey. She straightened. “You must be Madama Wission.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you for asking me to come.”

			Ninallia gestured toward the sofa. “Thank you for coming. We need a good nursery maid.”

			Fine lines around Madama Wission’s mouth deepened. “Forgive me for saying so, Your Majesty, you don’t need another nursery maid. What you need is a mistress of the nursery. Someone who will take charge, put things in order.”

			“I only have one son.”

			“Not like the old days,” said Madama Wission. “When my grandmother was mistress, there were more than twenty children here. It was an honor for nobles to have a child raised in the Imperial nursery. They believed it
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