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Prologue

The ambassador’s shuttle swung high over the Palace compound, waiting for permission to land. Joan Denisov-Graham, formerly of the Mars High­landers and now the Terran Federation’s represen­tative to the Court at Avalon, senior Terran representative within the Imperium, stared out the window, brooding. Night had fallen some hours before, but the Palace complex was brightly lit, the multi-colored glass roofs of the Palace cordons glowing warmly. He could trace the invisible buildings by the colors: the criss-crossing lines of amber and paler gold that marked the roughly rectangular perimeter of the Palace also marked the public areas of the buildings. The ambassado­rial suites were there, as well as the public meet­ing rooms. A cluster of blue lines led away from the main compounds, one set toward the darkened, shadowy hall where the assembly of the nobles—the Eger—met, the other toward the cluster of towers where the off-world nobles were housed while at court. Green lines and squares marked semi-secure areas, usually reserved for the bureau­cracy. The center of the Palace was dark, topped with armored steel and surrounded by a broad band of red-roofed corridors: the empress’s per­sonal quarters.

The shuttle tilted sharply, and the Palace slid away beneath its wing. The massive Cathedral, glass walled and as brilliantly lit from within as the Palace, passed below him, and then the land­ing field slipped past. The long lanes of fused earth were utterly empty. He leaned forward to touch the pilot’s shoulder.

“What’s going on, Martine?”

“I don’t know,” the woman answered without turning. “We were told to hold, and then—nothing.” She nodded to her own tiny viewscreen. “That’s the Council’s ambassador over there.”

Denisov-Graham leaned across the aisle. He could just make out the oddly mismatched wing lights of the other shuttle. Despite the fact that the Federa­tion and the non-human conglomerate, whose title was roughly translated as the Council of Planets, had been at peace for generations, despite the fact that the Council had more or less withdrawn its attention from the human volume of space after its last devastating set of raids a hundred years before, he could not help feeling a slight shudder every time he had to deal with the Lors Vedn who represented the Council. He could only be grateful that the Council had very little to do with the Imperium.

“Have you heard anything, boss?” the pilot asked. This time, she did risk a quick glance back at her passenger. Denisov-Graham tried to meet her eyes impassively.

“The empress has been ill for a few weeks, and isn’t reported to be getting any better,” he said slowly.

The pilot’s eyes widened slightly. “If she dies…” She did not complete the sentence.

Denisov-Graham nodded. Oriana III Silvertree, empress and absolute ruler of the Imperium, had neglected to provide herself with an heir. No, he cor­rected himself automatically, that was hardly fair. There had been attempts, first to bear a child and then to produce a viable clone, all of which had failed miserably. But she had still failed to name any of the eligible nobles—and there weren’t many of those, the ambassador thought grimly—and the message summoning him to the Palace had been cryptic enough to set the embassy speculating about her condition. If she were to die without an heir, the Imperium would be in chaos, with every major noble able to make a claim to the throne, and none of them able to hold it.

He leaned forward again. “What odds do the bookmakers give for a successor?”

The pilot looked around nervously, her wide mouth pulling down at the corners. “The common­ers don’t bet on that question, boss.”

“They bet on everything,” Denisov-Graham said.

“Not on this,” Martine insisted. “That would be petty treason. Maybe not so petty—” She broke off and reached for her comunit as lights flashed on the communications panel. “Federal shuttle 572.”

Denisov-Graham looked out the window again, as the shuttle swung back toward the Palace on the other leg of the interminable holding pattern. The lights in the Cathedral had gone out.

“Boss, she’s dead,” Martine said. She adjusted the comunit. “Listen to this.”

She flipped a switch, and the rich voice of an imperial Herald boomed from the cabin speakers.

“—Majesty, Oriana, third of that name, died one hour ago, in the hospital wing of the Palace. Her passing is greatly mourned by all loyal subjects.”

That sentiment had a rote quality, Denisov-Graham thought. Get on to the important things.

“Her late Majesty’s will has been opened by the priests of the Order to whom it was entrusted,” the Herald went on. “In it, her Majesty named Keira Renault, hereby declared a majore, as her heir.”

There was more, but Denisov-Graham had stopped listening. Who? he thought stupidly, and then knew. Keira—never mind the Renault, that family had supposedly been wiped out by Oriana’s grand­father—had been the empress’s favorite for the past ten years.

“Boss?” Martine said. “Even I know the Re­naults don’t exist any more.”

“It sounds as though they do,” Denisov-Graham said grimly. “Get us landing clearance as quickly as you can.”


Chapter 1

Keira sat on the end of the bed in which the empress had died, no longer aware of that fact as more than mere fact, and waited. There was a muted buzzing from the spybox at the head of the bed, and an exchange of voices: the nobility, or at least those majores and land-minores who had been present to hear the will, were at the red circle, and would soon reach the Quarters. He would be ready; he was ready now. His Talent, that freakish combi­nation of inbred almost-telepathy and the knack for reading patterns, tugged capriciously at his mind, dazzling him with glimpses of the fifty possi­ble futures radiating from this present. He forced it down, trying to ignore the temptation. He had to remain as he was, at the first level of awareness, where he could watch and Read the patterns of response in the nobles’ faces, and fit them into the pattern of his own desires. His blood was up, sing­ing with the excitement of handling more vari­ables than he’d ever faced before, and it took a physical effort to keep himself from smiling, from laughing aloud for sheer pleasure. In ten years, he had not been able to indulge himself so fully.

He frowned, bringing himself back to earth. Slowly, concentrating his entire mind on each sep­arate movement, he brought his hands together and folded them neatly in his lap. He sat very straight, both feet flat on the floor, his head per­fectly balanced on top of his spine. The position was supposed to bring calm, a tranquility that helped one remain in the state in which one Read faces and futures, but it did little to still his own Talent. He thought, I would bet the Order never intended the exercise for times like this.

Bet. The word touched off mental fireworks, rico­cheting from one memory to another, from the games that were the pastime of the entire Impe­rium to the half-memory that was his own particu­lar nightmare. He struggled for control, but he might as well have reached for Avalon’s moon. His Talent swept him away, carried him to his homeworld, Hellmouth, to the terrace of the Govern­ment House at Satansburg. He sat with his back to the cave mouth, and the sunrise framed in it—and was not himself. In the dream-vision, he could see his own face, and knew it was not himself but some ancestor who sat there, facing the Terran. And the Terran was not Denisov-Graham, as he should be; the faces were similar, kinship plain, but it was not the Denisov-Graham he knew.

“We could do it,” the dream-self said, “and we will do it. We will be emperors one day.”

“We?” Denisov-Graham’s ancestor asked, laughing.

“One of my kin,” the Renault said, and he, too, laughed. “But one of us will.”

“A Domus whose proudest boast is that they are descended from Old Federal transportees?” The Denisov-Graham shook his head. “Your nobility will never stand for it.”

“What would you care to wager that they will?”

“What stakes are you offering?” the Denisov-Graham asked.

“My life and family.”

“What good is that to me?” the Denisov-Graham countered.
The Renault smiled. “Very well, privileges for the Federation. And you?”

And it was at that point that even Talent failed him. The scene faded, melting away in a wash of pale grey and sand. He bit his lips in frustration, but knew it would do no good to try and force his Talent further. He had never been able to dredge up the stakes, no matter how often he had seen this vision, and there was no time to try to do so now. But I want it, he thought. I want whatever it is this Denisov-Graham owes me.

He forced himself to relax, to return to the pos­ture of controlled Talent—back straight, head up, hands loose. You are not yet emperor, he told himself and his Talent. The bet is not yet won. Concentrate on winning it, on winning the Imperium to your side, and when that’s done, claim your prize.

The spybox buzzed again, and the red warning light went on: the nobles had reached the Quarters. He rose hastily and went out into the receiving room, seating himself in the high-backed chair Oriana had used for informal audiences. He touched the concealed button that activated the wall speaker, and listened while the Chancellor, who was no longer Chancellor and had not been since Oriana’s death, argued with the sergeant on duty at the inner door. His Talent felt more cooperative now, reduced by the vision to a manageable level, and he permitted himself one last smile. Then he touched the switch that activated his own micro­phone.

“Admit them.”

The slender man was dwarfed by the flaring back of the chair, but he still managed to convey the sense that these others, babbling through and across each other’s conversations, were the intrud­ers in the Imperial Quarters, not he. General Doran, watching from behind the ranked nobles of the Domi Aureae, the nine great families that domi­nated the Imperium, could not understand how they had all been so deluded. For the past week, as Oriana, third of her name, had fought for her life, they had all pressed her to name her heir. The empress had refused, saying only that she had left her empire in competent hands. And then, when the Order had shown the will… Doran shook his head, still not believing. Oriana had admitted she had not ruled, except perhaps in the first unsteady months of her reign. Then she had seen a copper-haired sailworker in a MarchWorld schooner sta­tion and bought out his contract. No one had thought much of it then: the empress had had many favorites, noble and common alike, and tired of them quickly. But for ten years, this Guildsman, this Keira—and Doran wondered if that were his proper name, since Oriana had also called him majore and a Renault—had remained first in the empress’s favor. He had gotten minore status, too, but only the Order, in its non-religious function as judge of Talent and Convention, could certify the truth of that, and of Oriana’s more extravagant claims.

“My Lords.” Keira’s voice crackled with Talent, and Doran, though only a minore, could feel it sparking the multiple Talents of the majores. Eyes widened or went empty, bodies tensed, then slowly relaxed. Nervous hands stilled, and conversation died, until only a few minores exchanged furtive whispers. Doran glanced quickly from face to face, seeking the reactions of the Domus nobles. Most showed only shock: despite the empress’s statement, no one had really expected to find a major Talent. It made it more than possible that Keira really was a Renault, and the general could see that awareness on a few faces. There was a new piece on the board; or, rather, it was like yrriban, where the pieces themselves shifted value, and you sud­denly found yourself facing a Power where you had been sure there was only a pawn.

Beside Doran, the Federation’s ambassador stirred uneasily. At first, Doran thought he was checking the reaction of the Council representative, stand­ing either bemused or aloof in the background, but then the Terran muttered something. Doran edged closer, caught the last words.

“—face is right.”

Doran frowned, and shifted to see past Santarem’s massive shoulder. Keira’s face was different, all right, but it was only from Talent. The underlying structure was the same—prominent cheekbones and aristocratic nose—but the eyes seemed paler, and there was something— For a moment, Doran, too, felt as though he had seen it before, in a portrait somewhere, but the memory slipped away.

“I take it you have seen her, late Majesty’s will?” Keira asked.

There was an exchange of glances among the majores, and then Desolin Hamm’tt, Grand Duke of the most junior of the nine Domi Aureae, said, “The Councils have seen it.” She gave him no title, not the “lord” of a minore or the “dan” to which he was entitled as the empress’s favorite and a guildmaster. Matto de Terranin, as head of the most senior Domus both Chancellor and Speaker for the nobles’ assembly, the Eger, kept carefully silent.

“Then you know her Majesty named me her heir, in the absence of an heir of her own bloodline,” Keira said.

“Forgive me,” Hamm’tt interrupted, and the lack of a title was very noticeable, “but you can hardly expect the nobility to accept you as emperor on that word alone.”

Some expression—amusement? anger?—flickered momentarily across Keira’s face. “Come, you can See I’m majore. And surely one of you can certify my bloodline.” His eyes swept the room, paused on Denisov-Graham, then fixed on Owen Castellar, majore lord of Hell. “You, Hell-Lord. You know what I am.”

Castellar said, reluctantly, “You have the Re­nault face.”

Keira nodded. “Yes, Hell-Lord, and the genes. You can trace my pedigree—as the empress did, as the Order did—but surely you don’t need to. You can see that I am a Renault, senior of my Domus, by birth and blood Grand Duke, and by book—by the terms of the will—emperor.”

“The Renaults are minores only,” a new voice said. Doran turned his head, found the speaker: Hetiya Ayakawa, one of the Tyrian land-minores who were richer than many majores, prevented only by lack of a major Talent from taking a more active role in government. Keira’s pale eyes flicked toward her, seemed to measure her worth and then dismiss her.

“The Renaults were minores only by decree of the Eger and the emperor, never by blood. We have the Talent.” His voice lost its tinge of irony, its conversational quality, grew into something archaic, filled with a ritual power. “You know with what justice my Domus lost its place. We kept faith when it would have paid us to betray our emperor, and went down with him. We were minores under the Silvertrees, earned title and favor again under the first Oriana, died in her ne­phew’s wars, were betrayed and destroyed again—so they thought—by his descendants. I was born a commoner, and I have ruled this empire. Can any other Domus state a better claim?”

There was a sudden silence in the room, a si­lence that echoed with Talent. Doran, looking from one face to another, saw only confusion and hes­itation. None of them had dared to state their families’ claims in such a fashion, not for genera­tions. That pride had been bred out of them under the last three Silvertrees. Keira’s claim was the only clear one—not blood relationship, but the desire to hold power, and the empress’s legacy to give him more legitimacy than blood. As for the others… Doran calculated quickly. De Terranin could make a claim, as could Vladimir St. George, the count of Rohan; there had been many links between the Silvertrees and the majores of Verii Mir. There was Lasca FitzMary as well, descen­dant of an illegitimate child of a Silvertree Admiral; she had been in the empress’s household for years, at least half as a hostage, but she was only a minore, ineligible unless she could produce majore children. The de la Mars, too, had bloodties to the earlier Silvertrees through the FitzMary line, but the claim was very weak. Hamm’tt, Audry Xie, the land-minores Shastri and Ayakawa, and perhaps a few others could claim that the blood of the Alexanders, the first emperors, ran in their veins and could take precedence over that of the usurp­ing Silvertrees. It would not matter, for the pur­poses of making the claim, that the usurpation had taken place over five hundred years before.

Not all of those would try it, Doran knew, but if even one did, there would be civil war. He glanced dubiously at the Federal ambassador, Denisov-­Graham, who wore the expression of a man who has just discovered a new antagonist. Could the Federation pass up the chance to bring its old colonies under its wing? Would it dare ignore the opportunity to control the sources of its desper­ately needed raw materials? More than that, could Denisov-Graham resist the chance to create a pup­pet emperor? I’ll put my trust in what I know, Doran thought. He brought his hands together and bowed over them.

“Your Majesty.”

From under his lowered eyelids, he saw the no­bles move away from him, disassociating them­selves from him.

“General Doran,” Keira acknowledged. “You were Doran min-Silvertree?”

Doran kept his head down, managed to match Keira’s calm tone. “I am the emperor’s minore, Majesty. Doran min-Renault.”

“Rise, General.”

Doran lifted his head, and found himself looking directly into the Renault’s pale eyes. He could not read the expression there—his Talent lay in the physical realm, not the psychic—but he found the cool stare perversely reassuring.

Keira nodded slightly, and turned his attention back to the nobility. “My Lords?”

Hamm’tt opened her mouth, but de Terranin waved her to silence. “My Lord,” he said abruptly, compromising on the made-minore’s title. “The Domi Council will consider your claim.”

“Not good enough,” Keira said.

Doran felt a momentary twinge of fear. The Re­nault was pushing too fast, Talented or not. And Doran had committed himself.

“There is no other legitimate claim,” Keira went on, almost casually. “The others are of blood only, bastard blood or cousinage or alliance marriage, none valid under law, without birth or book to support them. And you forget that I have ruled for the past ten years.” He nodded to the portrait of the empress that was set into one wall of the room. It was almost too real for comfort—the brown Silvertree face drawn into an irritable scowl, Oriana’s natural expression in later years. “Do you want another like her over you? She was a capri­cious fool. Without me guiding her, we would have been plunged into war twice over—with the Feder­ation or the Council, or even with the March Worlds, our own colonies. You bred too cautiously, my Lords, looking for the safe Talents. We never did, and I am not afraid to gamble. You only play games.”

Denisov-Graham breathed softly, “Oh, yes, that’s a Renault.”

De Terranin hesitated, then said, slowly, “A gamesmaster… as all the Renaults were… does not necessarily make a good ruler.”

Keira laughed. “I could spend an hour listing those who were.”

“Your Majesty.” Royd Lovell-Andriës, the Elec­tor of Somewhere, made the ritual gesture, bow­ing over clasped hands. Keira’s eyes fixed on him, and there was an almost audible crackling of Talent.

“My Lord Elector.”

“Come, de Terranin,” Lovell-Andriës said, his rough voice breaking the formality. “Admit it. There’s no one else, and your son won’t see the Quarters without a ten-year war. That holds for you, too, Hamm’tt.” The hyper-awareness of Talent widened his eyes as he swung to challenge the rest of the nobles. “I’ll back this with my life and soldiery, if I must.”

The room was silenced by his outburst. After a moment, a few of the lesser nobles—von Sarazin, Kovar, Xie—lowered their heads and muttered their acknowledgements. Then St. George brought his hands together and bowed. De Terranin and Hamm’tt bent their heads stiffly. One by one, then in a last rush, the others followed suit. Keira rose from his chair.

“My Lords, I thank you. Duke Matto, I am sure the Council will be free to consider the will in the morning. I will attend.”

“Of course… Majesty.” The word came very hard to de Terranin.

“Then you may return to your quarters, my Lords.” There was such a note of assurance in the favorite’s voice that no one even thought of dis­obeying.

Outside the Imperial Quarters, the Guards looked questioningly at Doran. The general stood aside to let the nobility past, remaining discreetly close to the young sergeant who commanded the detail. The nobles were mostly silent. A few whispered together—Doran made a mental note of those as ones he would have to watch—but most paced quietly, eyes empty as they calculated the odds. No one bothered to mention the shame of being ruled by the dead empress’s favorite; that would be for raising the minores, if it came to rebellion. They all knew too well what the last empress could have been, and what her father had been, to com­plain about anyone’s morals.

“General?” the sergeant said tentatively.

“Um?” Doran collected his thoughts. “Sergeant, the Empress Oriana, having no heirs of body or blood, exercised the imperial prerogative and be­queathed the Imperium to Keira Renault, first of that name and line.” He had made that speech before, in the army council, but this time there was more to add. “The Emperor Keira has my full loyalty, and is worthy of yours. You will protect him with your lives.”

“Keira?” the sergeant echoed involuntarily. “A Renault?” The other soldiers exchanged stealthy glances, but said nothing. Then the sergeant’s face showed sudden decision. Doran could almost read her thoughts, though he was not a telepath. The general trusts him; I trust the general. I’ll serve this emperor. She saluted crisply.

“Very good, sir.”

“Well done,” Doran said gently, and turned away toward his own quarters.

“It’s a good thing they trust you, isn’t it?” a voice said at his elbow.

Doran controlled the impulse to reach for his shielded blade.

“Ambassador?”

Denisov-Graham smiled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I wanted to ask you a few questions, if I might.”

“About his Majesty?”

“Yes, about him.” Denisov-Graham looked oddly troubled. “It doesn’t interfere with Imperial in­terests. I give you my word.”

Doran liked the Federal ambassador against his better judgment, and had been given reason, some years back, to trust him. He gestured to the door that gave onto his own spartan quarters. “Come in, have a drink.”

Denisov-Graham shuddered almost imperceptibly, but allowed himself to be led inside. A serbot brought drinks, and Doran leaned back in his chair.

“Now, Ambassador.” The general took a long swallow of the heady liquid and regarded the Terran over the rim of his glass. “What is it you wanted?”

Denisov-Graham toyed with his glass; Doran could not tell if the gesture was from nervousness or simply because the Terran didn’t like Imperial wines. “I don’t know quite where to begin,” he said. “I suppose—yes. You know my family’s had dealings with the Imperium for a long time.”

Doran nodded.

“We keep diaries.” The ambassador grinned suddenly. “Oh, don’t bother hiring someone to search my rooms. We never write anything down until we’re safely home, I promise you that. Anyway, those records show we’ve also had quite a few en­counters with the Renaults. They were all power-hungry and they were all Sighted—Readers—and a few of them were very, very good.” He sighed faintly. “At any rate, Elidi, who lived during the reign of Alexander IV, predicted once—in a private conversation, of course—that the Renaults would take the throne one day. And they made a bet on it. Naturally, I didn’t take it too seriously when I read the account, but now… I begin to wonder. Kay Renault knew of the bet—”

“It’s quite a jump from Alexander IV to Oriana,” Doran commented, pouring himself a second drink.

Denisov-Graham nodded. “I know. That makes me think the whole family knew about it. And that brings me to my question. Could anyone plan for that long, just to win a bet? For a game?” He looked at Doran, all at once serious. “You’re an imperial noble, or at least a minore, which I some­times think means you know the high nobles bet­ter than they know themselves. Would they do that?”

Doran considered the thought for a long moment, watching the bubbles rise in his glass. It wasn’t possible to see so far into the future, or so he had always been taught. The Readers didn’t really foresee; they extrapolated from current events and past practices, added intuition, and gave their prediction. The farther ahead they tried to go, the greater the uncertainties. But the best Readings came from intuition and sudden revelation. “I sup­pose it’s possible to predict something that far in advance,” he said slowly. “But to act on it? That must have been five hundred years ago. No Domus can keep to a plan like that, not even a family of… gamesmasters.” But as he said it, he doubted, and Denisov-Graham read the doubt in his eyes.

“Or could they?” the Terran whispered.

Doran shook his head, driving the thought away. “What were the stakes?” he asked instead.

Denisov-Graham’s expression was rueful. “I don’t remember. I read the account long ago.”

Doran raised an eyebrow, unable to hide his skepticism, but the ambassador met his gaze with­out flinching. After a moment Doran looked away, reaching for the bottle on the serbot’s tray. “Be that as it may,” he said, “Keira’s the only man for the job.”

“Oh, indeed,” Denisov-Graham agreed, and added, so softly that Doran could pretend he didn’t hear, “but did the Renaults engineer the whole thing?”

Keira sat again on the edge of the immense bed, staring at the smaller, informal portrait that was set in the far wall. The empress stared back at him, her eyes puzzled as they had often been when Keira tried to explain the necessity of actions.

“My poor lady,” Keira said aloud. “You never knew if you loved me or hated me, and never enjoyed yourself more than when you had me fear­ing for my life, but you had the sense to know that I was right. I’m sorry about what I said to the nobles… you were nothing like your father, or your grandfather. You knew you didn’t have the makings of a monarch, and hated me for speaking from instinct and making a better choice than you did after days of thought. But you had the strength to use me. I respect you—I honor you for that.”

He looked up at the heavy-bodied portrait, seeing in it the shadows of the great monarchs of the line. The Silvertrees had gambled, trading genetic flaws, a weak heart, crippling diseases, and ultimate sterility, for the psychic Talents needed to control their impossible empire. Oriana had been the final result of this process, and despite her faults, not entirely unworthy.

I don’t know if you really understood the neces­sity for ending the line, he thought, but I think you felt it. You knew it was time for new blood. And there was the bet, his conscience reminded him. He winced. Yes, the bet. How many generations ago did Elidi make it, and my father’s father’s fathers plan for my becoming emperor? This would’ve hap­pened without it. But the portrait scowled down on him as though to give the lie to his denial.

“Oriana,” he whispered, as though ghosts of emperors had nothing better to do than hang around and listen to vows. “Oriana, I swear the bet was nothing. You didn’t even know the story. I heard it as a child, and hardly listened. This was necessary for the Imperium, I swear that to you. You trusted me before; trust me again. You know my Domus’s fault. We love the wrong people, and I did love you, despite everything you did, and despite myself. I wouldn’t have denied you anything except for the Imperium.” He knew he lied, but he seemed to see the lines ease a little on the portrait’s stern features.

The spybox clicked and said uneasily, “Majesty?”

Keira whirled. He had forgotten, he who had been so careful for so many years, all about the security devices. “Yes?” he snapped, his mind searching frantically for an explanation.

“I heard voices. Are you all right, Majesty?” The voice was that of the Guard sergeant, and the Guard, at least, could be trusted now that Doran had declared himself.

“I was talking to myself,” Keira said. He knew he was taking a risk, but he had kept his voice down. “I’m quite all right.”

“Very good, your Majesty. Sleep well.”

“Thank you, sergeant,” Keira said to the box. Oriana, I will see that they tell the truth about you. That you were an indifferent woman and a bad ruler, who had the sense to use any tool to preserve her empire.

“I promise,” he whispered. Then he leaned back against the stack of pillows, waiting. He was not tired yet, buoyed up by his Talent, but it was better to wait, to be sure that the last of the nobles had retreated to their own rooms, before he went to the computers. He touched the part of the head­board that controlled the room lighting, drawing his hand down the hidden path until the lights dimmed. He would wait an hour; after that, there was work to do.


Chapter 2

The Federal ambassador had joined his fellow diplomats an hour before. Doran lay in the com­fortably narrow darkness of his bed, feeling the drinks churning in his stomach. His thoughts wan­dered aimlessly, through his years of service at court and off-world, and through his childhood, with complete impartiality. Then, with sudden­ness like Talent, Doran remembered.

The court had gone to the MarchWorlds barely two years after Oriana’s coronation. Trouble was brewing there, as always; the Barbaries, greatest of the MarchWorlds, had been imperial colonies for generations without gaining the privileges of the inner worlds, and were growing restless under the rumor of a new tax assessment. The empress’s personal council had suggested that the presence of the new and relatively popular empress might relieve some of the pressure until the Eger and the Commons’ Councils could decide on the proper response to the Barbaries’ complaints. The March-Lords, on Diana and Far Havens as well as the two Barbaries, had seen the occasion for what it was, and had feted the empress in the grandest style, while being careful to show her how much more they could have done had they been granted full imperial privileges. Only the Overlord of the Barbaries, Canefar Andros, had been unable to win Oriana’s friendship, but his heir Vasili had won back the favor Canefar had lost, and had even gained the empress’s interest enough to be invited to accompany the court to Low Barbary. Krysten Caimile, Low Barbary’s Lord, had welcomed the court, and, as the final event of the long tour, had brought them to the rigging station that swung in orbit above Low Barbary’s tiny capital. Doran sighed at the memory. Lord Krysten’s obsession with the solar schooners might cost her people a small fortune, but neither she nor any of the other nobles who shared her fondness for the sport would give up the prestige it brought them. And while her people might grumble after years of rejection, they no longer bothered to bring those complaints before their Commons’ Council.

Oriana had stood bored among her courtiers, watching idly as Lord Krysten exhibited her prize ships. Lord Vasili, sensing the empress’s inattention, began whispering snide remarks to his neighbor. Their voices were calculated to reach the empress’s ear; Oriana smiled and edged closer. Krysten heard, too, and color flamed on her high cheekbones. She controlled her temper, however, and checked the screen of the keyboard that swung at her belt, saying sweetly, “But your Majesty has often seen the ships. Perhaps I can offer a thing that you haven’t yet experienced. My technicians are rig­ging a ship even now. They’re a Hellmouth crew, one of the best. If your Majesty would care to watch?”

Oriana’s attention snapped back to her host. Even now, Hellmouth had an unsavory reputation, though that was derived more from its past than from any present-day behavior. If anything, Doran had thought, the Hellmouthers who had served with him, in the planetary armies and in the Guard, had kept more strictly to Convention than people from any other world. The empress nodded slowly. “I confess, I haven’t seen the rigging,” she said, with an attempt at polite disinterest. “Please, lead on, my Lord.”

Krysten bowed, however, and motioned for Oriana to follow a floating serbot—the niceties of Convention, if not its spirit, were rigidly observed on the Barbaries. As she took her place at the empress’s left shoulder, Doran caught a swift, tri­umphant glance at young Andros.

The corridor ended in a glassed-in observation booth. Doran, with the suspicion mandatory in his position, checked the glass and was relieved to find that it was treated plastis. Krysten ignored his action—she had no choice, unless she wanted to give her enemies an opening to call her traitor—and moved to the controls set into the wall.

“This is the crane control station,” she said, in the slightly pedantic tones of a tour guide. “The crane is used to move the schooner into position at the start; after that, everything is done by hand.”

Oniana stepped forward quickly, to stand with her palms flat against the plastis. There was some­thing unforcedly eager about her stance that made Doran edge forward to see better.

The rigging room was huge, a zero-g chamber occupying nearly a third of the station’s volume. A schooner, a smooth oval of drive casing topped by the tiny bump that was the pilot’s bubble, hung motionless just above the “floor.” Two human fig­ures clung to that floor, apparently waiting to steady the ship when the time came to pack the sails.

“This is my own private schooner,” Krysten said. “They aren’t doing anything fancy, just changing to a new set of sails. The old ones wear out after about two months’ use.” She touched a stud on the control panel, and Doran, craning to see be­tween her shoulder and the empress’s back, saw a screen light up. In the rigging room, work stopped, and one figure floated away from the rest.

“My Lord?” The voice that crackled through the speaker was pleasantly tinged with the Hellmouth drawl.

“Master Keira, you have visitors.” Krysten’s tone was light, but sounded a little forced: the strain of the empress’s visit, Doran decided. “Where are you?”

The figure apart from the others glanced at the schooner beneath him. “We’ve packed the x-sails, Lady. We’re just beginning the y.”

“Very good,” Krysten said, and took her finger off the button. The screen faded, and the man in the room turned back to his work. At a signal from him, two of the others pushed themselves to the far wall—now that they were moving, Doran could see that they wore a-packs, running on compressed air—and caught up a bundle that lay there, se­cured by blue-glowing forcebands. Then they sprang free of the wall, dragging the sail behind them.

They had judged the force needed with uncanny accuracy: they floated to a stop exactly as the sail came fully extended behind them. There was a gentle murmur of admiration from the court, Orianas voice louder than the rest. The sail, an intricate web of iridescent threads, lay between the four sailworkers. At some signal, all four a-packs were triggered, and the sail, still completely extended, began to travel toward the waiting schooner. Again, there were murmurs of admiration for the teamwork. There was not even the hint of a wrin­kle in the sail; it travelled as though it had been made of iron.

“That’s the y-prime,” Krysten said, quietly, not wanting to break the mood. “A mainsail, provid­ing power, rather than maneuverability.”

Oriana nodded impatiently, her eyes glued to the scene in front of her. As the sail approached the schooner, the two sailworkers beside it raised the handlers’ poles they carried, and deftly swung the ship, so that it presented the lower surface of the oval to the advancing workers. The leader re­leased the sail and, with the lightest blast from his a-pack, dropped to the ship. He had not judged his weight as perfectly as before, and the schooner subsided a little, to be brought back by the two handlers.

The three who still held the sail now shifted it, in response to hand signals, until the corner was perfectly aligned with the slot that now opened in the schooner’s hull. The leader caught the corner and, with infinitely delicate tugging and stretching, worked it into place among the complicated gears and hooks of the winding mechanism. When it was at last adjusted to his satisfaction, he beckoned for the nearest sailworker, who dropped over to examine the attachment briefly before nodding. Then the leader touched a button and walked backward on the schooner’s hull, away from the sail opening. The sail began to be drawn into the casing, the two sailworkers who still held the corners keeping the material taut between them. The leader, his feet seemingly glued to the hull—he probably wore ship-shoes, with their thin, flexible, magnetic soles, Doran had thought—watched them intently, occa­sionally gesturing to signal a correction.

Finally the sail disappeared into the body of the ship, and the four who had brought the first sail started for the far wall.

“I want to meet them,” Oriana said abruptly. “Aren’t they done?”

“Not—” Krysten checked herself, and continued smoothly, “I’ll speak to them, your Majesty.” She worked the communications equipment again, and the sailworkers stopped short of the wall, milling aimlessly while the leader brought himself back into camera range.

“Yes, Lady?”

“Can you stop work now, without damaging anything? My guest would like to meet you.”

The leader hesitated, glancing over his shoulder at the schooner, then shrugged slightly. “Certainly, Lady, as you wish. We’ll be right up.”

“No,” Krysten said, with a quick glance in Oriana’s direction. “We’ll come down to your quarters.”

The empress looked pleased and Doran spared a moment’s admiration for Krysten’s handling of the situation. If she could parlay this into some­thing that Oriana would really remember, she would be made at court.

“As you say, Lady,” the leader said, and Krysten blanked her screen.

“If your Majesty would come with me?”

Once again, a serbot led the way through the corridors and down an elevator shaft to the lower quarters level of the station. Here the station was less antiseptic, brighter, with posters and hand-lettered notices giving the place a new feeling of individuality. The sailworker team was waiting in their own tiny common room, standing awkwardly around a low Hellmouther table. The temperature had been raised to accommodate them, and Doran could feel a wave of heat from the open door.

The serbot made a tapping noise within itself and announced, “Her Majesty Oriana, third of the name, empress.” The sailworkers bowed deeply.

Oriana swept in, followed closely by Krysten. The room was too small for most of the others to enter. Doran, glaring, forced his way through the crowding nobles, whispering, “Security!” to any­one who seemed about to object. Andros was left outside, to Doran’s satisfaction.

Seen close up and in gravity, the sailworkers lost their inhuman grace, gained human beauty. They wore tight-fitting bodysuits, dark against sun-darkened skin. Doran could not help raising an eyebrow at the low cleavage of one of the women, but it was the leader who had caught Oriana’s attention. He was unusually fair for a Hellmouther, red-haired, and his suit was tight enough to out­line every muscle of his well-made body. Oriana looked long and hard before demanding, “Which of you is the foreman?”

The red-haired man stepped forward and bowed again, seemingly oblivious to the empress’s scrutiny. “I am, your Majesty.” He was less overawed by the imperial presence than Doran had expected.

Oriana smiled. “Your name?”

“Keira, your Majesty, a master of the Sailmakers’ Guild.”

“And these others?” Oriana continued.

Keira presented the others, smiling faintly. Each bowed as Keira introduced him. They were less sure of themselves than Keira, and Doran won­dered again where the guildmaster had learned his courtly graces.

“Your group is very skilled,” Oriana said. “It was a pleasure to watch you work.”

Keira answered with a stock courtier’s phrase: “I am honored to have given pleasure to your Majesty.”

For the first time, Oriana looked at him frankly, eyes travelling from the guildmaster’s high-boned face to his shapely legs, and back again. She ap­peared to come to a decision, and said abruptly, “You will come with me.”

Keira bowed again. “Your Majesty does me great honor, but I’m bound by Guild contract to serve Lord Krysten.”

“I will compensate her for her contract,” Oriana said. “Is that agreeable; my Lord?” Her tone brooked no argument, and Krysten bowed.

“Certainly, your Majesty.” As she straightened, Doran caught a glimpse of her half-pleased, half-rueful smile. She was losing a skilled technician, but it was possible she was gaining an ally at court.

“Then I can hardly object, your Majesty.” Only Keira’s abjectly grateful tones saved him from the accusation of insolence. “May I say goodbye to my team?”

Oriana sighed. “Oh, very well, but be quick. I want to return to my ship.”

Keira bowed again and backed away, murmur­ing something in the broad-vowelled Hellmouth dialect. One of the other sailworkers handed him a rolled-up bundle, and Keira tucked it under one arm, at the same time reaching to clasp the woman’s hands. He spoke quickly to the others, and then, as he turned to a smaller, slimmer man, Doran saw his hand cross quickly to the pin above the breast pocket of his suit, where name and rank were indicated. The general strained to get a bet­ter look at that pin, but when Keira’s hand came away it had disappeared. A moment later, as he clasped hands with the slighter man, Doran saw the hands move as though Keira had passed him something. Then Keira’s eyes met his, and the general was unprepared for what he saw there. There was calculation—the advantage-weighing cunning that had made the last two favorites so hated in the court—but it was coupled with a sort of candor. Yes, the glance seemed to say, I took someone else’s clothes to make myself desirable, but what else should I do? I will take advantage of any chance, and you should know I will. Then he followed Oriana from the room, and was lost in the crowd of nobles who followed them.


Chapter 3

Desolin Hamm’tt, Grand Duke of the Domus Hamm’tt, leaned back in her chair, fingers tapping idly against the bowl of her dead pipe. The com­puter showed the result of the past four hours’ work, a series of probabilities, nothing conclusive. Certainly there was nothing on the screen to jus­tify Lovell-Andriës, hailing Keira as emperor. The Elector’s words had been prompted by Talent, then, but her own Talent told her less, and with far less certainty. A slight frown creased her forehead as she studied the screen again. The computers had done no more than confirm her instinctive know­ledge: if anyone opposed Keira now, the Imperium would go up in flames. The question was, would anyone? She smiled, without humor. Almost cer­tainly, but would she?

Without thinking, she tapped ash from the pipe, caught what she was doing, and decided not to refill it. She glanced instead at the sheaf of com­puter paper resting beside her on the broad chair arm. Her claim was diagrammed on those pages, black lines for full marriages, dotted ones for alliance-weddings, with the allied families care­fully indicated, blue lines for consortship, red for companionage, and green for liaisons unsanctioned by any law. She had a certain right, but not through the Silvertree line. The connection with the Alexan­ders was an old one: a Hamm’tt had been Consort to Alexander II, though of course there had been no children, and no solid claim could be made from that. The important tie was the alliance-wedding of an El Nath minore and Alexander IV, matched by the marriage of the Hamm’tt Duke and one of Alexander’s minores. For her purposes, it did not matter that there were fifteen genera­tions between the last Alexander and Oriana III, or that there was no Silvertree blood in the family. Oriana’s father and grandfather had done their best to eliminate those houses with direct relation­ships to the Silvertrees. As far as she could tell, they had succeeded: the Heronaia were dead, the junior branch of the de la Mars extinct, the last descendant of the illegitimate FitzMary line too cowed—and lacking the necessary genes—to even think of making a claim. Her own claim might hark back to the Alexanders, but it was legitimate and direct. None of the others could state that.

However… She sighed and put aside the com­puter paper. There were no legal difficulties; her claim would stand before the nobles assembled in the Eger. The question was not whether she could claim the throne, under law and Convention, but whether she would. And it was Convention that tugged at her: she did not know if she could win, or what the costs would be, and that put her under a restriction of honor.

With the will to bolster Keira’s claims, she could see no way to defeat him without war, and outside of court Keira was a completely unknown quantity. She did not think he would be a great admiral—the war would be fought in space, under Convention, to protect the commoners—but he could hire good ones among the minores, even if the Navy sup­ported another candidate or stood neutral. And Doran’s throwing the Imperial Guard to Keira’s side would weigh heavily with the admirals. Ac­cording to the computers, she could win a naval engagement, and would probably win the entire war—the odds were fractionally in her favor—but it would be costly. She leaned forward to her key­board again, clearing the screen, then began to set up the equations again. She shifted the parame­ters slightly, adding a few minores to Keira’s forces, compensating with majores of increased status on her own side. The screen blanked itself and con­sidered, the cursor hovering in the upper left-hand corner, then spat its information.

The battle shifted location, toward the Council border, and with that shift the results changed. Keira won, at the cost of a third of his own minores and even greater destruction of her side. She could conceivably recoup her losses by attacking Avalon’s lunar station and the Palace itself—she keyed that response into the computer, and got the expected result—but too many commoners would be endan­gered. The computer predicted at best a hundred deaths among commoner service personnel. Inbred constraints, and Convention, made such killing to­tally unacceptable. But she was not
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