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To Mark and Rana,
for greatness of heart


1 [image: ring1] The Heptarch’s Daughter

Her tutor woke her well before dawn. Patience felt the chill of the morning through her thin blanket, and her muscles were stiff from sleeping on a hard mat on the floor. Summer was definitely over, and she allowed herself to wish, however briefly, that the north-facing window of her room might be glazed—or at least shuttered—for the winter.

It was all part of Father’s training, to harden and toughen her, to make her despise the luxuries of court and the people who lived for them. She assumed that Angel’s ungentle hand on her shoulder was a part of the regimen. What, did I smile in my sleep? Did it look like my dreams were sweet? Thank you, Angel, for rescuing me before I was corrupted forever by some imaginary delight.

But when she saw Angel’s face, his worried look told her that something was quite wrong. It was not so disturbing that he worried, as that he let her see he worried; ordinarily he could hide or show any emotion at will, and had trained her to do the same.

“The King has a task for you,” whispered Angel.

Patience cast off her blanket, took up the bowl of icy water on the windowsill, and poured it over her head. She refused to let her body flinch at the cold. She toweled herself roughly with burlap until the skin all over her body tingled.

“Does Father know?” she asked.

“Lord Peace is in Lakon,” said Angel. “Whether he knows or not is no help to you here.”

She knelt quickly beneath the ikon that was her room’s only decoration. It was a shimmering engraving of the starship Konkeptoine, cut into bright green crystal. It was worth more than the price of a poor man’s house. Patience liked the contrast between the deliberate poverty of her room and the opulence of her religious display. The priests would call it piety. She thought of it as irony.

Patience murmured the Come Kristos in eight seconds—she had it down to a science—kissed her fingers and touched them to the Konkeptoine. The crystal was warm. After all these years, still alive. No doubt it was almost hot when her mother touched it, when she was a girl. And long before Patience would have a daughter, it would be cold and dead, the light gone out of it.

She spoke to Angel over her shoulder. “Tell me the task King Oruc has set for me.”

“I don’t know. Only that he called for you. But you can guess, can’t you?”

Angel was testing her, of course. It was the story of her life, test after test. She complained about it, sometimes, but the truth was she enjoyed it, took pleasure in solving the diplomatic puzzles that Father and Angel constantly put to her.

So—what could King Oruc want her to do? The Heptarch had never called for her before. She had often been in Heptagon House, of course, but only when summoned to play with one of the Heptarch’s children, never to perform a task for the Heptarch himself. Which was to be expected. At the age of thirteen, she was hardly old enough to expect a calling from the King.

Yesterday, though, an embassy had arrived from Tassali, a kingdom in the East which, in ancient times, had once been under the suzerainty of the Heptarch of Korfu. That meant little: All seven parts of the world had once been ruled by the Heptarchy, and Tassali had been free of Korfu for a thousand years. Prekeptor, the only prince and heir presumptive of Tassali, a sixteen-year-old boy, had come with an array of high-ranking Tassaliki and very expensive gifts. From this information Patience had already concluded the obvious—that the embassy was there to conclude a marriage treaty with one of King Oruc’s three daughters.

The dowry had no doubt been negotiated a year ago, before the embassy set out. One does not send a royal heir to meet the bride until most of the details of the treaty are set. But Patience could guess easily enough that one remaining point of negotiation was bound to be the question: Which daughter? Lyra, the eldest daughter, fourteen years old and second in line to the Heptarchy? Rika, who was only a year younger than Patience and easily the brightest of the Heptarch’s children? Or the baby, Klea, now only seven years old but certainly old enough to be married off if politics demanded it?

Patience could think of only one task she might perform in connection with this visit. She was fluent in Tassalik, and she seriously doubted that Prince Prekeptor spoke a word of Agarant. They were quite provincial in Tassali and clung to their dialect tenaciously. If a meeting were to take place between Prekeptor and one of Oruc’s daughters, Patience would be an excellent interpreter. And since Klea was an unlikely candidate and Rika could speak passable Tassalik, it was most likely that the chosen daughter was Lyra.

All this reasoning took place while Patience pulled on her silk chemise. She turned to face Angel then, and smiled. “I’m to be the interpreter between Prekeptor and Lyra, when they meet today so they can decide whether they detest each other so much it is worth causing an international quarrel to avoid being married.”

Angel smiled. “It seems the most likely thing.”

“Then I must dress to take part in an official meeting between future sovereigns. Would you call Nails and Calico to me?”

“I will,” said Angel. But he stopped at the door. “You must realize,” he said, “that Prekeptor will know who you are.”

It was a warning, and Patience understood very well that King Oruc was playing a dangerous game, putting her in the middle of a political situation so closely involved with royal succession. Especially with Father away. Oruc must have planned this for some time, to have Father away on a trivial matter. Ordinarily, Lord Peace would have been at the heart of the negotiations over such a vital alliance.

Nails and Calico, her dressing maids, came in, trying to seem light and cheerful, when obviously they had been aroused from deep—and, in Calico’s case, drunken—slumber. Patience selected her gown and wig and endured their ministrations as they turned her into a poppet.

“Called to the King,” Nails kept saying. “What honor, for a daughter of a slave.”

It was annoying to have her father called a slave over and over again, but she knew that Nails was not being malicious, merely stupid. And as Father always said, Never be angry when fools behave like fools. It’s better when fools identify themselves, Patience reminded herself. It removes so much uncertainty.

When the women were finished, the sun was just coming up. She dismissed them and opened the small brass case that contained the diplomatic equipment Father and Angel had decided she was old enough to use discreetly.

For self-defense, a loop, of course. It was a long strand of incredibly strong plastic, so fine that it was almost invisible. It could cut through flesh with only a little pressure. It had knobs of plastic on both ends, so Patience could grasp it without slicing off her fingers.

And for attack, a glass pendant which contained a swarm of pinks, almost invisibly tiny insects that homed in on human eyes and in a matter of minutes would build honeycomb nests that always resulted in blindness within hours. If the eyes were not removed quickly, the pinks would bore through to the brain and cause chronic, permanent palsy. A vicious weapon, but Angel always said that a diplomat who is not prepared to kill had better be prepared to die. She tipped back her head and put drops in her eyes, of a liquid that would kill pinks on contact. It would stay in her eyes for hours. As Father said, Never carry a weapon that can be used against you.

As she prepared herself, she tried to figure out what King Oruc had in mind for her. There were other interpreters he could use. The choice of Patience was fraught with implications, especially if Prekeptor knew who she really was. There was no circumstance Patience could think of where anything would be helped by using her as interpreter; and she could think of dozens of things that might go wrong, to have the daughter of Lord Peace standing beside the daughter of King Oruc, when the heir to a powerful kingdom came to meet his possible wife.

Patience had been aware throughout her childhood that she was not an ordinary slave in the Heptarch’s household. One of the first lessons a child in King’s Hill had to learn was to treat each slave according to the strictest protocols of rank. Whores and chamberslaves needed no more respect than dogs; ambassadors and ministers of state, like her father, Peace, were treated with as much honor as any lord except the Heptarch himself or the heads of the Fourteen Families.

But even among the children of the most noble of the King’s slaves, Patience was given special treatment. Adults whispered when they saw her; many of them surreptitiously found opportunities to touch her lips with the back of a hand, as if in a symbolic kiss.

She had told Father of this one day when she was five. He immediately grew stern.

“If anyone does it again, tell me at once. But better than tell afterward, try to stand away from them, and not give them an opportunity.”

He was so serious that she was sure she had done something wrong.

“No, child,” said Father. “First, do not show me that you are afraid and ashamed. Your face must never show such things.”

She relaxed her face, as her tutor, Angel, had taught her.

“And second,” said Father, “you have done nothing wrong. But for these adults, who should know better, to do such things is—”

Patience expected him to say something like “wrong” or “sinful,” because the priests had been hinting about certain things that people did with children’s bodies that were very bad.

So she was startled when he said, “Treason.”

“Treason?” How would it injure the Heptarch to touch the lips of the daughter of a slave?

Father studied her calmly, then said, “I have decided you can know, now, or else you won’t be able to protect yourself against these thoughtless traitors. Your grandfather was Heptarch until the day he died. I have no brothers or sisters.”

She was only five. She knew something of the laws of succession, but it did not occur to her to apply them to herself. Father pointedly glanced toward the parlor, where the servants would be listening. All the servants except Angel were chosen by the King, and frankly spied for him. Father smiled at her and said, “How is your Geblic?” Then he wrote in Geblic on a piece of paper:

Compose a brief letter to this person:
Agaranthamoi Heptest

She had been trained in the protocols of names and titles from her first words. The labyrinthine network of precedence, rank, and royal favor was second nature to her. So were all the ins and outs of the royal titles. The surname of the ruling Heptarch’s family was always rooted in Hept; the forename of any person of royal blood was always rooted in Agaranth.

She also knew that only the ruling Heptarch could bear the surname Heptest, and Agaranthamoi meant “eldest son and only child.” Thus, Agaranthamoi Heptest by definition meant the Heptarch, who had no brothers or sisters. Since Oruc, the ruling Heptarch, had several siblings, his dynastic name was Agaranthikil. This could not possibly be his name, and to call any living person but Oruc by the surname Heptest was treason.

But the test was not merely to decipher the meaning of the names, she knew. Father had just told her that her grandfather was ruling Heptarch all his life, and Father was his only child. Therefore Agaranthamoi was a perfectly proper forename for him. Father was telling her that he was the rightful King of Korfu.

So she wrote a short letter:

Agaranthamoi Heptest, Lord and Father:

Your unworthiest daughter begs you to be discreet, for to utter your name is death.

Humbly, Agaranthemem Heptek

Her hand trembled as she signed this strange name for the first time. Agaranthemem meant “eldest daughter and only child.” Heptek meant “heir to the reigning Heptarch.” It was a name as treasonable as the one her father had written. But it was her true name. Somehow, in the movement of history, her father had been deprived of his throne, and she of her place as his heir. It was a staggering burden for a child of five to bear. But she was Patience, the daughter of Lord Peace and pupil of Angel the Almost-Wise, and in the eight years since then she had never once uttered either name, or given the slightest sign to anyone, by word or act, to show that she knew what her rank and birthright ought to be.

Father burned the paper with their names on it, and combed the ashes to dust. Ever since that day, Patience had watched her father, trying to determine what his life meant. For King Oruc had no more faithful and loyal slave than Lord Peace, the man who should be Heptarch.

Even in private, even when no one could hear, Father often said to her, “Child, King Oruc is the best Heptarch the world could hope for at this time. In the five thousand years since the starship first brought human beings to the world Imakulata, it has never been more important to maintain a King on his throne than it is, today, to preserve King Oruc.”

He meant it. He did everything he could to prove to her that he meant it.

It caused her untold agony of heart, trying to discover why Father gave such love and loyalty to the man who exercised power and received honor that by rights should have belonged to Lord Peace. Was Father so weak that he could not even reach for what ought to be his own?

Once, when she was ten years old, she hinted to him of how this question perplexed her. And his only answer was to place his fingers on her lips, not as some traitors had done, to receive the kiss of blessing from the mouth of the King’s daughter, but to silence her.

Then, gazing intently into her eyes, he said for the first time: “The King cares only for the good of the King’s House. But the King’s House is all the world.”

That was the only answer she got from him. In the years since then, though, she had begun to grasp what he meant. That the Heptarch, the true Heptarch, always acted for the benefit of the whole world. Other lords could act to preserve their dynasty or enrich themselves, but the true Heptarch would even give up the Heptagon House and let a usurper rule in Heptam, the capital of Korfu—if, for some unfathomable reason, such a thing was to the greater benefit of the whole world.

What she could never understand was how her father’s displacement from his proper place benefited anyone. For as she grew more learned and skillful in the arts of diplomacy and government, observing the great public councils and hearing of the delicate negotiations and compromises that gathered ever more power to Heptagon House, she saw plainly that the most brilliant mind, the prime mover in consolidating King Oruc’s hold on Korfu, was Lord Peace.

As always, she had finally had to conclude that her education was not complete. That someday, if she learned enough and thought enough, she would understand what Father was trying to do by working so loyally to keep the usurper in power.

Now, however, she did not face so theoretical a problem. She was thirteen years old, far younger than the age at which a diplomatic career usually began, and King Oruc had called her to begin service. It was so obviously a trap that she almost believed his purpose might be innocent. What good could possibly come to King Oruc by inserting the rightful heir to the throne into the middle of a delicate dynastic negotiation? How could it help Oruc to remind the Tassaliki that his own family had held the Heptagon House for a mere fifty years? That there was a marriageable daughter of the original ruling family, whose claim to the Heptarchy went back hundreds of generations, five thousand years to the first human beings to set foot on Imakulata? It was so reckless that it was hard to believe Oruc stood to gain anything that might offset the potential risk.

Nevertheless. I will go where the King requests, do what the King desires, to accomplish the King’s hopes.

He did not receive her in the public court. It was too early for that. Instead she was led to the Heptarch’s chambers, where the smell of the breakfast sausage still spiced the air. Oruc pretended not to notice her at first. He was engaged in intent conversation with the head of Lady Letheko, who had been his Constable until she died last year. She was the only one of the King’s household slaves who understood as much of the nuances of protocol as Lord Peace did; in his absence, it was not surprising that King Oruc had ordered her head brought in from Slaves’ Hall to advise him during the visit of the Tassal embassy.

“There may be no wine served,” Letheko insisted. She moved her mouth so vigorously that it set the whole jar moving. King Oruc let go of her air bladder to steady the jar. No sense in spilling the gools that kept her head alive, or slopping messy fluids all over the fine rugs of the chamber floor.

Deprived of air, she nevertheless kept moving her mouth, as if her argument was too important to wait for such a trifle as a voice. Oruc resumed pumping.

“Unless you want them to think of you with contempt as a winebibber. They take their religion seriously, not like some people who act as if they thought Vigilants were mere . . .”

Again Oruc let her bladder run out of air. He waved a servant to take away Letheko’s head, and turned to Patience. “Lady Patience,” he said.

“The Heptarch is kind to speak so nobly to the daughter of his lowest slave.” It was pro forma to talk that way, but Patience had her father’s knack of making the trite phrases of diplomatic speech sound sincere, as if they had never been spoken before.

“How lovely,” said King Oruc. He turned to his wife, who was having her hair brushed. “Hold up your mirror, my love, and look at her. I heard she was a pretty girl, but I had no idea.”

The Consort lifted her mirror. Patience saw in it the reflection of the woman’s pure hatred for her. Patience responded as if it had been a look of admiration, blushing and looking down.

“Lovely,” said the Consort. “But her nose is too long.”

“The Lady Consort is correct,” said Patience, sadly. “It was a fault in my mother’s face, but my father loved her anyway.” Father would have been annoyed at her for reminding them, however subtly, of her family connections. But her tone was so flawlessly modest that they could not possibly take offense, and if the Consort continued in trying to provoke her, she would only make herself look increasingly boorish, even in the eyes of her husband.

Oruc apparently reached the same conclusion. “Your hair is sufficiently beautiful for the needs of the day,” he said. “Perhaps, my love, you could go and see if Lyra is ready.”

Patience noted, with satisfaction, that she had guessed correctly which daughter was meant to be the price of the Tassal treaty. She also enjoyed watching the Consort’s attempt at seeming regal as she stalked out of the room. Pathetic. King Oruc had obviously married beneath the dignity of his office. Still, she could understand the Consort’s hostility. By her very existence Patience was a threat to the Consort’s children.

Of course she showed none of these thoughts to King Oruc. He saw nothing but a shy girl, waiting to hear why the King had called her. Especially he did not see how tense she was, watching his face so carefully that every second that passed seemed like a full minute, and every tiny motion of his eyebrow or lip seemed a great flamboyant gesture.

He quickly told her all that she had already figured out, and ended with the command that she had expected. “I hope you’ll be willing to help these children communicate. You’re so fluent in Tassalik, and poor Lyra doesn’t know more than ten words of it.”

“You do me more honor than I can bear,” said Patience. “I’m only a child, and I’m afraid to put my voice into such weighty affairs.”

She was doing what her father said a loyal slave must do: warn the King when the course he had chosen seemed particularly dangerous.

“You can bear the honor,” he said drily. “You and Lyra played together as children. She’ll be much more comfortable, and no doubt so will the prince, if their interpreter is a child. They’ll be, perhaps, more candid.”

“I’ll do my best,” Patience said. “And I’ll remember every word, so that I can learn from my mistakes as you point them out to me afterward.”

She did not know him well enough to read his calm expression. Had he really been asking her to spy on Lyra and the Tassal prince? And if so, did he understand her promise to report afterward all that they said? Have I pleased him or offended him, read too much into his commands, or not enough?

He waved a hand to dismiss her; immediately she realized that she could not yet be dismissed. “My lord,” she said.

He raised an eyebrow. It was presumptuous to extend one’s first meeting with the King, but if her reason was good enough, it would not harm her in his eyes.

“I saw that you had the head of Lady Letheko. May I ask her some questions?”

King Oruc looked annoyed. “Your father told me that you were fully trained as a diplomat.”

“Part of the training of a diplomat,” she said softly, “is to get more answers than you think you will need, so you’ll never wish, when it’s too late, that you had asked just one more question.”

“Let her speak with Letheko’s head,” said Oruc. “But not in here. I’ve heard enough of her babbling for a morning.”

They didn’t even give her a table, so that Lady Letheko’s canister sat directly on the floor in the hallway. Out of courtesy, Patience stepped out of her skirt and sat cross-legged on the floor, so Letheko would not have to look up to see her.

“Do I know you?” asked Letheko’s head.

“I’m only a child,” said Patience. “Perhaps you didn’t notice me.”

“I noticed you. Your father is Peace.”

Patience nodded.

“So. King Oruc thinks so little of me that he lets children pump my sheep-bladder lung and make my voice ring out harshly in this shabby hallway. He might as well send me out to Common Hall on the edge of the marsh, and let beggars ask me for the protocols of the gutter.”

Patience smiled shyly. She had heard Letheko in this mood before, many times, and knew that her father always responded as if the old lady had been teasing. It worked as well for her as it had for Father.

“You are a devil of a girl,” said Letheko.

“My father says so. But I have questions that only you can answer.”

“Which means your father must be out of King’s Hill, or you’d ask him.”

“I’m to be interpreter between Lyra and Prekeptor at their first meeting.”

“You speak Tassalik? Oh, of course, Peace’s daughter would know everything.” She sighed, long and theatrically, and Patience humored her by giving her plenty of air to sigh with. “I was always in love with your father, you know. Widowed twice, he was, and still never offered to take a tumble with me behind the statue of the Starship Captain in Bones Road. I wasn’t always like this, you know.” She giggled. “Used to have such a body.”

Patience laughed with her.

“So, what do you want to know?”

“The Tassaliki. They’re believers, I know, but what does that mean in practical terms? What might offend Prekeptor?”

“Well, don’t make jokes about taking a tumble behind the statue of the Starship Captain.”

“They don’t think he was the Kristos, do they?”

“They’re Watchers, not Rememberers. They don’t think Kristos has ever come to Imakulata, but they watch every day for him to come.”

“Vigilants?”

“God protect us from Vigilants. But yes, almost. More organized, of course. They do believe in warfare, for one thing. As a sacrament. I do protocols, you know, not theology.”

“Warn me of whatever I need to be warned of.”

“Then stop pumping.”

Patience stopped pumping air, and lay supine before the severed head in order to read its lips and catch the scraps of sound that an unbreathing mouth can produce.

“You are in grave danger. They believe the seventh seventh seventh daughter will bring Kristos.”

Patience wasn’t sure whether she had heard correctly. The phrase meant nothing to her. She let her face show her puzzlement.

“No one told you?” asked Letheko. “God help you, child. An ancient prophecy—some say as old as the Starship Captain—says that the seventh seventh seventh daughter will save the world. Or destroy it. The prophecy is vague.”

Seventh seventh seventh daughter. What in the world did that mean?

“Seven times seven times seven generations since the Starship Captain. Irena was first. You are the 343rd Heptarch.”

Patience covered Letheko’s lips with her fingers, to keep her even from mouthing such treason.

Letheko smiled in vast amusement. “What do you think they can do to me, cut off my head?”

But Patience was no fool. She knew that heads could be tortured more cruelly and with less effort than would ever be possible with a living human being. If she were wise, she would stop this dangerous conversation with Letheko at once. And yet she had never heard of this prophecy before. It was one thing to know she was in the dangerous position of being a possible pretender to the throne. But now to know that every true believer in every human nation of the world thought of her as the fulfiller of a prophecy—how could Father have let her go on for so many years without telling her all of what others thought she was?

Letheko wasn’t through. “When you were born, a hundred thousand Tassaliki volunteered to form an army to invade Korfu and put you on the throne. They haven’t forgotten. If you gave the Tassaliki so much as a hope that you would join them, they would declare a holy war and sweep into Korfu in such numbers and with such fury as we haven’t seen since the last gebling invasion. King Oruc is insane to put you in the same room with a young Tassal prince who wants to prove his manhood.”

Again Patience covered Letheko’s mouth to stop her speech. Then she lifted herself on her hands, leaned forward, and kissed the wizened head on the lips. The stench of the fluids in the canister was foul, but Letheko had risked great suffering to tell her something far more important than how one behaves properly with a devout Tassal prince. A gool sloshed lazily in the canister. A tear came to the corner of the old woman’s eye.

“How many times,” mouthed Letheko, “I wanted to take you in my arms and cry out, My Heptarch, Agaranthemem Heptek.”

“And if you had,” whispered Patience, “I would be dead, and so would you.”

Letheko grinned maniacally. “But I am.” Patience laughed, and gave Letheko air to laugh aloud. Then she called the headsman to take the old lady back to Slaves’ Hall.

Patience walked through the great chambers of the court, seeing the people on their errands there in a different light. Most of them wore crosses, of course, but that was the style. How many of them were believers? How many were Watchers, or even secret Vigilants, harboring mad thoughts of her saving—or destroying—the human race, ushering in the coming of Kristos to Imakulata? More to the point, how many of them would die in order to bring down King Oruc and restore Peace to Heptagon House as its master, and Patience as his daughter and heir?

And as thoughts of bloody revolution swam through her head, her Father’s cool voice came to the surface and said, through a hundred memories, “Your first responsibility is the greatest good for all the world. Only when that is secure can you care for private loves and comforts and power. The King’s House is all the world.”

If she was the sort of woman who would plunge Korfu and Tassali into a bloody religious war, she was too selfish and mad for power to serve as Heptarch. As many as a million could die. Perhaps more. How could anything ever surface from such an ocean of blood?

No wonder Father never told her. It was a terrible temptation, one she could never have faced when she was younger.

I am still young, she thought. And King Oruc is putting me alone in a room with Prekeptor and Lyra. We could talk in Tassalik and never be understood. We could plot. I could commit treason.

He is testing me. He is deciding whether or not I will be loyal to him. No doubt he even arranged for Letheko to be available, so I could learn from her what he no doubt knew she would tell me. My life, and possibly Father’s life, is in my own hands right now.

But Father would say, What is your life? What is my life? We keep ourselves alive only so we can serve the King’s House. And he would not say, but I would remember, The King’s House is all the world.

Patience tried to figure out whether the world most needed her alive or not. But she knew that this was not a decision she was capable of making, not yet, not now. She would try to stay alive because it was unthinkable to do anything else. And to stay alive required perfect, absolute loyalty to King Oruc. She could not even appear to consider a plot to take the throne.

One thing was certain. After this was over, if she pulled it off, Father’s and Angel’s simple little tests would never frighten her again.
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Lyra waited in the garden of Heptagon House. Obviously, her mother had dressed her. Her gown was a bizarre mixture of chastity and seduction, modest from neck to floor, with just a touch of lace at her throat and wrists. But the fabric was translucent, so that whenever she was backlit her voluptuous shape was perfectly silhouetted.

“Oh, Patience, I was so glad when Father said I could have you interpret for me. I begged him for days, and he finally relented.”

Could it be that her presence here was only the result of Lyra’s pleading? Impossible—Oruc was too strong a man to let his daughters endanger his throne on a whim.

“I’m glad he did,” said Patience. “I’ll be sorry if you have to leave Heptam, but at least I can tell you whether I approve.”

This was obviously a joke, spoken by a thirteen-year-old slave to the daughter of the Heptarch, but Lyra was so tense she didn’t notice the impropriety of the remark. “I hope you do. And oh, if you see something in him that I don’t see, please let me know. I want so very much to please Father by marrying this prince, but if he’s really awful, I can’t possibly go through with it.”

Patience showed nothing of the contempt she felt. Imagine—a daughter of the Starship Captain’s blood even thinking of refusing a marriage, not for reasons of state, but because she found the suitor unattractive. To put one’s personal pleasure ahead of the good of the King’s House was proof of unfitness. You should be out in a country house, said Patience silently, the daughter of a country lord, going to country dances and giggling with your girlfriends about which of the country boys had the fewest pimples and the least repulsive breath.

Neither her words nor her face betrayed her true feelings. Instead she made herself a perfect mirror, reflecting back to Lyra exactly what Lyra wanted to see and hear. “He won’t be awful, Lyra. The negotiators would never have come this far if he had a second head growing out of his shoulder.”

“Nobody gets second heads anymore,” said Lyra. “They have a vaccine for it.”

Poor child, thought Patience. She was usually bright enough to understand such an obvious irony as that.

It did not seem incongruous to Patience that she was thinking of Lyra, three years her senior, as a child. Lyra had been pampered and spoiled, and despite the evidence of her body she was not a woman yet. A thousand times in their years as children together in King’s Hill, Patience had wished for just one night a year in the soft bed of one of the Heptarch’s daughters. But now, seeing the poor result of a gentle upbringing, she silently thanked her father for the cold room, the hard bed, the plain food, the endless study and exercise.

“You’re right, of course,” said Patience. “May I kiss you for luck?”

Lyra distractedly held out her hand. Patience knelt before her and reverently kissed Lyra’s fingertips. She had learned years ago what a soothing effect such obeisance had on Oruc’s daughters. As Angel always said, Your own humility is the best flattery.

The far door to the garden opened. A white hawk flew out the door into the open air. It immediately flew straight up and began to circle. A white songbird, already perched on a low branch, began to sing sweetly. Lyra cried out softly, hiding her mouth behind her hand, for it was obvious the hawk had seen. It plummeted downward directly toward the songbird—

And was caught by the swift motion of a net. It struggled, but the young falconer who had caught the hawk reached deftly past the jabbing beak and brought the bird upside-down out of the net. The falconer was dressed all in white, a perfect, dazzling white that hurt the eyes when the sun was reflected in it. He whistled; the door opened behind him and two servants came out, bearing cages. In only a few seconds, the falconer had put the two birds into the cages.

Through it all, the songbird had not missed a note. Obviously, thought Patience, this scene has been rehearsed so often the songbird has lost its fear of the hawk.

Then she looked more closely and realized that, quite to the contrary, the songbird remained perfectly placid because it was blind. The eyes had been put out.

The servants stepped back toward the door as the falconer sank to his knees in front of Lyra and began to speak in Tassilik.

“Me kia psole o ekeiptu,” he whispered.

“So will I protect you always from the despoiler,” said Patience. Her inflection was, as far as possible, a perfect mirror of Prekeptor’s.

“It was beautiful,” said Lyra. “The song, and you to save the bird.”

“Iptura oeenue,” said Patience, mimicking Lyra’s breathless delight. “Oeris, marae i kio psolekte.”

“Oh, you sound just like me,” whispered Lyra.

Prekeptor spoke again, and Patience translated. “I have brought a gift for the Heptarch’s daughter.”

He reached out his hand. A servant placed a book in it. “A copy of the Testament of Irena, the Starship Captain’s Daughter,” he said.

He held the book out toward Patience. Patience was annoyed, since it was more proper for the suitor to ignore the interpreter and place the book directly in the hand of his intended. But perhaps in Tassali a servant was used to pass even intimate gifts between lovers. There were stranger customs.

Lyra pretended to be thrilled when Patience gave her the book. Quietly Patience pointed out to her that the pages of the book were unfinished paperleaf, which had grown in such perfectly uniform shape and size that no trimming was needed to make a perfect book. “It took great effort in breeding the paperleaf,” said Patience. She did not point out that it was about as stupid a waste of time as she could imagine, since processed paperleaf was much better for writing and lasted longer, too.

“Oh,” said Lyra. And she managed to come up with a gracious little speech of thanks.

“Don’t think that I pride myself on my technique with plant husbandry,” protested the Prince. “It has often been said that the plants and animals of Imakulata seem to understand what traits we are trying to develop, and they change themselves to cooperate. Even so I shall gladly be and do exactly what the Heptarch’s daughter desires of me.”

Patience was growing uncomfortable with the way Prekeptor looked directly at her instead of at Lyra when he spoke. The interpreter is furniture; every diplomat was taught that. Except, obviously, Tassal princes.

Prekeptor came up with another gift. It was a small glass rod, hollow and filled with flowing light. Even in broad daylight it glowed; when he shaded it under his hand, it was positively bright. Again he smiled modestly and made a little speech about his own poor skill at husbandry. “If there were any Wise left in the world, I might have done this far more quickly, by altering the genetic molecule, but as it is I turned the great shipeater weed into something quite useful.” He smiled. “You can read the Testament in bed after your father has commanded you to blow out the candles.”

“I never read in bed,” said Lyra, puzzled.

“It was a joke,” said Patience. “At least smile.”

Lyra laughed. Too loudly, but she was obviously trying to please the fellow. And for obvious reasons. His white clothing showed his body to be lithe and strong; his face could have been the model for a statue of Courage or Manhood or Virtue. When he smiled, he seemed to be making love with his eyes. And Lyra didn’t miss any of it.

Except that Prekeptor never took his eyes off Patience. And now she realized what a dangerous game the Prince was playing.

“The Heptarch’s daughter will find that the prophecies of joy in the Testament will all be fulfilled in her life,” said Prekeptor. Patience dutifully translated, but also realized now that the Prince was saying every word to her, the true Heptarch’s daughter, with the meaning doubled. The prophecies in the Testament no doubt included some of the mumbo-jumbo about the seventh seventh seventh daughter. He was urging Patience to accept the prophecies.

The Prince had still a third gift. It was a plastic sheath that fitted over the glass rod. Within the sheath were constantly shifting flows of bright-colored but transparent animals. With the light inside, the display was fascinating and beautiful. Prekeptor handed it to Patience.

“The Heptarch’s daughter will see that it can be worn, if she chooses, like a crown, for all the world to see and admire,” said the Prince. “It’s like the future—you can choose any color and follow it wherever it goes. If the Heptarch’s daughter chooses wisely, she’ll take a path that leads to the restoration of all that was lost.”

Subtly, in mid-speech, he had ceased using double meanings. Now he was clearly speaking only to Patience, and offering her a restoration to the throne.

Patience could not possibly translate Prekeptor’s last sentence. Lyra would insist on an explanation. However, Patience could not leave it out of her translation, either, or change its meaning, because that would alert Oruc’s listeners that she was conspiring with the Prince to conceal his treasonous offer.

So instead she stood silent.

“What did he say?” asked Lyra.

“I did not understand him,” said Patience. To Prekeptor she said, “I’m sorry my understanding of Tassalik is so poor, but I cannot understand anything that is said on this subject. I beg the Prince to converse on matters that this poor interpreter can comprehend.”

“I understand,” he answered, smiling. His hands were trembling. “I, too, feel fear, here in the heart of Heptagon House. What you do not know is that all of our party are trained soldiers and assassins. They are prepared to penetrate to the deepest recesses of Heptagon House to destroy your enemies.”

Anything Patience answered could be her death sentence. In the first place, she herself had been trained as an assassin, and she knew that if Prekeptor’s plan had any chance of working, he had just destroyed it by saying it out loud in the open garden. No doubt throughout Heptagon House all the Tassal embassy was now being placed under irresistible arrest, with the words of their own prince as their indictment. That he did not know that he would be listened to here in the garden told Patience that Prekeptor was too great a fool for her to entrust her life to him.

But there was nothing she could say to stop him and clear herself. If she said, I have no enemies here in Heptagon House, she was admitting that he was somehow correct to call her the Heptarch’s daughter. She had to go on pretending that she had no idea of why he was speaking to her, and to do that she had to pretend not to understand the plainest-spoken Tassalik. It wasn’t likely anyone would believe it, but it was not necessary to be believed. It was necessary merely to make it possible for Oruc to pretend to believe it. As long as they could both pretend that she didn’t know she was the rightful Heptarch’s daughter, she could be allowed to live.

So she put on her most baffled expression and said, “I’m sorry, I guess I’m out of my depth. I thought I spoke Tassalik well enough, but I see that I don’t.”

“What is he saying?” asked Lyra. She sounded concerned. As well she might be, since Prekeptor, far from coming to marry her, had come to kill her father and, no doubt, her as well.

“I’m sorry,” said Patience. “I understood almost nothing.”

“I thought you were fluent.”

“So did I.”

“Mother of Kristos,” whispered Prekeptor. “Mother of God, why don’t you see the hand of God in my coming? I am the angel that stands at the door and knocks. I announce to you: God will fill your womb.”

His words were frightening enough, but the fervency with which he said them was terrifying. What role did he have in mind for her in his religion? Mother of God—that was the ancient virgin from Earth, and yet he called her that as if it were her name.

Still, she showed nothing of the surprise she felt. She kept the vaguely puzzled look on her face.

“Holy Mother, don’t you see how Kristos has prepared the path for his coming?” He took a step toward her. Immediately she hardened her expression, and he stopped, retreated two steps. “No matter what you think, God is irresistible,” he said. “He has devoted seven times seven times seven generations to create you to be the fit mother of the incarnation of Kristos on the planet Imakulata. This is greater than the number of generations down to the time of the Virgin of Earth.”

She let the helpless, puzzled look return to her face, even as she tried to plan a course of action. In a way, this was just like one of Angel’s favorite games. He would give her a complex mathematical problem—orally, so she had no written guide to help her concentrate—and then immediately launch into a complex story. Five minutes or ten minutes or half an hour later, the story would end. At once he would demand the answer to the mathematical problem. When she had answered it, he would ask her to tell him the entire story. In detail. Over the years she had become adept at concentrating on two things at once. Of course, her life had never before depended on the outcome of the game.

“They have not taught you, I see. They have kept you ignorant of your true identity. Don’t pretend not to understand my language, for I know you do. I will tell you. God created Imakulata as his most godly planet. Here in this world, the powers of creation run fast and deep. On Earth it took thousands of generations for evolutionary change to take place. Here, in only three or four generations we can breed major changes into any species. Those trifles I brought as gifts—they are new species, and it took only four generations to perfect them. It is as if the genetic molecule understood what we wanted it to become, and changed itself. This is as true of species that came from Earth as it is for the native species. It is only here on Imakulata, God’s World of Creation, that every creature’s genetic molecule, which is the mirror of the will, obeys the slightest command to change. Does giving off more light increase the plant’s chance of reproducing? Then immediately every plant gives off far more light—even plants that did not take part in the experiment, plants as much as a half-mile away. Do you see what this means? God had given us here on Imakulata a taste of his power.”

Patience toyed with and then rejected the idea of killing the Prince. If he had been an ordinary subject of the Heptarch, it would have been her duty to kill him for what he had said already, if only because he represented a clear danger to Lyra. But it was not the prerogative of an interpreter to kill the heir to the throne of Tassali. King Oruc might regard it as an unfortunate intrusion into his foreign policy.

“But to himself God has reserved the breeding of humanity. Alone of the life forms of Imakulata, human beings remain unchanged. For God is performing the creation of man. And the crowning achievement is you—for God will cause you to give birth to Kristos, the only perfect man, who is the mirror of God, just as the genetic molecule is the mirror of the will, the cerebrum is the mirror of the identity, and the limbic node is the mirror of the passion. The Wise thought they could meddle with the genetic molecule directly, that they could alter the plans of God by making your father incapable of bearing daughters so the prophecy could not be fulfilled. But God destroyed the Wise, and your father did bear a daughter, and you shall bear the Son of God no matter what you or anyone may do to try to prevent it.”

Patience could not leave, either. She needed to show a decisive rejection of what he had said, not just a desire to run from it. Besides, she wasn’t sure Prekeptor would let her leave. The madness of his faith was on him; he trembled, and there was such fire in him that it was beginning to kindle a response in her. She dared not listen to more, for fear she might begin to doubt her own skepticism; she dared not leave; she dared not kill him to silence him. Therefore she had only one choice.

She reached into her hair and carefully drew out the loop.

“What are you doing?” asked Lyra, who had been taught, as a child of the heptarch, to recognize all the known weapons of assassination.

Patience did not answer Lyra. She spoke instead to Prekeptor. “Prince Prekeptor, I believe I understand enough to realize that you believe my very existence is somehow a reason to bring down my noble Heptarch, King Oruc. Now that I see what a danger my very life causes to my King, I have no alternative, as a true servant of the King’s House, but to end my life.”

In a quick motion she passed the loop around her own throat, drew it tight, and gave a tiny jerk that caused the loop to cut into the skin to a depth of about two millimeters all the way around her neck. The pain was surprisingly slight at first. The cut was not uniform—in some places it cut quite deep. But it had the effect she intended. Immediately blood streamed thick as a bright red collar around her neck.

The look of horror on Prekeptor’s face was almost fun to watch. “My God!” he cried, “My God, what have I done!”

Nothing, you fool, thought Patience. I’ve done it. And silenced you, too. Then the real pain came, and dizziness from the sudden loss of blood. I hope I didn’t cut too deeply, thought Patience. I don’t want to leave a scar.

Lyra screamed. Patience felt her legs giving way under her. Ah, yes. I must collapse as if I were dying, she thought. So she let herself slump down to the ground. She clutched at her own throat—carefully removing the loop in the process—and was surprised at the great amount of blood that was still flowing. Won’t I feel foolish if I cut myself too deeply and bleed to death right here in the garden.

Prekeptor was weeping. “Holy Mother, I meant no harm to you. God help her, O Lord of Heaven, who sent away the Wise in their blasphemy, forgive now this Fool who gave himself to your service, and heal the Mother of Thy Son—”

The sides of the world closed up; she could only see in a tunnel straight ahead of her. She saw hands come and take Prekeptor and carry him away from her. She heard Lyra’s screaming and weeping. She felt gentle hands take her and lift her up, and someone whispering, “No one has ever been so loyal to a heptarch as to take her own life rather than hear treason.”

Is that what I’ve done? thought Patience. Taken my own life?

And then, as they carried her out of the garden, she thought: I wonder if Angel will approve of my solution to the problem. As for the story, I remember every word of it. Every word.
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Patience was already weary of lying in bed after the first day. Visits from people with nothing intelligent to say made her even wearier.

“I don’t think there’ll be a scar,” said Lyra.

“I wouldn’t mind if there were,” said Patience.

“It was the bravest thing I ever saw.”

“Not really,” said Patience. “I knew I wouldn’t die. It was the only way to silence him.”

“But what was he saying?”

Patience shook her head. “He wasn’t the ideal husband for you, believe me.”

Lyra looked profoundly worried. Well she should be, thought Patience. Maybe Lyra is realizing for the first time that her dynastic rights might be in danger from me, however loyal I try to be.

“Was he trying to—to arrange to—you know. With you.”

Oh. Of course Lyra wouldn’t have dynastic worries. She had never been taught responsibility. “I can’t talk about it,” said Patience. She turned her face away, though, so Lyra would convince herself that the answer was yes.

“Right in front of me, wanting to—but why you? I know you’re pretty, everyone says so, but I’m the Heptarch’s daughter—and I’m not ugly, either. I’m really not. I’m very objective about that.”

“The only men who wouldn’t be glad to have you as their wife are the victims of terrible pelvic accidents,” said Patience, smiling.

After a moment, Lyra understood and blushed. “You mustn’t talk that way.” But she was flattered. And now that Patience had succeeded in convincing her that she didn’t owe some debt of guilt for Patience’s wound, Lyra left.

At least I didn’t come here yesterday as ignorant of the truth as Lyra still is. Someday, though, someone will tell her who I am, and why my father’s ancient claim is seen by some as a bit more valid than Oruc’s. Then she’ll understand what was really going on today, and perhaps realize that it was my survival I was working for, not my death.

What worried her was not Lyra’s reaction. It was King Oruc’s. He was the only audience that Patience’s performance was designed to please. If he saw her gesture as a desperate effort to prove her loyalty, then she would survive. But if he actually believed she was trying to kill herself, he would believe her insane and never trust her with anything. Her career would be over before it began.

The doctor had her wound clamped shut with the jaws of hundreds of tiny earwigs. “Not like regular earwigs, though,” the doctor said. “These were bred to provide a powerful and continuous pincer movement until I squeeze their abdomens in a certain way. They respond to the flexing of your skin and promote the healing process. Without excessive scar tissue.”

“Very clever,” murmured Patience. Everyone assumed she didn’t want a scar. But she wasn’t sure. It wouldn’t hurt to have a visible reminder, every time people saw her, of how loyal she was to King Oruc. She was tempted to squeeze off the earwigs herself, or readjust their position so the scar would dimple and twist. But no, it would be too obvious if she deliberately left a scar herself. It would diminish some of the power of her act.

For it was a powerful act. Oruc gave her a room of honor in Heptagon House during her convalescence, and many adults stopped to wish her well. Few of them were skilled at the diplomatic arts, and so she could easily see that most of them were at once drawn to and repelled by who she was. She was a young girl, after all, with only the first bloom of womanhood on her, of an age that often caused wistfulness in adults who ache for their youth and beauty, even though they know perfectly well that they were never really as young and beautiful as she. She was also the true Heptarch’s daughter, the legendary seventh seventh seventh daughter of the Starship Captain. Until now, they could never openly seek her out, for fear of arousing King Oruc’s suspicions. But who could criticize them for paying their respects to a young girl who had performed heroic service for the King’s daughter?

So she received them as they visited in ones and twos, to say a few words, touch her hand. Many of them tried to touch her with gestures of respect that properly belonged only to the Heptarch’s family; she rejected those gestures by subtly replacing them with her own. Always she explicitly honored her visitor as being someone far superior to her in rank. Some saw this as a clever disguise; others as true humility; to Patience, it was survival.

For she noticed that Angel did not come to visit her, and that Father did not seem to be hurrying home. It was unthinkable that they would not come to her if they could. Therefore someone must be forbidding them to come. And the only one who could do that was King Oruc. Something in her performance had bothered him. He still wasn’t sure of her.

At last the stream of visitors stopped. The doctor came with two orderlies. Gently they lifted her into a litter. They did not have to tell her where she was going. When Oruc summons, there is no need for discussion in Heptagon House. One simply goes.

They set down the litter in Oruc’s chamber. His Consort wasn’t there, but three unfamiliar heads were. She did not recognize them. And she had spent enough time in Slaves’ Hall to know all the faces there. So either these were not former ministers of state, or they were so important to King Oruc that he kept them out of Slaves’ Hall, so no one else could talk to them. Each head’s canister rested on its own table, with a dwelf seated behind it to pump the air bladder.

“So that’s the girl,” one of them murmured when she came in. Because the dwelfs weren’t pumping right then, he did not make a sound, but she saw his lips move. And though she wasn’t sure, another might have mouthed her true name, “Agaranthemem Heptek.”

The doctor fussed and preened, showing off his excellent skill at healing her wound. Without, of course, a scar.

“Very good, Doctor,” said Oruc. “But then, I expect my technicians to perform their tasks well.”

The doctor was miffed at being called a mere technician, but of course he tried to conceal his annoyance. “Thank you, Lord Heptarch.”

“No scar,” said Oruc. He peered at her neck critically.

“None at all.”

“But a string of bugs around her neck. I think it would be a hard choice, between a scar and a necklace of earwigs.”

“Oh, no,” said the doctor. “The earwigs will come off very soon. Now, if they displease you, sir.”

Oruc looked weary. “What you heard, Doctor, was not my stupidity, but my sense of humor.”

“Oh, of course, I’m such a fool, forgive me, I’m a bit tense, I—” and then, realizing his talking was making things worse, the doctor burst into artificial laughter.

“Enough. Fine work. I commend you. Go away.”

The doctor scurried out the door.

Oruc exhaled wearily. “Surely there has been a decline in the quality of court life since the Flight of the Wise.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir,” said Patience. “I wasn’t born then. I’ve never known any of the Wise.”

Oruc raised an eyebrow. “By heaven, neither have I.” Then he shook his head. “No, it’s not true to say that. I’ve known some Wise among the dead.” He did not need to glance back at the three heads behind him. “And one wise man among the living, one man among all my ministers who gives me counsel worth hearing, who cares as much for Korfu as I do.”

“My father,” she whispered.

“A most unlucky situation, isn’t it?” said Oruc. “Even the wisest King needs good advice, and there’s little of that left in the world. I would give half my kingdom to know what became of the Wise when they left here, and how to bring them back.”

One of the heads behind him spoke up. Apparently the dwelfs were pumping again. “Oruc, you’re likely to lose half your kingdom because you don’t know.”

Another head gave a crazed old man’s giggle. “So it’s a bargain for him, to give it up and get back the Wise in the bargain.”

“You know where the Wise went,” said the third, a grim face with no teeth. “Cranning. And there’s no bringing them back from there.”

“It’s the dilemma of our times,” said Oruc to Patience. “We’re long overdue for another gebling invasion. Twelve times in seven thousand years they have poured out of their vast city Cranning, out of the caverns of Skyfoot, and each time all of human civilization has been broken under their onslaught. Then they go back to their caverns or back to being somewhat pitiful merchants and voyagers and wanderers through the world, while human beings struggle back, rediscover what science they can. Only one human institution has outlasted it all, a single bloodline of power from the first moment mankind set foot on Imakulata until it was time for the thirteenth gebling invasion.” He did not say it, but of course she knew he was referring to the Heptarchy. To her family.

“And then,” said Oruc, “instead of an invasion, all the Wise, all the men and women of learning—no, not of mere learning, but of true understanding—all of them, one by one, felt the Cranning call. An unbearable, undeniable, irresistible urge to go somewhere. They were never sure where, they said. But they were followed, and they all went to Cranning. All of them. Statesmen, generals, scientists, teachers, builders—all the men and women that a King must rely on to carry out his rule, they all left. Who could stand then, when the Wise were gone?”

“No one,” whispered Patience. She was truly afraid now, for he was speaking so frankly of the fall of her family’s ancient dynasty that she could not help but assume he intended to kill her after this conversation was over.

“No one. The Cranning call took them, and the Heptarch fell. He wasn’t much of a Heptarch, your great-grandfather.”

“I never knew him,” said Patience.

“A beastly fellow. Even discounting the propaganda my father put out, he was unspeakable. He used to preserve the heads of his former lovers and put their canisters around his bed, to watch him make love to his latest creature.”

“I should think,” said Patience, “that was more of a torture to the current lover than to the former ones.”

Oruc laughed. “Yes. Though you’re only a child, so you shouldn’t know about such things. There are so many things you shouldn’t know about. My personal physician—who is not Wise, I suspect—examined you before the earwig man sewed you up. He tells me you could not possibly have done a more perfect job of cutting yourself to draw the most possible blood without causing any permanent or even dangerous damage.”

“I was fortunate,” said Patience.

“Your father didn’t tell me he was training you in the arts of murder.”

“He has trained me to be a diplomat. He has often told me of your maxim, that one well-placed assassination can save untold numbers of lives.”

Oruc smiled and spoke to the heads. “She flatters me by quoting my own words back to me, and telling me that the great Lord Peace repeats them often.”

“Actually,” said the dourest head, “I said those words to you first.”

“You’re dead, Konstans. I don’t have to give you credit.”

Konstans. Eight hundred years ago there had been a Konstans who restored Korfu to hegemony over the entire length of the Glad River, only ten years after a gebling invasion, and without a drop of blood being shed. If it was the same man, it would explain the decrepit condition of the head. Few heads ever lasted as long as a thousand years—this one was nearing the end of its function.

“I still have my vanity,” said Konstans’s head.

“I don’t like it that he has taught her how to kill. And so deftly that she can create death’s illusion on herself.”

“She is her father’s daughter,” said another head.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Oruc. “How old are you? Thirteen. How can you kill besides the loop?”

“Many ways,” said Patience. “Father says I’m not strong enough to pull the bow properly, and casting a javelin isn’t much use in our trade. But poisons, darts, daggers—I grew up with them.”

“And bombs? Incendiaries?”

“The duty of a diplomat is to kill as quietly and discreetly as possible.”

“Your father says.”

“Yes.”

“Could you kill me now? Here, in this room, could you kill me?”

Patience did not answer.

“I command you to answer me.”

She knew too much of protocol to be drawn into the trap. “Sir, please don’t toy with me this way. The King commands me to speak about whether I could kill the King. Whether I obey or not, I commit terrible treason.”

“I want honest answers. Why do you think I keep these heads around me? They can’t lie—that’s what the headworms do to them, they make sure that they can never answer dishonestly, or even withhold part of the truth.”

“The heads, sir, are already dead. If you wish me to behave as they do, it is within your power.”

“I want truth from you, and never mind protocol.”

“As long as I am alive, I will never speak treason.”

Oruc leaned close to her, his face angry and dangerous. “I am not interested in your determination to survive at all costs, girl. I want you to speak honestly to me.”

Konstans chuckled. “Child, he can’t kill you. You’re safe to speak to him, for now, at least.”

Oruc glared at Konstans, but the head was undeterred.

“You see, he depends on your father, and he believes your father will never serve him faithfully unless you’re held hostage here. Alive. So what he’s trying to determine now is whether you can also be useful to him, or whether you will remain nothing more than a constant temptation to his enemies.”

Konstans’s analysis made sense, and Oruc didn’t argue with him. It seemed absurd to her, to have the most powerful human being in the world treating her like a potentially dangerous adult. But her respect for Oruc was rising in the process. Many a lesser ruler would have destroyed her and Father, fearing the danger of them more than any possible value they might have.

So she made the decision to trust him. It frightened her, because that was the one thing Father and Angel had never taught her: when to trust. “My Lord Heptarch,” said Patience, “if the thought of killing you could live for a moment in my heart, then yes, I could do it.”

“Now?” There was an expression of veiled triumph in his eyes. Had he won a victory, then, by convincing her to trust him?

I have begun; I will not retreat. “Even now, even if I told you I was going to do it, I could kill you before you raised a hand to defend yourself. My father knows his trade, and I have studied with the master.”

Oruc turned to one of the dwelfs. “Go fetch my guards and tell them to come arrest this girl for treason.”

He turned to Patience and calmly said, “Thank you. I needed a legal basis for your execution. These heads will be witnesses that you claimed in my presence to be able to kill me.”

It shook her, how calmly he betrayed her. And yet she could not wholly believe the betrayal. No, this was just another test, another move in the game. He really did need Peace—he proved it by the fact that he took no major action without consulting Peace first—and so he really did fear to kill Patience. Nothing had changed that.

And if it was a test, she would win. She nodded gravely. “If I can best serve my Heptarch by dying through legal process, I’ll confess to that or any other crime.”

Oruc walked to her, touched her hair, stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. “Beautiful. The Mother of God.”

She endured it placidly. He wasn’t going to kill her. That was victory enough for the moment.

“I wonder if someone is breeding humans, as the Tassaliki claim. Not God—I doubt he bothers much with the mating of humans on Imakulata—but someone. Someone with the power to call the Wise.” He took her chin, not gently, and tipped her face upward. “If someone wanted to breed magnificence, I could believe you as the result of his work. Not right now, you’re still a child. But there’s a translucence to you, a lightness in your eyes.”

Until this moment, it had never occurred to Patience that she might be beautiful. Her mirror did not reveal the soft and rounded features that were the fashion of beauty these days. But there was no hint of flattery or deception in Oruc’s words.

“As long as you’re alive,” he whispered, “anyone who sees you will want me dead, so you can take my place. Do you understand that? Me and all my family, dead. Whether or not someone bred you to be what you are, you are. And I will not have my children destroyed for your sake. Do you understand me?”

“Your children have been my playmates all my life,” said Patience.

“I should kill you. Your father even advised me to kill you. But I won’t do it.”

But Patience knew that there was an unspoken word: yet. I will not kill you yet.

“What maddens me is not that I choose to leave you alive, for in truth I rejoice in you as surely as any Vigilant. What maddens me is that I don’t remember deciding to leave you alive. I don’t remember choosing. The decision was simply—made. Is it you? Is it some trick of manipulation your father taught you?”

Patience didn’t answer. He didn’t seem to expect her to.

“Or am I being twisted as the Wise were twisted? The decision made for me because whoever it is wants you, wants you alive.” He turned to the heads. “You—you have no will anymore, only memory and passion. Do you remember what it is to choose?”

“A dim memory,” said Konstans. “I think I did it once or twice.”

Oruc turned his back on them. “I have done it all my life. Chosen. Consciously, deliberately chosen, and then acted upon my choice, regardless of passion. My will has always been in control of my triune soul—the priests know it, that’s why they fear me, why there is no revolution in your name. They believe that whenever I choose to, I can and certainly will kill you. They don’t know. That on this matter I have no will.”

Patience believed that he believed what he was saying. But it was still not true. There would come a time when he feared her more than now, and he would kill her. She could feel that certainty lying beneath everything he said. For that was the foundation of his power, that he could kill anyone when he chose to. “Father told me once,” she said. “There are two ways to rule human beings. One is to convince the people that if they do not obey, they and those they love will be destroyed. The other is to earn the love of the people. And he told me where these two ways lead. Eventually, the course of terror leads to revolution and anarchy. Eventually, the course of flattery leads to contempt and anarchy.”

“So he believes no power can last?”

“No. Because there is a third way. It looks like the course of love sometimes, and sometimes it looks like the course of terror.”

“Back and forth between the two? The people wouldn’t know you then, and none would follow you.”

“No. It isn’t back and forth between anything. It’s a straight and steady course. The course of magnanimity. Greatness of heart.”

“It means nothing to me. One of the cardinal virtues, but the priests don’t even know what it means.”

“To love your people so much that you would sacrifice anything for the good of the whole. Your own life, your own family, your own happiness. And then you expect the same from them.”

Oruc looked at her coldly. “You’re repeating what you learned by rote.”

“Yes,” she said. “I will observe you, though, my Heptarch, and see if it is true.”

“Magnanimity. Sacrifice anything. What do you think I am—Kristos?”

“I think you are my Heptarch, and you will always have my loyalty.”

“But will my children?” asked Oruc. “Can you tell me that?”

She bowed her head. “My lord, for your sake I would die for your children.”

“I know. We’ve had theatrical proof of that. But I know better than you do. You are loyal to me because your father taught you to be, and he is loyal to me because he loves Korfu as much as I do. He’s a wise man, your father. The last of the Wise, I believe. I think it’s only because of his bloodline that he hasn’t heard the Cranning call. When he is dead—that old man, I can see death in him now already—when he is dead, how can I trust you then?”

The guards he had sent for were waiting in the doorways. He beckoned them in. “Take her back to the physician and have those bugs removed. Then give her back into the custody of her father’s slave. Angel. He’s waiting in the garden.” He turned to Patience. “He’s waited there for days, never stirring. A most devoted servant. By the way, I’ve ordered a medal struck in your honor. Every member of the Fourteen Families will wear it for this week, as will the Mayor and Council of Heptam. You handled the situation with the Tassali brilliantly. Perfectly. I will have occasion to use your talents again.” He smiled gruesomely. “All your talents.”

This had been her final examination, then, and she had passed. He intended to use her as a diplomat, young as she was. And as an assassin. She would wait now, as her father had always waited, for the knock on the door in the night, and the shadowy messenger with a note from King Oruc. She would read the note, as Father did, to learn who it was who should die. Then she would burn it and comb the ashes into fine powder. Then she would kill.

She almost danced down the corridors of Heptagon House. She needed no litter now. She had faced the King, and he had chosen her as her father had been chosen.

Angel took up her education where it had left off only a few days before, as if nothing had happened. She knew enough not to speak of these matters inside King’s Hill, where everything was overheard and reported.

Two days later, Angel received a message late in the afternoon and immediately closed his book. “Patience,” he said. “We will go down into the city this afternoon.”

“Father is home!” she cried in delight.

Angel smiled at her as he put her cloak around her shoulders. “Perhaps we could go to the School. We might learn something.”

It wasn’t likely. The School was a large open place in the middle of Heptam. Years ago, the Wise of the world had come here to teach to all comers. Because of Crossriver Delving and Lost Souls’ Island, Heptam was known as the religious capital of the world; the School made it the intellectual center as well. But now, a generation after the Flight of the Wise, the School was no more than a gaggle of scholars who endlessly recited dead and memorized words that they did not understand. Angel took great delight in teaching Patience to go to the heart of an argument and find its weak place. Then she would confront the would-be philosopher and skewer him publicly. She didn’t do it often, but enjoyed knowing that she could, whenever she liked. Learn something? Not at the school.

It wasn’t learning she was after anyway. It was freedom. Whenever Father was away, she was forced to remain within the high walls of King’s Hill, among the same nobles and courtiers and servants. She had long since explored every corner of King’s Hill, and it held no surprises for her. But whenever Father came home, she was free. As long as he was behind the walls of King’s Hill, Angel could take her wherever he wanted in the city.

They used these times to practice techniques they could never use in King’s Hill. Disguises, for instance. They would often dress and talk as servants, as criminals, as merchants, pretending to be father and daughter. Or, sometimes, mother and son, for as Angel said, “The most perfect disguise is to change from one sex to another, for when they are searching for a girl, all boys are invisible to them.”

Even better than the disguises, though, was the talk. Switching from language to language, they could freely converse as they walked along the bustling streets. No one could stay near them long enough to overhear an entire conversation. It was the only time when she could ask her most difficult and dangerous questions and voice her most rebellious opinions.

It would have been completely joyful, this trip down the hill to Heptam, except for one constant sadness: Father never came with her on these trips. Oruc never let them leave King’s Hill together. So all her life, all her conversations with her father had been guarded, careful. All her life, she had had to guess what Father really meant, discern his true purpose, for as often as not he could never say in words what he wanted her to know.

Their secrets could only be passed back and forth by Angel. He would take her out into the city, and she would talk with him; then he would leave her in King’s Hill and walk in the city with Peace. Angel was a good friend, and both of them could trust him implicitly. But in spite of Angel’s best efforts, it was like conversing through an interpreter all the time. Never in her life had Patience known a single moment of true intimacy with her father.

As they walked through King’s Gift and High Town, descending long sloping roads toward the School, Patience asked Angel why the King forced them to be separate this way. “Doesn’t he know yet that we are his most loyal subjects?”

“He knows you are, Lady Patience, but he misunderstands why. In treating you and your father this way, he says nothing about you, but much about himself. He believes that by keeping one of you hostage at all times, he can guarantee the loyalty of the other. There are many people who can be controlled that way. They’re the people who love their families above anything else. They call it a virtue, but it is nothing more than protecting one’s own genes. Reproductive self-interest. That is the thing that Oruc lives by. He is a great King, but his family comes first, so that in the final crisis, he could be held hostage, too.” It was treason to say such a thing, of course, but he had split the sentence into Gauntish, Geblic, and the argot of the Islanders, so there was little chance of a passerby understanding any of it.

“Am I Father’s hostage, then?” Patience asked.

Angel looked grim. “Oruc thinks you are, Lady Patience, and any assurance Lord Peace gives him that he would be loyal even if you were free seems further proof to the Heptarch that your father is desperate to win your freedom. And mark me well, little girl. Oruc thinks you are obedient in order to protect your father’s life, as well.”

“How sad, if he believes that everyone who says they love and serve him willingly is a liar.”

“Kings have found they live longer when they assume the worst about their subjects. They don’t live more happily, but they tend to die of old age rather than the abrupt disease called treachery.”

“But Angel, Father will not live forever. Who will he think is my hostage, then?”

Angel said nothing.

For the first time, Patience realized that there was a good chance she would not outlive her father by many years. Patience was the daughter of his second wife, whom he had married late; he was near seventy now, and not in the best of health. “But Angel, all the reasons the Heptarch has now for not killing me will still be in force then. If all the religious fanatics think I’m to be the Mother of Kristos—”

“Not just the fanatics, Lady Patience.”

“What will it do to the legitimacy of his rule if he kills me?”

“What will it do to the legitimacy of his children’s rule if he does not? He can keep you under control, but when he dies, you’ll be young, at the peak of your powers. And now he knows that you are a dangerous assassin, a clever diplomat, with a powerful will to survive. It will be dangerous to Korfu, perhaps to the whole world, if he kills you; it will be dangerous to his family if he does not. Look for an assassin in the days following your father’s death. If all goes well, your father will know he is dying soon enough to send me away. You are expected to know how to deal with any assassins and get out of King’s Hill. At sunset on the day of your father’s death, meet me here, at the School. I will have a way to get you out of the city.”

They walked among clusters of students. The nonsense being spouted by the sophists on every side seemed a bitter contrast to the thought of her future after her father died. “And where will I go?” asked Patience. “I’m trained for the King’s service. If he’s trying to kill me, I can hardly do that.”

“Don’t be such a fool, Lady Patience. Never for an instant were you trained for the King’s service.”

In that moment, Patience’s understanding of her whole life up to now turned completely around. All her memories, all her sense of who she was, what she was meant to become, changed. I am not meant to advise and serve a King. I am meant to be the King. They do not mean me to be Lady Patience. They mean me to be Agaranthemem Heptek.

She stopped. People walking behind them pushed past. “All my life,” she said, “I have learned to be loyal to the King.”

“And so you should be, and so you shall be,” said Angel. “Walk, or the spies who frequent this place will overhear us, and we’re speaking treason. You are loyal to King Oruc for the very good reason that for the good of Korfu and all human nations at this time, he should remain as Heptarch. But the time will come when his weakness will be fatal, and then for the good of Korfu and all human nations, you will need to assume the throne and bear the scepter of the Heptarchy. And at that day, Lady Patience, you will be ready.”

“So when Father dies, I go to Tassali and raise an army? Invade my own land and people?”

“You’ll do what is necessary for the good of the whole people at that time. And by that time you will know what that good must be. It has nothing to do with what is good for you or your kin. You know that your duty comes before any private emotion or loyalty. That is why King Oruc does not really hold you or your father hostage. If the good of the King’s House required either of you to take an action that would certainly result in the death of the other, you would not hesitate. That is true magnanimity, to love the whole, and therefore to love no part greater than the whole. A daughter no more than a stranger, where the good of the King’s House is concerned.”

It was true. Father would let her die, if the good of the King’s House demanded it. Angel had first said it to her when she was only eight years old. On the day of her formal baptism, he took her out King’s Creek to the Binding House on Lost Souls’ Island—the King’s private and loyal monastery, not that nest of sedition at Heads House in Crossriver Delving, where the priests prayed openly for Oruc’s death. As Angel rowed the boat, he told her that Father would certainly let her die and make no effort to save her, if it was for the good of the King’s House. It was a cruel thing, and she felt it like a knife through her heart. By the time her baptism was over, however, and they were again on the water returning to King’s Hill, she made her decision. She, too, would have greatness of heart. She, too, would learn to love the King’s House more than her own father. For that was the way of it. If she was to become like her father, she would have to reject her love for the old man. Or, perhaps, merely keep it in abeyance, to be discarded easily if it were ever necessary for the good of the King’s House.

Despite that decision, though, she still longed, just once, to have the opportunity to speak freely and fearlessly with Peace. Even now, walking through the School with Angel, speaking to him about her greatest fears for the future, she was keenly aware that he was not her father.

She did not want to discuss anymore what would happen when Father died. So she rattled on for an hour about everything that had happened in the garden of Heptagon House, and later, in the King’s chambers. She explained how she had unraveled the puzzles. She even repeated almost verbatim the strange doctrines that Prekeptor had set forth about her destiny.

“Well, as far as it goes,” said Angel, “he tells a reasonably true story. The Wise were playing with genetics in a way never before possible. They had developed living gels that read the genetic code of foreign tissues and mirrored the genetic molecule in slowly shifting crystals on the surface. It enabled the scientists to study the genetic code in great detail, without any magnification at all. And by altering the crystals in the gel, the tissue samples could also be altered. Then they could be implanted in the host’s reproductive cells. It was a similar technique that kept your father from having a daughter for so many years. And a similar technique that changed him back, so you could be born.”

Patience answered scornfully. “So God didn’t like them meddling with the mirror of the will, and took them away?”

“The mirror of the will, the triune soul—you shouldn’t scoff at it, even if you have decided to be a Skeptic. This religion has lasted pretty well over the years, and partly because some of the ideas work. You can live with the triune soul as a model for the way the mind works. The will, contained in the genetic molecules—why not? It’s the most primitive part of ourselves, the thing that we can’t understand, why we finally choose what we choose—why not put it in the genes? And then the passions—the desire for greatness on the one side, and all the destructive desires on the other. Why not put them in the limbic node, the animal part of the brain? And the identity, the sense of self, that is our memories, the cerebrum, all that we remember doing and seeing, and what we conceive it to mean. There’s a certain power in conceiving your own self in that way, Patience. It allows you to separate yourself from your memories and your passions, to impose discipline on your life. We are never deceived into believing that either our environment or our desires cause our behavior.”

“More to the point, Angel. What happened to Prekeptor, with or without his religion?”

“He was sent home. Though I must tell you that you put the fear of God in him.”

“He was already trembling with it.”

“No, that was the love of God. Fear was your contribution. They had to wash his clothes after he saw you slit your own throat. All his sphincter muscles released.”

She let herself laugh, though it wasn’t kind to be amused. Still, he had been so fervent that she couldn’t help laughing to think of the crisis of faith he must have had, to see the Mother of God apparently dying before Kristos could make an appearance.

They stayed in the city for hours, talking and playing until the sun set behind Fort Senester in Gladmouth Bay. Then Angel took her home, to see her father.

Never before had he looked so old and frail to her. A strange hollow look to his eyes, a sunken look to his skin. He was wasting. She was only thirteen years old, and her father was already beginning to die, before she ever had a chance to know him.

He was stiff and formal with her, of course; deliberately, so she would be sure to know that this was for an audience, and not particularly for her. He commended her, commented on her behavior, criticizing freely some of the things she had done that she knew perfectly well he approved of completely.

And when it was over, he handed her a slip of paper. On it was the name of Lord Jeeke of Riismouth, a marcher lord, one of the Fourteen Families. She was to visit him with her tutor as part of an educational tour of the kingdom. Lord Jeeke was to die no sooner than a week after she left, so that no one could connect her with his death.

It was surprisingly simple. The journey took three days. On her first night there, she shared a wine glass with Lord Jeeke, which was filled with a nonhuman hormone that was, by itself, harmless. Then she infected Jeeke’s mistress with spores of a parasitic worm. The spores were passed to Jeeke through intimate contact; the hormone caused the worms to grow and reproduce rapidly. They infested Jeeke’s brain, and three weeks later he was dead.

She was already back in King’s Hill when the news reached them. She wrote letters of condolence to Jeeke’s family. Father read them and patted her shoulder. “Well done, Patience.”

She was proud to have him say so. But she was also curious.

“Why did King Oruc want him dead?”

“For the good of the King’s House.”

“His personal pique, then?”

“The King’s House isn’t Heptagon House, Patience. The King’s House is all the world.”

“For the good of the world? Jeeke was a gentle and harmless man.”

“And a weak one. He was a marcher lord, and he had neglected his military duties. The world was more pleasant because he was a good man. But if his weakness had led, as was likely, to rebellion and border war, many would have died or been left crippled or homeless by the war. For the sake of the King’s House.”

“His life against the possibility of war.”

“Some wars must be fought for the good of the King’s House. And some must be avoided. You and I are instruments in the hands of the King.”

Then he kissed her, and as his mouth rested by her ear he whispered, “I’m dying. I won’t live three years. When I die, cut into my left shoulder, midway along and above the clavicle. You’ll find a tiny crystal. As you live, cut it out and keep it, whatever the cost.” Then he pulled away and smiled at her, as if nothing strange had been spoken.

You cannot die, Father, she cried out silently. In all my life we’ve never spoken. You cannot die.

She performed four more assassinations for King Oruc, and a dozen other missions. She turned fourteen, and then fifteen. And all the while Father waited back in King’s Hill, growing weaker and older. On her fifteenth birthday he told her she didn’t need a tutor anymore, and sent Angel away to be overseer of some lands he held outside the city. Patience knew what it meant.

Not long after, Father woke up too weak to get out of bed. He sent the nearest servant to fetch a physician, and for a moment they were alone. Instantly he handed her a knife. “Now,” he whispered. She cut. He did not even wince from the pain. She took from the wound a small crystal globe, beautiful and perfect.

“The scepter of the Heptarchs of Imakulata,” he whispered.

“The Usurper and his son never knew what or where it was.” He smiled, but in his pain his smile was ghastly. “Never let a gebling know you have it,” he said.

A servant came in, realizing they had been left alone too long; but she came too late and saw nothing, for towels covered the slightly bleeding wound, and the tiny amber-colored globe was in Patience’s pocket.

Patience fingered it, pressed on it as if to squeeze some nectar from it. My father is dying, Father is dying, and the only thing I have from him is a hard little crystal I cut from his flesh, covered with his blood.
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