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​Nobody’s Son

Space sprawled, in all its vast indifference, on the nervecloth display of the rel-ship’s inner hull. Killing Reach, named for a war over 200 years ago, and all too recent in memory.

Erien sighed and rotated the cockpit. Images of stars swung past him, silver against black. He was damned to a slow rebirth if he knew what was wrong with this ship. 

He notched up shimmer, notched down gap. The stars flickered. A transient thrust of acceleration was supplanted by the nagging sense of something missing or just plain wrong. Under the reality skimming drive, which tapped the currents folded into unperceived dimensions of the universe, the spherical rel-ship flickered in and out of existence as it skipped across space, whining as it went.

Once more he enumerated possible causes. A misphasing of the drive: in a well-maintained ship the usual cause was space combat, but this ship had seen none since before the problem began. A hull flaw: some blemish in the space-cast hullsteel encircling him, but no flaw had appeared in dockside scans. He was a decent diagnostic pilot, and being highborn Sevolite, could fly it as hard as its usual pilot, but what Liege Horth Nersal had done to his personal rel-fighter, he could not fathom.

Better concentrate about that than worry about what Leige Nersal would be doing with this ship, if it came to war. Better concentrate on that than worry what Leige Nersal might expect of him if it came to war. 

A quiver disrupted Erien’s brooding. It was foreign — the displacement field of another rel-ship brushing his. Adrenaline surged like a small flame in his gut. No one else was supposed to be out here at this time.

Someone was.

He found the moving point on the nervecloth lining of the hull. It was a single rel-ship, probably as surprised to find him as Erien had been to be swiped by its wake as it passed. It was heading toward DragonSword station doing at least three skim’facs, on a course that would have brought it directly from the Reetion station, SkyBlue, and the jump to Rire.

Except Reetion pilots did not fly at three skim’facs. The stranger executed a shimmer dance — a series of quick modulations — which identified him to the station and its ward-ships before he got close enough to cause alarm.

Erien leaned into his harness, peering at the dancing point. He knew that pattern. It belonged to the man who had taken him to Rire when he was seven years old. His appearance, here, now, wasn’t comforting. Pureblood Sevolite Amel Dem’Vrel, Throne Envoy to Ameron Lor’Vrel for the past eighteen years, was a sore spot in already-tense Reetion/Gelack relations, and an ambiguous figure in the politics of Gelion’s Fountain Court.

Wherever Amel went, he brought trouble.

Erien set his approach, and boosted to five, and then six skim’facs, which was courting hazard even for a highborn. The whine was agonizing. But he docked just behind Amel’s envoy craft.

Amel was talking to the Dockmaster, a female nobleborn named Nala, when Erien reached the staging platform.

“I’m here on the Ava’s business,” Amel explained, demonstrating  his usual reluctance to enforce his right to speak down. “I have a mail pouch for Liege Nersal.” He broke off at the sound of Erien’s footfalls, turned, and smiled. “Erien? Was that you out there just now?”

A faint flyer’s bruise pattern around Amel’s eyes and mouth did nothing to dull the flash of his teeth and eyes. He was infamous for his dazzling good looks. 

Amel looked delighted to see Erien.

“That ship you’re flying has a funny warble in its signature,” Amel remarked. “Has someone rammed it through hard flying over the last couple of days, in this area? I’ve seen phase splicers with that history develop a sort of stutter — on engagement — almost as if they’re still encountering an echo. Damnedest thing to diagnose. Unless you’re skimming in the same ship within the echo’s time and space perimeter, it’s totally asymptomatic. Nice ship, though.”

Erien merely nodded, a ubiquitous Nersallian gesture of acknowledgment. Speaking in Gelack would have obliged him to acknowledge Amel’s superior birth rank, and he did not feel so inclined.

“Just a thought,” Amel said, with a mild shrug, and shifted the mail pouch on to his right shoulder.

“Is it convenient for me to see Liege Nersal now?” Amel asked Nala.

“Convenient, Immortality?” Dockmaster Nala was normally a sober woman, but Amel’s casual grammar triggered her instinct to perceive him as a sexual banquet. Beautiful. Space worthy. And Pureblood. Erien did not believe that Nala had anticipated such feelings, which made him annoyed with Amel on her behalf. “I mean I could wait,” Amel explained. “The dispatches are timely, but not urgent.”

“Oh,” said Dockmaster Nala. She resolved her problem with a deep breath and a wide smile reminiscent of the Vrellish of either gender looking for an opening in a duel. The change was not lost on Amel, whose expression shifted from inappropriate friendliness to something a little more guarded.

“Perhaps, then, you might like some company and refresh—” Nala began.

“I will escort you to Liege Nersal,” Erien cut her off.

Amel looked at him with a well-judged, startled pleasure, which Erien greeted impassively. “Thank you,” Amel said mildly.

“What about DragonClaw, Erien?” Nala reminded him, firmly, that although he might be her superior by birth, he was still her junior by fleet rank.

Erien said, “I will be back down to review Liege Nersal’s logs and to follow up the Throne Envoy’s suggestion.”

Nala dismissed him with a grunt of irritation, letting the matter drop, and Erien became less convinced that he had rescued her from embarrassment. He hated to think he had rescued Amel, instead.

Amel fell neatly into step beside him, picking up the rhythm of Erien’s stride. Erien had to remind himself it was not mockery. Amel had been trained as a sword dancer in his youth, due to one of the intrigues festooned about him from birth to the present day. 

They drew eyes as they crossed the bridge over the maintenance docks, and a couple of anonymous wolf-whistles. Amel’s past seemed to grant license which would be unthinkable if he had been raised Pureblood, or acted like he ought to by flying combat, wearing a sword, and speaking down. His commoner upbringing, Erien allowed, must have made for a hard start. But eighteen years should have been long enough to overcome any past.

Mercifully, they had the elevator to themselves. There was a fleeting moment of unsteadiness as the car began to move. Illuminated doors flashed past narrow windows.

Erien held onto the rail, not for balance, but for resolution. He had only a few moments to ask about Ranar, and Amel, as he knew from past meetings, was a master at evading inconvenient questions.

“Thanks for playing escort,” Amel broke the silence with his liquid voice. “I thought you weren’t speaking to me, after my gratuitous advice about a ship you know better than I do.”

“I expect your explanation will prove to be correct,” Erien said, annoyed at himself for letting his irritation show.

“That would make it worse,” Amel remarked, “if you were really a Nersallian.”

Erien shot him a sharp look. He did not need reminding that he was not ‘really’ a Nersallian. Not ‘really’ Monatese, either. And not ‘really’ a Reetion. Just a nameless youth who had to fit wherever he was put. And possibly, just possibly, what he really was, was Amel’s bastard, born to a besotted courtesan initiate while Amel was still, himself, a courtesan. There had been such a child, spirited away from court by Di Mon, Erien’s Monatese guardian.

Erien put the thought away forcefully. In appearance, he could not help but resemble Amel — they were both descended from a limited gene pool, both black-haired and gray-eyed.

It meant nothing. Erien’s face had a sharper, more Vrellish look than Amel’s pretty Demish features.

“Ah,” Amel’s mouth toyed, very briefly, with a flicker of amusement, “I’ve offended. Sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Immortality,” Erien said, stiffly.

“I thought we’d dealt with the Immortality stuff,” Amel said, “the few times I visited you.”

“I was a child then.”

“Yes, you’re — what? Seventeen. I expect you will be called to court soon, to swear to Heir Monitum after his investiture. If Tatt’s mother, the regent, succeeds in investing him.” Amel was playing with the possibility of being amused, again. He had no right to be. Not over a matter so important to Erien’s foster family on Gelion. 

“If Heir Monitum’s mother succeeds in investing him?” Erien kept his tone neutral.. “Is there a possibility that Heir Monitum will not become Liege Monitum?”

“No official possibility,” Amel demurred. “I know Tatt, that’s all. You’ve had an influence. He wants to introduce a sort of Reetion justice system that would make investigation of crimes against commoners a general Throne responsibility. A sort of ‘cruelty to commoners’ society. Like your ‘cruelty to house pets’ organizations on Rire.”

Erien would not hear Rire mocked. Nor Tatt. “Is it,” he said, “that you think the effort unworthy of him? Or Tatt, himself, ineffectual?”

There was a stinging silence.

Some expression, which Erien could not read, flickered across Amel’s face, then was smoothed away with exquisite courtesan control. Erien remembered then that Amel’s experience of Rire had been quite different from his own.

“No,” Amel said. “I didn’t mean either.”

The elevator slowed its descent, stopped, and shunted into a horizontal track, picking up speed. When at rest in real space, the battlewheel was a spinning torus with the maintenance docks inside the inner ring and the main docks on the outer ring. The support staff areas were inboard of the maintenance docks, and the officer’s areas outboard of the main docks, with the highest Sevolites preferring the strongest gravity. Sevolite cardiovascular systems, designed to sustain high G’s, were not comfortable in low gravities. Erien had spent most of his time in the maintenance bays lately. The increased gravity was welcome.

“I apologize, Pureblood Amel,” Erien said as their car settled into its new, horizontal vector. “That remark was uncalled-for.”

The apology was stiff and sounded insincere, but was deserved and necessary, for Erien to ask what he wanted to.

Amel looked relieved, which was irritating. Amel was a Pureblood. Erien was a Highlord: still a highborn but two birth ranks his inferior. They reinforced their relative status with every sentence they spoke — or that Erien spoke, anyway. Amel slipped in and out of grammatical peerage, uneasy with speaking down. But that was the trouble with Amel. He occupied a place which he could not fill. Erien disliked having to depend on this man’s goodwill. He disliked feeling he did not deserve it. And he most disliked feeling that, despite everything, he had it.

Erien said abruptly, “You came from Rire, didn’t you?”

This time there was no fleeting consternation; Amel’s face was polished and unrevealing. Erien continued, “Or at the least from SkyBlue Station.” He could feel — although the elevator had not yet started to slow — that they were near their destination. 

Erien came to the point. “Have you taken the Reetion Ambassador back to Rire?”

“No,” Amel assured him, “Ranar is still on Gelion.”

Erien felt a short-lived relief. Ranar had not failed, but he was not safe. Rire’s commoner ambassador could never be safe, negotiating with people among whom he and his kind would have been at best, dependents, at worst, chattels.

Erien said, “Is Ranar well?” Some fleeting hesitation warned him of an evasion. He said, starkly, “I know the situation at court is tense. Tell me the truth. Or tell me nothing. I’d rather that than false reassurances.” For it had been false reassurances Amel had tried to give, on Monitum, ten years ago, when Erien lost his Gelack guardian.

Amel swallowed. “Your foster father is fine,” he said. “Ameron won’t let anything happen to him. Ranar is too important.”

The lift decelerated and stopped. The doors opened, letting them step out onto the battlewheel’s bridge, and away from each other. There could be no further discussion. They walked, again in step, around the perimeter of the bridge to Liege Nersal’s office. The door guard — a man this time, to Erien’s relief — saluted and then proceeded to ignore them.

Through the wall of the office, which was currently transparent, Erien could see Horth Nersal standing in profile against a holographic star map. 

Is Horth preparing to move the blockade? Erien wondered. Or is he giving instructions to his subordinates, preparatory to leaving for Gelion? Horth would have to go soon, to attend the Ava’s Swearing.

Erien glanced sideways at Amel, his hand fisting. He had squandered the time given him in useless feinting. The fundamental question had gone unasked. As Ameron’s envoy between Gelion and Rire, Amel’s attitudes and convictions must profoundly affect relations. And Amel might have good personal reason to hate Rire over something that had happened eighteen years before. He had never shown it. But Amel, reared commoner, trained in powerlessness, graceful submission, and indirectness, never would. If Amel was Rire’s enemy, he was a secret and most dangerous one.

Liege Nersal dismissed his subordinates. A nod acknowledged Amel and Erien. Horth was Vrellish tall, Vrellish lean, and Vrellish complexioned, with the same cast of face and black and gray coloring as Erien. Since he had attained full growth, Erien had a small measure of height on Horth Nersal and a larger measure of weight. Not that it usually did him much good in their sparring sessions. Not, at least, after Erien’s initial demonstration of Reetion martial arts. Horth had proved a quick study, reciprocating with fencing lessons.

House Nersal’s liege and admiral was dressed in Nersallian black, with an embroidered dragon snarling in crimson on the silk shirt. As always, he wore his sword. As they entered, one of Nersal’s hands settled on his sword belt near the hilt. That hand-to-hilt distance Erien knew as a sure gauge of Liege Nersal’s comfort with the present company: one of them, at least, he did not trust.

“Pureblood Amel has just arrived with dispatches,” Erien told his admiral, noting that, although Nersal was aware of Amel, he looked to Erien for explanation. “I encountered him between here and SkyBlue Station, while diagnosing DragonClaw’s warble.” Erien hesitated before adding, stoically. “If you have recently flown DragonClaw hard in that stretch, I think Amel may have solved the mystery.”

Nersal transferred his stare from Erien to Amel, who, Erien noted, looked nervous. Horth Nersal was quite possibly the most dangerous man in the Gelack reaches: Throne Champion, admiral of the best-organized fleet in Sevildom, and a personal enigma due to his habitual reticence. He abjured the constant jousting for status within and between birth ranks. But then, Erien reflected, one need not bother to play when one is certain to win. Horth ranked in the top two to five best swords in all Sevildom, in a class where only the death of one, on the blade of another, would settle the remaining ambiguity.

“I bring you messages, from Ameron,” Amel opened, speaking peer to peer, either in deference to Horth’s reputation or out of his usual equivocation.

“Via the Reetion station?” Horth’s deep voice gave weight to his few words. Erien held himself very still. He had not been dismissed. Was Liege Nersal accommodating his need to know what was happening? Or had he accepted Erien as an advisor on matters Reetion?

Amel’s pulse jumped visibly in his throat. “I — visit there sometimes.”

Horth waited.

“For reasons of my own,” Amel floundered.

“Their admiral,” Horth said knowledgeably.

“Ann? She’s a space service executive,” Amel corrected. “One of SkyBlue’s command triumvirate.” 

Good luck to you explaining that, thought Erien. He had made little headway himself in making Horth Nersal grasp how the Reetion command structure could accommodate cooperative decision-making. Amel continued groping through Horth’s silence. “Yes, I go there to see her. She’s my...”

“Your lyka,” supplied Nersal, as Amel hesitated. And that was another all too familiar problem for Erien. Lyka was technically the correct term for a Sevolite’s commoner lover. And commoner pronouns were technically correct for Reetions. But Reetions were not Gelack commoners. They were a free people with enough determination and technological know-how to maintain a six-reach federation.

Amel actually sounded ill-tempered. “Does it matter whose station I take travel respite on? Or do you already consider yourself and Rire at war?”

“Rire has no lieges,” Horth explained, with irritation symptomatic of patience that was running out, “either to make contracts, or to make war.”

“It has its own laws,” Amel said.

“In computers?” Horth asked.

“More or less.”

“Like the computer they used to bend you to their will.”

For an instant, Amel’s sculpted face went blank. Erien gritted his teeth. How many years would it be before Gelacks ceased to interpret a necessary therapeutic intervention as a violation of a Sevolite Pureblood?

Amel gave himself a tiny shake and, with an elegant, very conscious flourish, handed Liege Nersal the first of the dispatches. “This message is the most important. It is Ameron’s formal request that you stand as his champion for the Swearing.”

The dispatch was closed with a nervecloth seal, primed by a drop of Ameron’s blood, and keyed to open when wet with the recipient’s. Horth passed up the seal’s built in prick, preferring to draw his sword a few centimeters to nick the side of a finger. He wet the seal and flipped open the letter, one-handed, trapping the enclosure which threatened to slip free. Then he tossed the letter onto his desk, with what could easily be taken for dismissal. Erien was familiar with this quirk. The taciturn Highlord seemed to memorize a page without reading it. He needed long seconds, afterwards, to sort it out, with his head held slightly askance and down, as if it was easier to process images into words in that position. It was impossible to revive conversation during this period.

Erien could not help noticing that the enclosure, which Horth still held, was closed with one of the iridescent decals used by the Ambassador of Rire, on Gelion.

Ranar? he thought. Writing to Liege Nersal?

“I will answer Ameron,” Horth said at last, when he’d digested the Ava’s letter, “when I come to court.”

That did not make Amel happy, Erien saw. It did not make him happy, either.

If Horth Nersal withdrew his support as Throne Champion, Ava Ameron would be in a precarious position. There was no one else in the Ava’s Oath who was Nersal’s equal on the challenge floor, to stand against the Avim’s champion. Erien thought, once again, of the utter absurdity of having the destiny of planets decided at sword point. An heretical thought for a Gelack; a perfectly reasonable one for a Reetion. Except for Ambassador Ranar, who would have explained with scholarly patience, the advantage of having a mode of conflict resolution for an aggressive people which avoided risk to the environment, including bystanders.

Horth Nersal asked Amel, in his blunt fashion. “Your mother, Avim Ev’rel, favors war with the Reetions?”

“She is, like you, sworn to Ameron,” Amel answered with evasion.

The point was moot. That was the reason there was going to be a Swearing; to see which Pureblood Fountain Court would support for its next Ava: Ameron, or Ev’rel, Amel’s mother. Court had a third Pureblood: Amel. But no one ever spoke of him as a contender. 

“You know I am sworn to neither one,” Amel answered Nersal’s dissatisfied silence. He smothered a mirthless noise which might have been laughter. “I fly for Ameron. I live between Ev’rel’s walls. Neither has asked for my oath. If you want to know what Ev’rel plans for Rire, you’ll have to ask. But ask her, not D’Therd, and not Vretla.” He named two of Ev’rel’s most important vassals.

Horth listened. He did not nod, or in any other way signal that he felt himself answered.

Amel plunged on. “Ameron’s next dispatch explains his decision to include other houses in your blockade on the Reetions. There are enclosures for local powers, assuring them that the escalation is defensive. Ameron wants you to co-operate. Will you?”

Horth’s silk clothing whispered as he walked to his desk. He dropped the dispatch pouch and turned around.

“The Throne Price,” Nersal said.

Amel faltered. “Y-yes?”

“Will Ameron produce him? This time?”

Amel inhaled. “I’m sure Ava Ameron wants to talk to you about that.”

“Talk,” Nersal said with disgust. He glanced at Erien, then back to Amel. “If Ameron does not produce the Throne Price, will you?”

Amel looked startled. Few people these days alluded to Amel’s role in the Throne Price affair, which was one of his miracles of sleight of mind. He had negotiated the contract between Ev’rel and Ameron which produced the child, and then stolen his infant half-brother when the baby was four months old. Explanations ranged around three major possibilities at the time: Ev’rel put Amel up to it to hide the child from Ameron; Ameron was the one pulling strings; or Amel was behind it all. Most people expected that one of them would produce the Throne Price at a moment opportune to his or her cause.

“I do not know what Ameron intends to do about the Throne Price,” Amel got out at last.

Horth Nersal stepped forward to offer Erien the letter with Ranar’s iridescent seal. Erien read his name in Ranar’s smooth handwriting, and looked up in time to catch Horth’s small, dismissive head tilt. 

So, thought Erien, I have been allowed as far as I will be into the state secrets of Gelion.

“Liege Nersal,” Erien excused himself with a nod, then, hardly looking at Amel, added, “Pureblood Amel,” and withdrew, eagerly peeling back the vellum flap as he went, and stopping just outside the office door to read the letter from his foster father.

Ranar’s handwriting was round and meticulous. It was not simply that Ranar had learned penmanship in adulthood, but that he had learned it in his role of ambassador to Gelion, in which every word had to be measured. Erien could envision him, dark face quiet and intent over his work, holding the turquoise-inlaid pen, a gift from Di Mon.

“Erien,” Ranar wrote, “you may have heard rumors of my detention, on Gelion, by Ameron.”

So that was what Amel avoided telling me! Erien realized with a sting of anger.

“The custody is protective,” Ranar continued, “although  I do not feel myself in danger. Ameron has decided that he must renew his mandate, and has therefore called a Swearing, in six days.”

Erien glanced at the date of the letter; the Swearing was now only four days away.

“Ameron is under pressure to decide about Rire, and to produce the Throne Price,” said the letter. “Ameron has put off one or the other issue at more than one previous Swearing, but I do not believe that either can be postponed again and his answers could make Ev’rel Ava. I am not sure what her official position would be concerning Rire,” Ranar continued. “She harbors some personal resentment about the visitor probe affair on Amel’s behalf, but on the whole she is too intelligent to be incited by ludicrous hearsay about alleged Reetion atrocities. Her Dem’Vrellish sons are a separate matter. She appears to be losing control of both D’Lekker and D’Therd. Therefore, it is possible that if a too-equal result at the Swearing escalates to general aggression, I could be murdered on impulse as a Reetion scapegoat. Certainly a victory for Ev’rel would mean the end of diplomatic progress. It is unclear to me whether she would actively encourage war. I believe she would base that on a careful cost-benefit analysis. But there is no doubt Ev’rel’s supporters include people who are openly in the conquest camp. At the very least she would drive SkyBlue Station out of Killing Reach and send me home.”

Erien frowned slightly, thinking of Ev’rel, Ameron’s rival, about whom he knew far too little. Just as fleet scuttlebutt paid less attention to Ameron than to his champion, Horth Nersal, Ev’rel was eclipsed by the reputation of her son and champion, D’Therd, one of the few swords who could hope to defeat Horth Nersal on the challenge floor.

“My feeling is that such setbacks will not be accepted on the Reetion side,” Ranar’s letter continued. “Attitudes have become volatile at home. People are more frightened than they acknowledge. I can see no other excuse for the recent debate about military intervention, should Ameron lose what is, by Gelack standards, an election.”

An election! Erien thought in unnerved exasperation. Gelack elections cost lives when their results were disputed; and one of those lives could easily be that of his foster father. Erien could not feel academic about that. It was a bad analogy anyhow. Rire was a participatory, not a representative, democracy.

Erien wrestled down a futile urge to argue, so he could read on.

“Most of my intelligence from Rire is brought via Amel whose position is increasingly untenable,” wrote Ranar. “I must convey my concerns about Amel, although I cannot produce a clear charge, much less evidence to substantiate it. Perhaps it is merely that he cannot be everything he seems to be.”

Erien thought bitterly, I learned that when I was seven years old.

“I suspect Amel is Ev’rel’s lover,” said Ranar’s letter. “She is, of course, his mother. But if incest were the only problem, the relationship would actually make sense in Gelack terms, given the shortage of Purebloods. Except there are no children. In fact he has produced no children since the single, accidental one used by Di Mon to prove Amel’s identity at court, through genotyping, while Amel himself was in Reetion hands.”

Erien read the last sentence twice, but it contained neither more, nor less, information. He had always suspected Ranar shared Di Mon’s knowledge of who Erien’s family was. Certainly Ranar had always reinforced Di Mon’s admonition that he never seek the truth on his own. A wish that Erien had thus far honored in the hope he was Di Mon’s politically inconvenient offspring, even though the circumstantial evidence favored the assumption he was Amel’s “accidental” child. But he could find no justification for seeing anything to read between the lines, to confirm or deny either connection. Ranar was talking about Amel’s political ambiguity, nothing more.

“At the same time,” wrote Ranar, “Amel is trusted by Ev’rel’s rival, Ameron. And he is also close to Ann, who is as near as Rire comes to a Gelack admiral, not to mention the principal advocate of the failed referendum in favor of military preparation to resist a Sevolite invasion.”

“Gelack politics are personal. In that sense Amel’s connections are not so atypical. He is Ev’rel’s son, Ann’s lover, and at times behaves as if he had given his oath of allegiance to Ameron.”

“What disturbs me is that he manages to appear a mere errand boy when he surely must be pivotal. For example, there is his role in the visitor probe debacle, which is heating up again on Gelion with the recent surfacing of a disgusting new rash of derivative synthdramas.”

Erien grimaced. Amel’s troubled early life was, unfortunately, public record on Rire, and since he was a figure of some notoriety on both sides, there was a traffic in prurient material. Even Sevolites with no use for Amel were outraged by such exposure.

“Certainly these are interesting times,” Ranar summed up.

“That’s a curse, Ranar,” Erien murmured, aloud.

“I know that you have always been exceptionally level-headed,” wrote his Reetion guardian, “but you are seventeen, and highborn. Di Mon considered it a vulnerable combination. It would sicken me to see the unique perspective you possess squandered in a fruitless act of violence. And, of course, there is the fact I love you.”

Erien smiled with dry amusement and considerable affection for his Reetion guardian. The amusement faded quickly as he read on.

“Don’t send me any return message by Amel, no matter how you code it. The most innocent statements can be misinterpreted, and Amel defeats locks and ciphers with a casual genius which he, himself, takes so for granted no one even seems to notice.”

He couldn’t break one of my ciphers, Erien caught himself thinking. Was that Sevolite bravado? Perhaps. There were times he could envy Ranar his scholar’s detachment.

“In closing,” wrote Ranar, “I want you to know that the opportunity to observe and work with Ameron, these last few years, has been well worth any consequences which may result for me personally. He is human, with very human flaws, but if he fails to fit the larger than life expectations Di Mon’s regard for him engendered, it is because he exceeds them, rather than the other way around.”

No, Erien thought, you will not apologize for Ameron, not in tones of valediction.

Erien looked up at the almost noiseless sliding open of the door, and saw Amel bowing himself out.

Bowing, Erien thought, as though he is still a commoner obeisant to a Highlord and not two degrees Horth’s superior.

Amel looked shaken, and pressed his fingers to his forehead, unaware that he was being watched. Then he visibly collected himself, glanced around, and met Erien’s eyes.

I asked if Ranar was all right, Erien thought at him, and you said, yes.

Amel mustered a faint smile.

They held each other’s eyes until the smile faded.

I have nothing more to ask you, thought Erien. I am going to learn for myself. He stepped past Amel into the doorway of the office.

Horth Nersal nodded him in; the door closed behind him.

“Liege-Admiral,” Erien said, “I would like to request leave.”

There was a silence. Time spent introducing Horth to Reetion martial arts — and receiving reciprocal attentions to his own indifferent swordsmanship — had taught Erien how to interpret his admiral’s silences. This was a waiting one, receptive to more words.

“The Ambassador of Rire has been placed in protective custody by Ameron because of the tensions surrounding the recognition of Rire,” Erien elaborated. “Di Mon sent me to live with Ranar when he died. I believe he had a purpose in mind. I believe he wanted me to learn to understand Rire in a way only someone who had lived there would. Rire needs an ally who has some status among Sevolites. Whatever else is said of me, I am acknowledged to be Highlord. I think — I hope — that this is what Di Mon meant me for. To be a voice for Rire. I need — for Di Mon and for myself — to see this through. I don’t know what I can do in four days, but, after the Swearing, whatever happens, I will come back.”

Horth considered Erien as a totality, both words and man. Visibly, some decision was forming behind that austere face. “Go,” Horth said. “Do not come back.”

“I see,” Erien said. It was a lie. He did not see. He felt unexpectedly bereft. He had not been a particularly good officer, true. There was no prize that the fleet had to offer him; indeed, he had endured it as merely an unhappy distraction from his true purposes. But he had expected it would end other than with “Go. Do not come back.”

Erien said, in a very level voice, “I’d like to ask one favor. A rel-ship. To take me to Gelion.” He did not want to ask to travel with Amel. Not this time.

The Highlord nodded. “Take DragonClaw. Keep it.”

This was a second shock. The ship mattered to Horth and its un-subjective value was likewise considerable. It was followed by a third remark, in which Erien failed to grasp Horth’s logic, although he knew it would be there somewhere.

“Go after Amel leaves,” Horth said, “not before.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2
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​An Interview with Ameron

Erien docked DragonClaw at a Nersallian-owned berth on Ava’s Hand Station, in orbit around Gelion. The excruciating whine had begun to fade before he reached the Killing Reach to Gelion jump, and in the Reach of Gelion the drive had been sweeter than a whisper. He had surrendered the ship to the dock techs with real reluctance. But it was a rel-ship, designed for space, and couldn’t land. He rode down to Gelion in the co-pilot’s seat of a Nersallian cargo shuttle, carrying planet-grown delicacies intended for the social events surrounding the Swearing. He was tempted to pilot the shuttle himself, but compounding his inexperience in planetary landings were the social rules which governed the use of the subterranean Gelack docks. It was wiser to let a veteran guide him.

Gelion’s atmosphere was too thin, and the planet too far from its star to have evolved life on its own. The surface was host, however, to a panoply of lichens and simple mosses, the residue of some long ago terraforming experiment, and poets, desperate for something to approve about their home world, had extolled Gelion’s painted mountains. As the shuttle swung into the final approach over the surface hangers and warehouses and the pilot switched from nervecloth to direct view, the setting sun lit upon the cracked peaks surrounding them and picked out dappled gray-green, gold and russet. Then, with a roar and a jolt, they were down and speeding across a dust-swept runway, heading for the black mouths of chutes leading down to the buried city known as UnderGelion.

The pilot decelerated like a Nersallian: hard and accurately. Bracing himself, Erien was glad he had decided not to try this landing. He hoped the pilot was equally experienced with the highborn docks. She’d told him so, but she might have lied to gain a highborn passenger because his presence would entitle her to simplify the delivery of her cargo. Erien was relieved when she proved she knew what she was doing.

Once docked, Erien obliged her by helping her claim a cargo cart, but then disappointed her by refusing to ride along with her out to the Plaza. He needed to get his legs under him after flying in from the frontier. Besides, he had never seen Gelion, and he wanted to take a good look.

Unlike the green and prosperous heartland of Rire, Gelion’s only merit was that it was situated at a nexus of jumps commanding the entrances to six reaches. The cargo — and the taxes — of an empire passed through Gelion’s orbital stations and docks. 

Erien’s first impression was of ordered chaos: an astounding swirl and bustle of people and battery-powered vehicles. He spent the first few minutes skipping out of the way of cargo carts and private cars that seemed to observe no shared rules of right-of-way. The behavior of the drivers brought social realities into relief for him. They were remarkably patient with him — except for the driver of one car painted with an ornate crest depicting Demish Royalblood knots, who blared a horn at Erien and would have run him down. This served as a sharp reminder of the racial divisions between Demish and Vrellish blood lines. The H’Usian driver of that car was prepared to make him dodge for the sake of his Nersallian uniform. H’Us was a Demish House. That mattered more than the fact that Demish H’Us and Vrellish Nersal were both pillars of the Ava’s Oath.

At least the H’Usian had warned Erien with his horn. Commoners daydreamed at their peril. Erien’s jaw tightened with anger as he watched one car with three black-haired Vrellish — one man and two women — scatter a group of working commoners. Commoner wits and Sevolite reflexes prevented casualties, but Erien fought an impulse to put himself in front of that car to make it slow down. He resisted it; remembering the prerogatives of Sword Law. He had no desire to find himself obliged to draw a sword within an hour of his arrival.

The docks sprawled, studded with small warehouses and private hangars, within a great, rectangular hullsteel box, high enough to accommodate a cargo shuttle and as big as a city district on Rire. At the west end, where Erien was headed, people sorted themselves to exit through one of the gates matched to a house of Fountain Court. Rented rides were given up here, and only those in the company of a highborn were entitled to pass through on foot. 

The Demish line outside Silver Gate, run by House H’Us, was long but orderly. It was serviced by mobile vendors selling drinks and entertainment or renting a variety of seating options and other conveniences. Erien watched one transaction long enough to deduce a lesser Sevolite was offering his services to a party of superiors in the capacity of place-keeper in the line while they wandered off to look at nearby shops, and wondered if this means of employment was equally open to commoners. On the evidence, he concluded it probably wasn’t.

No one came or went through Red Gate, but it was rare for Vrellish highborns to frequent court. Erien had no claim on Red Gate in any case, nor on any of the Demish ones.

The line for passage through Green Gate was short. Erien considered taking it, given that Green Hearth on Fountain Court was where he planned to stay at court. But the Monatese line wasn’t moving as fast as the longer, Nersallian one, and in the end Horth’s signet of passage got him efficiently through Black Gate with almost no wait at all.

On the other side of Black Gate, he found himself standing on a wide walkway facing the Palace Shell. To his left were stairs leading down to the nobleborn docks, a level below, and ultimately to the floor of the Palace Plain. Ahead, to either side of the Palace Shell and the things it led to on the roof of the Citadel, was the cavernous expanse of UnderGelion, a city in a hullsteel bubble set in bedrock. 

The air out here was cool and sluggish compared to the docks, but it shared the same stale flatness of recycled atmosphere.

Lighting stretched up from inhabited surfaces into a progressively darkening sky. The whole of the Palace Plain was enclosed by a dome, housing millions of living souls. In some places, such as here near the docks, the dome was visible where it met the walls. In the middle of the Palace Plain, the dome was too far overhead and too lightless to look like anything but starless night. 

Erien crossed to the Palace Shell, following Plaza-bound foot-traffic punctuated here and there by people pulling carts. Human-powered transport was the norm here, despite the reliance on battery-powered vehicles on the docks. And Sword Law was strictly enforced. Mere possession of a handgun was punishable by execution, whereas murdering someone in a duel before witnesses was legal provided it was honorably fought. That’s what the witnesses were there to vouch for. The whole system jarred Erien’s sense of social sanity.

Inside the Palace Shell, which was the size of a public building on Rire, ascending levels circled a central floor that was busy with commerce and traffic. It was a privileged location to set up shot, because no one was allowed to pass through onto the Plaza without the endorsement of the throne or some liege of Fountain Court. 

At floor level, traffic passed through an arch onto the Plaza beyond. Erien watched guards nodding through people they recognized and checking the signets of passage for others. From what Erien knew of the Plaza, the people he was watching either lived in the Palace Sector or on Fountain Court, or else they were here to serve or visit those who did. Many of them would not be highborns. Even commoners had to come and go here, operating under the protection of some powerful patron.

Rising around Erien, the walls of the cylindrical Palace Shell modeled the empire in microcosm. Or, at least, the highborn divisions of entitlement. Tiered walkways, in the shape of giant C’s, ringed the inside of the shell, terminating in great doors that opened into rooms inside the Ava’s palace itself. The walkways were reached via stairs set back from their luxurious balconies. 

Birth rank determined how high you were entitled to climb. 

The first tier, where Erien stopped, was for Highlords. Royalbloods were entitled to the next, occupied now by a few Demish princes. The third, reserved for Purebloods, had been converted to a verdant park, complete with a small population of song-birds that occasionally found their way out onto the promenade along the gate wall, or onto the Plaza, according to Tatt’s letters. The highest layer was the Ava’s way, trodden only by the Ava and his personal attendants, including — by Ava’s privilege — the Ava’s Envoy, Amel. 

Erien found the architecture beautiful, in an anachronistic way. He set his shoulder pack on a table near the edge of the Highlord tier and looked out and down. The walls between the balconies were decorated in cast friezes of idyllic scenes: a seashore, a jungle, a desert, a forest; strange choices for subterranean Gelion. The doors at the west end were grand: each guarded by a pair of sword-armed guards. The Ava’s door was, ironically, the least ornate: blank but for the shields of Avas only a Monatese scholar would recognize. Above it all, through an anchored mesh supporting a myriad of glowing nuggets responsible for keeping the Palace Shell brightly lit, Erien glimpsed a coffered ceiling that must, at some time in the past thousand years, have been glorious. Maybe during the Golden Age the Demish loved to brag about.

The net effect was magnificent and absurd, and quite appropriate as a first sight of Gelion — not merely the hub, but the heart of Sevildom.

Erien shouldered the wide band of his pack, a robust, black spacer’s carryall in which he carried the sum of his worldly goods, and fell in behind a party of three men, all fair, one with the golden hair of the purest Demish. Engaged in animated conversation about a fencing tournament they were anticipating, the Demish Highlords did not notice Erien for some time. Then, as they approached the Highlord door, one glanced back, narrowed his eyes, and nudged the man beside him, hissing, “Kinf’stan”. The third man looked, and then all three closed ranks and slowed down.

Their assumption was doubly wrong. Erien was not Nersallian despite his uniform, and even if he had been, merely being Highlord was not sufficient to place him within the challenge right for the title of Liege Nersal, which was what was meant by kinf’stan. Perhaps the Demish Highlords knew that, but assumed the worst was possible. All kinf’stan — and they numbered in the hundreds — had lethal reputations on the challenge floor. The Demish Highlords appeared undecided about how to respond. One raised his voice sharply, but was rebuked before he got beyond his first syllable, and was urgently encouraged to admire a frieze. It took Erien a moment to realize that the Demish Highlords were pretending that they were in no hurry, rather than risk a conflict with him over which of them would pass first through the Highlord doors. He would have preferred to watch them go first, in case there was some quirk of protocol he was unaware of, but rather than risk being further misjudged, he went on alone.

The Highlord Door was guarded by one Demish and one Vrellish retainer, wearing, respectively, the braid and colors of the houses of H’Us and Monitum. 

The Monatese guard accepted Liege Nersal’s signet at a glance and waved Erien through. The Demish one delayed him to test the card’s clear section with a scan wand for proof of Horth’s blood signature. It was the same tool Gelacks used to authenticate honor chip currencies. Erien could, if he wanted to, turn his signet into Nersallian money. There were businesses Tatt had told him about in the UnderDocks that would do it for him gladly.

“Sorry,” the Demish guard said, when his wand confirmed the blood sample as Horth Nersal’s. “I’ve never seen one of those before, from him.”

The Monatese woman shook her head at this Demish obsession for talking about the obvious. “Carry on kinf’stan,” she told Erien, leaping to the same incorrect conclusion as the Demish Highlords. “Ameron is expecting to hear from your liege-admiral,” she added.

Erien decided not to explain that it was Amel who would be bringing the dispatches. If it would get him access to Ameron, it was an assumption that he would not challenge.

Beyond the doors, Erien found himself in a bright lobby facing a long stretch of white stairs. On the landing midway up the stairs, courtesan musicians performed a piano and woodwind concerto. A female dancer in a white body sheath performed on the stairs, sliding gracefully out of the way of passing Sevolites, trailing veils. The fifteen or twenty people in the room paid her no more attention than they did the other decorations.

Everything was white and gold, and pillared in a style reminiscent of a Greek pavilion. Nervecloth vistas on the walls to either side completed the illusion of a Mediterranean beach or, rather, a Gelack impression of what one had looked like. The water moved and the wind shifted the leaves of the palms. The air was lightly perfumed with incense.

A throne courtier in the long, full skirts worn by Demish ladies approached Erien. She raised an eyebrow when he showed her his signet, but said, briskly, “One moment,” and fetched a palace errant in Ameron’s white livery.

“New to Court?” the H’Usian errant asked Erien as he, too, scanned the signet.

“Yes.”

The errant handed back Horth’s signet and smiled. “Why don’t you take the Lorel Stairs? It’s the shortest way up to the Ava’s office. I assume you want to go there?”

“Thank you,” Erien replied.

The Demish courtiers withdrew, followed by a titter from the Highlord lady which the man gently admonished her for, although Erien caught him smiling as he did so.

A woman, attached to another group, took note. Erien avoided eye contact. Her sword and costume identified her as Vrellish despite her Demishly broad shoulders, and he didn’t want to be bothered with any irritating overtures, or — even worse — attempts to draw his challenge out of sheer bravado.

The Lorel Stairs had an unassuming aspect on approach. They seemed like backstairs for servants, except for their width. The staircase wound upwards around a solid core, bannisterless walls tiled in black, white and gray in an abstract pattern. Erien took the shallow steps three at a time for the first turn, but as the pattern closed in around him, he stopped abruptly, acutely disorientated.

There was something wrong with the walls. They moved. The surface became many surfaces, interwoven in rippling abstractions that made him feel he was phasing in on the brink of a jump. Except he knew he was standing on Gelion. And the walls should be still and solid.

By an act of will he stayed calm. It must be Gelion’s sluggish air, he told himself. The air, his concern for Ranar, and the after effects of flying. When he got to Green Hearth, after seeing Ameron, he’d ask for some klinoman. He rarely used the drug to relieve post-flight effects; he rarely needed to, no matter how hard he flew. And he didn’t like its slackening properties.

He tried the next step and nearly fell.

“You’d better close your eyes,” said a bold, woman’s voice from behind him.

It was the sword-wearing woman from the Olympian room, downstairs. She stopped two steps below him, her hand braced on her thigh where she spanned a few stairs with one leg. “I am Zind Therd of Dem’Vrel,” she introduced herself in peerage. “And Vrellish enough that I will not offer to see you up.” She grinned. “I just hate to see the Demish score on a Nersallian.”

Erien squinted against the optical illusion induced by the Lorel Stairs, concentrating on the woman’s broad shoulders and strong features. “It’s the tiles,” he realized, “and the patterns in them.”

“Just like the Flashing Floor,” Zind said. “You’ll have heard of that. Amel took a wound there performing as a courtesan sword dancer, because the floor messed him up. It’s in the visitor probe stuff of the Reetions.” Her scowl did not apologize for having viewed those recordings, though she seemed to disapprove of them, or Amel, or maybe both. “This,” she gestured to the walls without taking her eyes off Erien’s, “is something that the Lorel Avas did to cow the Vrellish. The Flashing Floor and Lorel Stairs used to be the only approaches to the Ava’s apartments. Ev’rel thinks they were intended as a sort of defense, because it did not in the least phase a Lorel. Ameron walks up and down here as cheerfully as a commoner.”

Erien swallowed, nauseous.

“Personally,” Zind opined, “I think it was just the Lorels’ nasty sense of humor.”

“I’ll keep my eyes closed. Thanks,” Erien told her.

“One hundred and nine steps to go from where your right foot is,” she betrayed a measure of Demish inheritance with her exactitude, and trotted back down again.

Erien decided to trust her information. She came across as refreshingly un-complex for a court Highlord. 

As he climbed with his eyes closed, Erien recalled to mind her jacket braid, subtracting the motifs that he recognized in order to isolate and memorize the components which were uniquely Dem’Vrellish. The Monatese herald who had instructed him in his early years had been a traditionalist, and Dem’Vrel was too much a come-lately to figure in his scheme of things. It seemed wise to correct the oversight, under the circumstances. He concluded Zind was probably the daughter of Ev’rel’s second son, who went by the name D’Therd, although this was actually the title denoting leadership of the Therd clan.

One hundred and nine steps later, Erien emerged in Ameron’s inner office.

A plainly dressed man rose from behind a semi-circular desk as surprised palace errants first snapped to attention and then scaled down to mere curious interest when Erien showed them his signet. The man who had been seated behind the reception desk wore Ameron’s fern crest but no other insignia. Erien had known Di Mon’s gorarelpul, in his childhood, and others who served as techs in the Nersallian fleet. This one was the first to make him feel anything akin to the superstitious chill that so many people reported when they fell under a gorarelpul’s scrutiny.

“You came up the Lorel Stairs?” the gorarelpul asked, coming out from behind his desk. He addressed Erien commoner to Highlord, which confirmed Erien’s guess at his identity. The gorarelpul looked Erien over critically. “Would you like to sit down a moment, highborn?”

“I am fine,” Erien assured him, politely. “After the first turn I kept my eyes closed.”

“That’s wise,” said the gorarelpul. “Carrying something to focus on is another useful measure, if you ever need to do it again.”

“Or march straight up them with your teeth gritted and your eyes open,” offered the male member of the Monatese pair of errants, whose amusement suggested that Erien had not repressed all outward signs of his experience. “Just like your liege does, and damn the Lorels! Only time I’ve ever seen Liege Nersal stagger.”

All four errants laughed.

That would be very like Horth, Erien thought. He would try it himself some time, and see if he could habituate. Today he silently thanked Zind Therd for her timely advice. He would not impress Ameron with his competence if he walked into the walls or fell over the furniture.

To the gorarelpul he said, “You are one of Ameron’s people?”

He sensed a slight smile, for his tact, in the man’s answer. “My name is Drasous, and yes, I am bonded to Ameron.”

Erien knew, now, what was bothering him. It was not the gorarelpul himself. All those Erien had ever known were competent men and women who seemed quite at ease with the reality that their minds were no longer entirely their own due to conscience bonding. Sevildom demanded absolute loyalty of its most highly trained and independent-minded servants. But since his time on Rire, Erien found the whole idea of conscience bonding disturbed him profoundly — both that it was done, and that its victims seemed to accept it as necessary.

It was said, however, that Ameron’s own chief gorarelpul, a woman named Charous, was unbonded. The court’s conservative element discounted the story as a slur against Ameron. Unbonded gorarelpul, being commoner, could not be trusted to be both knowledgeable and honorable. And possessing one was a transgression.

“If you have dispatches from Horth Nersal, you can leave them with me,” Drasous told Erien.

“I do not,” Erien was forced to admit. “Amel was to carry the dispatches. But I do need to see Ava Ameron.”

“Oh?” Drasous was cool. The palace errants became alert, no longer dismissing him as a mere envoy who had not bothered to unpack his sword.

“I am Erien,” Erien explained, “a ward of Monitum.”

The Monatese errants visibly pricked up their ears. Drasous glanced at them. “Yours is not a name I am familiar with,” said Drasous, politely enough. “You may wait in the anteroom, if you wish.”

The Demish pair fell in on either side of him. “This way, Your Grace,” said one of them.

If a signal had passed between Drasous and the errants it was subtly done. But it would make sense for the gorarelpul to hold back the Monatese errants to ask them about Erien. Erien hesitated only long enough to decide he had nothing to gain by pressing his case. If the Monatese errants had heard of Di Mon’s off world ward who had been sent to Rire, that would be useful. But whether they had or not, the gorarelpul would look beyond them for some confirmation of his identity — all of which would take time. Erien followed the two H’Usian errants through a large office occupied by at least twenty of Ameron’s personal staff — commoner and Sevolite — and into what was clearly a waiting room beyond.

“How long will I—” Erien began to ask, turning back, but the errants had already lost interest. He gave up before they closed the doors in his face.

Another pair of errants stood unblinking on this side of the door. They were both black-haired and liveried in Ameron’s beige-crested white rather than Monatese colors. What, Erien thought, does that mean? That they’re sworn directly to Ameron instead of via Green Hearth? He was beginning to weary of the effort of thinking like an anthropologist in what was supposed to be his own culture, trying to translate the cues of braid and livery.

Vent Amel down a long jump, anyway! Amel could have made an interview possible with a word! The thought prompted Erien to wonder whether Amel had, in fact, done the opposite. Amel should have been and gone, by now, with Liege Nersal’s dispatches. But that did not tally with the palace staff’s expectation that Erien must be the courier.

Most of the occupants of the anteroom were standing, watchful, but poised to mingle if granted a desirable opportunity. They all wore over jackets in house colors, decorated with status braids. And swords.

Erien’s own sword was packed in his carryall. He should at least have thought to change into dress uniform, but the Nersallian fleet’s stern, unceremonious discipline had completed the ruin that seven years on Rire had begun. His Monatese foster father Di Mon would not have approved the oversight. Erien backtracked over that last thought and put the ghost of the late Liege Monitum aside. He was on his own.

Along one wall of the anteroom, a chamber group of courtesans was playing. They were technically good, but lacked something in comparison to the orchestras Erien had heard on Rire.

How strange, he thought, settling himself into a chair and stowing his carryall beneath it, that the passionate Gelack culture has given rise to such effete music, while orderly Rire produces music which had moved him to trembling silence when he first heard it, at only seven years old. It had seemed the language of his heart. He wondered, idly, what the reaction would be if he pulled his flute from his carrier bag. Probably the errants would think it was some disreputable weapon and run him through. Gelack Sevolites were not musicians; music was a commoner trade. 

Nevertheless, he watched the musicians closely, absorbing the music. Since he had left Rire he had developed a superb musical memory, as he could not hope to hear any new piece of music more than once. Aside, that is, from barracks ballads and Nersallian drinking songs, which he had heard more often than any man of his moderate habits should.

The woman in the trio of musicians, a striking redhead, gave him a quick survey and dismissed him with a slight but unmistakable tilt of her pretty nose. He had no idea of the criteria by which she judged, or what it meant. He did note, however, that the musicians seemed a little stressed.

The courtesans were obviously wearing their best, but the clothes didn’t match, in quality, those of their audience. One of the tri-lyre’s strings was unreliable. Stretched with age perhaps. The tri-lyrist played on regardless. They were a lower class courtesan trio who had been advanced by a powerful patron, Erien decided, a powerful patron who was perhaps a little tone deaf. He was beginning to wonder what the etiquette might be for requesting that a musician retune — neither his early protocol lessons nor his study of Gelack culture under Ranar had covered such eventualities — when a slight ripple in the gathering made him look up at a newcomer.

The new arrival had just strolled in the door and now stood looking around the room with an air of possession. Equally unmistakably she was commoner, with an olive cast to her skin and fine lines beginning to show around her eyes and mouth. Her hair was a tawny frizz, held back from her face with a golden scarf. She wore a simple tunic patterned with autumn leaves of red, brown, and gold, outlined in gilt, over brown slacks. Her eyes met Erien’s and both brows went up as she took in his slumped, travel-worn posture, his Nersallian clothes, and his carryall.

The waiting Sevolites drew back as she crossed the room. It was a subtle withdrawal, but although they were Sevolites and she was a commoner, they withdrew.

Erien got to his feet as she reached him.

This could be none other than Charous, Ameron’s chief adjunct, the gorarelpul whom Ameron supposedly did not bond. She dipped her head in a sketch of a bow and waited for Erien to address her. It was polite for whoever had the higher birth rank to speak first, as the consequences of an error in grammatical differencing were greater the other way around.

“I am Erien, ward of Monitum,” he proclaimed himself five birth ranks her superior with the inflection of his ‘I’ in Gelack. “I would like to speak to Ava Ameron.”

She heard his pronouns and her brows rose again. She had an alert, slightly triangular face, like a cat’s. “Charous. Royal Gorarelpul. Please state your business.”

“My business concerns my guardian, the Ambassador of Rire.”

And? said her eyebrows.

“When do you think it would be possible to see Ava Ameron?”

“You are the ward of Monitum, not of Rire,” she reminded him of his first declaration.

“I am the ward of Monitum and of Rire.”

She glanced down at his Nersallian leathers. He said, “I have been serving with the Nersallian fleet for the past three years.”

“Monitum, Rire, and the Nersallian fleet,” the gorarelpul said. “You have indeed had a varied career, Highlord Erien.” As Ameron’s chief gorarelpul, she was responsible for the Ava’s intelligence service and for dealing with covert threats to the throne. He had the sense that he was not in her files, and that the omission irked — if not particularly worried — her. Yet.

“I think,” Erien said, “that was what Di Mon — the late Liege Monitum — intended. I believe he prepared me for this crisis.”

“Did he?” said Charous thoughtfully. “Please wait here.”

Erien watched her autumnal back as she crossed to the doors. The errants standing guard received her with a nod. She said something quietly to one, and he glanced towards Erien. The other one opened the door for her, and she disappeared.

She returned with alacrity. Her mild interest was replaced by an intensity of focus Erien found unnerving. “You’re to come with me,” she said crisply. “He wants to see you now.”

The ‘he’, so differenced, could only mean Ameron.

All eyes were upon them as they went through the double doors, through the outer administrative offices, and into the reception area where Erien had been before.

Three people were just emerging from an adjoining hall. They made an interesting group — and illustrious, Erien realized, decoding the braid decorating their collars, cuffs and waistcoats: a Nersallian Highlord and two Demish Royalbloods, a man and a woman. The man’s costume identified him as the Admiral, and regent, of H’Us. Admiral H’Us was a sandy-haired man with the youthful face and the aged eyes of an Old Sword. He had been Admiral all through the ninety-year-reign of his late mother. The Nersallian Highlord was a woman, straight-backed, gray eyed and austere, in trousers, jacket and braids which proclaimed her not only kinf’stan but of Horth’s blood. Erien recognized her as Horth’s sister, Sanal. The Demish woman wore no braid at all. She was a golden-haired girl in the full skirts, high-collared bodice and pearled cap of an unmarried Demish princess.

Noticing Erien, the Demish girl gazed at him with wide-eyed innocence. Her eyes were sky-blue and very young. He did not know whether protocol would allow him to smile or not. He wanted to. Then Charous swept him past them, and down a short hall, lined with doors. 

On the very threshold of what had to be the famous Blackwood Room, Charous suddenly turned and held out her hand. “I’ll take that,” she told Erien, nodding toward his carryall.

Within the room, a man’s voice called, “Charous!”

The voice sent a shock down Erien’s spine. It was unmistakably a voice of command.

“Give me your bag,” the gorarelpul said narrowly.

Erien handed it over and walked past her into the Blackwood Room.

Ameron Lor’Vrel had come half way across the bare floor. He halted now, staring at Erien. As Erien entered, the door swung closed behind him with a heavy sound. Erien hardly noticed.

Ameron was a tall man, even for a Sevolite. He was dressed in a white and gray, the shirt embroidered with the fern motif of Lor’Vrel. He had the thin Vrellish build, and abundant Vrellish vigor, but his untidy shock of hair was brown, not black. Even though he stood still, the air around him was expectant of action. His gray eyes were iridescent with energy.

No single detail of Ameron’s appearance explained why his presence awed and overwhelmed people — even Erien, who was not educated to be awed. Perhaps it was his history. He had come to power for the first time in the midst of the Killing War between Gelion and Rire, imposed a solution, and sealed the frontier between Gelion and Rire. Eleven years later, he’d been lost making a jump and reappeared from time slip, again, not long before Erien was born. It was rare for ships to return after days of time-slips — Ameron had returned after 200 years.

That Ameron had emerged sane was a testament to his strength of character. That he had gone on to reclaim the throne from Ev’rel without bloodshed was testament to his charisma. Statesmanship had held that throne, this time, for eighteen years. Now he faced his old dilemma, Rire. But living legend or not, this time Rire was going to wrest a fresh solution from him: the beginning of a relationship between equals.

“I understood you were in the Nersallian fleet,” the Ava said, giving no quarter or sign of recognition apart from what might be extracted from the bare words.

They had met, once, when Erien was six years old. Erien had been reared on the legends of Ameron’s wisdom. He had seen compassion and generosity demonstrated, then, towards the ailing Di Mon. He had presumed that he might feel it himself in some measure, now. Certainly he had not expected to receive such a cold welcome. He took a moment to find his balance.

“I asked to be released,” said Erien. “I thought Ranar might need me.”

“Need you for what?” Ameron spoke as he was entitled, Pureblood to Highlord.

“I am highborn,” Erien said. “I thought that might help Ranar.”

A silence greeted this explanation. Then the Ava said, “They say you do not fight.”

“No,” Erien said, and struggled with his better judgment for a moment before adding: “They say the same thing of you, Ava.”

Ameron snorted a breath through his long, thin nose. It might have been amusement. It was hard to tell. Whatever it was played out in an instant and was gone. “What kind of help have you in mind?”

“I will know better after I have seen Ambassador Ranar. I understand you are holding him in protective custody.”

“If that is a request to see Ranar,” Ameron said, his tone
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