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        On the remote planet of Pax Cara lies the greatest secret of the universe. Once every generation, the inhabitants must offer up an exceptional young person—the Chosen One--who sacrifices his or her own life for the sake of that secret, and the planet itself.

        

        But Vitalis, the current Chosen One, is desperate to break free of the yoke of destiny. An unexpected invitation to an aristocratic courtship summit seems to be the perfect opportunity for her escape. As soon as she arrives, however, she receives a proposal of marriage from the most eligible prince in existence.

        

        Eleian of Terra Illustrata can have any woman he wants. Why has he set his sight on Vitalis, who, unless she manages to flee, will die in sixteen standard days? Is it as simple as he declares, “To know you as I’ve always wanted to, but never had the chance?” Or is he hiding an ulterior motive, one that could put her plans, her life, and her heart in jeopardy?

        

        And can Vitalis truly say no to the man she has secretly loved all her life?

        

      
        Want to make sure you do not miss Sherry’s new releases? Sign up for her newsletter at http://www.sherrythomas.com.
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      The story began long ago, before the birth of the universe.

      Before the births and deaths of many older, greater universes.

      This is not, however, a narrative of the births and deaths of universes—though it might be that too. In the main it is about a man and a woman, their lives and circumstances.

      They met at a ball, an opulent affair held on a luxury liner. He was making his way to her and she was pretending that she hadn’t noticed, when his every move was eagerly followed by the entire gathering.

      The beau of the ball, if there was such a thing, the one who shook hearts as easily as a spring storm laid waste to the tender blossoms of May.

      She was not a tender blossom. She thought of herself as one of those twisted trees that grew on sheer cliff faces, a stubborn, lonely thing, not beautiful but splendid, because her entire existence hung on the edge of a precipice.

      Or rather, she had thought so, when she had believed wholeheartedly in her destiny as the Chosen One.

      Her existence on the edge had since become an exercise in desperation: each and every moment she felt as if she clung to a fraying rope, swamp beasts gathering in the ravine below, devouring one another while they waited for her to fall.

      Her panic did not show. She had long ago learned to keep her face smooth and her stance relaxed—no tight jaw or white knuckles to betray the inner tension. And her choice of attire further contributed to the image of the young heroine of Pax Cara:  she was the only woman at the ball not in a fantastic concoction of silk and film, but in her dress uniform, a crisp, slim, short black tunic over equally crisp, slim black trousers, the enameled thornrose of her office pinned prominently above her breast.

      As she’d intended, the guests were agog at the sight of her. Yes, she played it well indeed, the role of the simple, serene martyr, giving up her life and all its brilliant promises to save her people from annihilation.

      Once, she’d basked in such attention. Now she broiled in it. This had been the part of the Task she’d loved the most—that was, before she’d come to hate the Task itself. She still got shivers, even at this late stage, from the way some people looked at her, in sincere, head-shaking admiration.

      And then there were others who watched her because she was the freak, a dead woman walking.

      Sixteen days—before she marched to her doom.

      “May I have this dance?”

      She turned around slowly. There were exactly nineteen mobilecams bobbing in the air about her.  Several represented media outlets from her home planet of Pax Cara, the rest bore logos of the interstellar communication conglomerates that were on hand to cover the glamorous goings-on at ConsortCon, the short-name for the once-every-three-standard-year courtship summit hosted by the thirty-seven princely houses of the Sector.

      The event had once been exclusively aristocratic. Now the proceedings had become somewhat more democratic. Princes and princesses still predominated—they were guaranteed attendance by virtue of birth—but a smattering of plebeians had secured invitations by dint of their achievement.

      Or fame, as in her case.

      The mobilecams had been trained on her as she gazed up at the dance sphere, her expression the tranquil wistfulness she’d long ago perfected for such occasions. She knew what the voiceover would say, above heroic music played at a muted volume: What is going through the mind of this young woman, knowing that the fate of her people rests on her shoulders, that her life will end before it has fully begun, yet her name will live on forever?

      The man who had asked for the next dance had just as many mobilecams hovering around him. Eleian of Terra Illustrata, the most beloved prince in living memory, and the one person she resolutely did not want to meet.

      The heir of a non-ruling house, he’d come of age during a time of great instability for his thirty-system principality. A long civil war that had begun before he was born had produced a dictator who held power by brutal oppression. After the dictator’s death, chaos had threatened to reign once again.

      With almost unbearable courage—for his life could have been forfeit at any point—the young prince had stepped in and stood up to those who sought power solely for their own gain. Against all odds, he had guided his people back to their nearly forgotten tradition of representative government.

      “Your Highness,” she said with a searing admiration. And envy. And a resentment that almost choked her.

      His had been true valor, whereas hers was but the appearance of it.

      And he had survived.

      “My lady.” He inclined his head.

      She was a commoner. But here the media had taken to calling her a prince of her people, and styled her accordingly.

      The mobilecams swarmed close, eager to capture her reaction. What would they see? She had not practiced for this, for dealing with the one man whose very existence reminded her of the fraud she was—and the traitor she planned to be.

      “Will you honor me with this dance?” he repeated his request.

      “The honor will be mine,” she said.

      Mobilecams were not allowed inside the dance sphere. At least there would not be a record of the excruciating minutes she would spend in his company.

      The dance sphere, fifty meters across, shimmered above them. From the outside it looked as if it were made of water, a giant, perfectly round drop, grey and pearlescent. Long pale shapes undulated inside, weightless dancers soaring and swooping.

      She placed her hand on his arm. The mobilecams parted and they walked together toward the center of the ballroom, where couples from the previous dance were dropping out of the sphere in pairs, messily festooned—some fairly mummified—in ribbon streamers. Dancers and ribbon streamers both appeared shockingly vibrant, after the elegant but anemic shadows they had cast upon the surface of dance sphere.

      A few dancers wobbled as they landed. One stumbled back a step. She observed the more successful exits. Future traitor or not, she was here as a representative of her people and she was not going to fall on her face.

      A young male attendant with an awed gaze held out a tray of folded ribbon streamers toward her. She chose a brilliant red streamer and presented it to Eleian of Terra Illustrata. Light hues conveyed interest. Deep hues, respect—the deeper the shade, the greater the respect.

      In return he presented her with a white ribbon. Instantly, the hum of conversation hushed. The mobilecams all but blocked out the light overhead as they jostled to get a better shot.

      Like gravitational waves expanding outward from the collision of massive singularities, shock ripped through her. Of course she’d expected a light-colored streamer from him—a man did not ask a woman to dance to express his respect. And white, on its own, was but another light color of no greater significance.

      Except he was wearing white. When a man—or a woman for that matter—presented  a streamer the same color as his attire, it constituted a proposal of marriage.

      She tamped down her dismay and did her best not to gape at the prince, who looked at her calmly, as if he hadn’t done anything completely demented.

      The attendant cleared his throat, reminding her that she had yet to respond. She lifted her right arm a fraction of a centimeter and caught herself: the right arm was the only polite response to a show of interest, but in this it would signal her acceptance of his proposal. Instead she extended her left wrist for the attendant to tie the ribbon streamer, to indicate that she would give the proposal every consideration.

      For this particular dance, the attendant informed them, another royal scion had yielded the place of honor: she and Eleian of Terra Illustrata would ascend into the dance sphere at the head of the line. They stepped onto a small platform and faced each other. The stranger who wished to marry her studied her openly, with a curiosity that felt benign, but was no less penetrating for its apparent kindness.

      He was not, strictly speaking, the most gorgeous man she’d ever met. But he had extraordinarily appealing features, the kind that would make one turn to him first in a crowd of strangers, whether to seek help for a broken landglider or a broken nation.

      A burden-carrier. The rare breed who said yes to impossible tasks and succeeded somehow; the mythical hero who in more primitive times would have inspired humble petitioners to journey for months—years—to lay their troubles at his blessed feet.

      She’d once wanted to be that. Sometimes she still did.

      Her half of the platform rose first. There was an odd ticklish feeling on her face as she moved into the dance sphere. She closed her eyes instinctively.

      From the outside, the gravity-free interior of the sphere had looked watery, like an early morning sky that promised rain. But when she opened her eyes again, she was bathed in light that was the plush gold of sunset on an oxygen-rich world.

      A dodecahedron frame built of translucent struts provided anchors inside the enclosed space. She pushed off the nearest strut and sailed upward.

      Half way across the sphere she turned around and let out the still-folded ribbon streamer she held in her hand. It jetted in her wake, a long white contrail. She would look very stark, she thought, a woman in black and white, receding and unsmiling.

      His loose-fitting tunic billowed about him, all tension and drama. The color of it, a dense, relentless white, metamorphosed into a hue that was warm and luminous in the golden saturation of the dance sphere.

      He let fly the red streamer—and not simply set one end free, as she had done, but impelled it forward in a great spiral that framed him as he glided toward her.

      She had several choices in how to proceed: she could lead him on a merry chase around the dance sphere; she could reverse direction on a nearby strut and meet him half way; or, since his velocity was greater, she could continue on her current trajectory and let him catch up.

      She chose the last. A few seconds later, he was by her side. As he was about to sail past her, his right arm reached across her midsection. Forward momentum converted to angular velocity. They spun gently to the opening notes of a slow helix, revolving around each other, a wide red-and-white coil of ribbon streamers about them.

      She put her hands on his shoulders and looked into his eyes. He had lovely eyes, intelligent and empathetic. But she did not miss the determination beneath all that courtly sweetness: he was a man who achieved what he wanted. Peace, democracy, and now, her?

      But she failed to see what he could gain by marrying her. She had no pedigree, wealth, or connections—none that would matter to him, in any case. And though she was the most honored person on Pax Cara, compared to Terra Illustrata, Pax Cara was but an insignificant backwater settlement.

      They changed directions every time they came up against the frame of the dance sphere, and changed holds every time they changed directions. Occasionally she glimpsed the ballroom floor above her, the milling crowd of guests like stalactites; but she trained in a gyroscope regularly, so neither her head nor her stomach rebelled.

      “My name is Eleian,” he said, as if she didn’t already know.

      “Vitalis,” she replied.

      “It’s a beautiful name.”

      There were other dancers inside the sphere now, dozens of them. Ribbons fluttered in their paths, bands of agate and tourmaline. They caressed her face, cool and swift as undersea creatures—or what she imagined undersea creatures must be like, since the oceans of Pax Cara were off-limits to the inhabitants of the planet.

      “Why do you wish to marry me, Eleian of Terra Illustrata?” she said, without further preamble.

      “Because you are brave and I admire courage,” said one of the most courageous men of her generation.

      She didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed that he of all people did not see her for who she truly was. She almost wished he’d said he admired her looks instead; she was a pretty enough woman. As shallow a virtue as beauty was, it was honest to a degree, unlike her courage, or the lack thereof.

      “Do you have some sort of fetish?” She was no stranger to emotional fetishes, either her own or those of her admirers. “I’m sorry to ask such a question, but we’re speaking of the rest of my life here.”

      All sixteen days of it. She laughed, a short, dry cackle at her own morbidity.

      He shook his head. “The death you face holds no appeal for me—sexual or otherwise. I’ve come too close to death too many times; I’ve had enough.”

      She believed him. There were those who sought the excitement of living on the edge. But as far as she knew, after the tumultuous years of Terra Illustrata’s power transition, he’d led a hermit’s life, away from the glare of the limelight, and performed no further feats of conspicuous heroism.

      “Then why?” Why would anyone want to marry a woman whose only value was in her imminent death?

      “The Quiet Girl,” he said.

      The Quiet Girl was a documentary film about her, shot ten years ago, when she’d been seventeen. It had been produced as a summer project by a pair of student filmmakers and submitted to a Sector-wide vis-media festival on a lark. To the surprise of everyone involved, the film had been selected for inclusion at the festival; to their further shock, it had won the grand prize.

      The film’s subsequent dissemination had garnered Vitalis a degree of interstellar fame previously unheard of on Pax Cara. She’d turned down each and every one of the invitations to go off-world that poured in. Modesty, or at least the appearance of it, was an important part of her persona.

      But she had enjoyed it, the fame, and the adulation that had come with it.

      “What about The Quiet Girl?” She hoped he didn’t hear the tremor in her voice.

      “I saw it when I was nineteen—and struggling with the course of my life. I had my own remote refuge. Our princely hold of Mundi Luminare was at peace. I did not need to involve myself in distant political turmoil. Moreover, I was afraid: I’d had little dealing with the darker side of life.

      “I was inclined toward cowardice until I watched your story. Your determination and wisdom shamed me. And you faced certain death, whereas I faced only the possibility of bodily harm.”

      Stop, she wanted to say. Stop. That girl no longer exists.

      But she listened with a stark hunger.

      “And whenever I thought my courage might fail me, I would watch it again. I can recite word for word what you said near the end of the film: ‘I’d have liked to live a thousand years. And yet I can’t say I regret being chosen for the Task. I live more incandescently because of it. And I’m not afraid to die when I have lived so.’”

      She had put on The Quiet Girl within the past year, hoping to find a renewal of courage in her unquestioning bravery of old. But all she had felt, as she’d watched herself give that little speech, had been a numb despair.

      He brought them into a closer spin. “It would be a privilege if you would accept my suit and allow me to share your days.”

      Her days. All sixteen of them, unless she managed her escape.

      The summit took place on a palace-class Intergalactica liner moored approximately half an astronomical unit from Terra Antiqua, the primary moon of which hosted the largest transit nexus this half of the Sector. And while getting into the summit was difficult, getting out was less complicated. The liner was equipped with hoppers, in case princely staff needed to run errands planet-side, as the liner itself could hardly be expected to house engagement mementos that would appeal to every taste.

      One of those hoppers could drop her off on Terra Antiqua’s lesser moon, where she’d purchase a dozen new identities and a new face at the black market. After that, she could go far away, out of the Sector, out of this arm of the galaxy altogether, to places where people had never heard of Pax Cara—where she would never learn what happened to it because of her desertion.

      Practical, executable plans. They did not include room for a husband, let alone one who expected to watch reverently as she marched to her doom.

      “I’m deeply honored by your proposal, Your Highness,” she said. “Especially as I have admired you from afar for many years. But I’m not looking for a worshipper.”

      “I do not recall saying that I planned to worship you, my lady,” he said. “But I am willing, when we are alone and unclothed.”

      Something in her thudded: an unexpected careening of desire.

      In her late teens, she’d been a hedonist who’d overdosed on all the pleasures of the senses with the abandon of, well, someone about to die. Her lovers had been many and varied—fucking incandescently, as it were.

      Then a strange restlessness had taken over her, followed by an insidious belief that the Pax Cara Event was not her true purpose in life. That there was something else she must do, a task of such mind-boggling significance that her soul would be ripped apart if she did not set out on it.

      Yet she had no idea what it was, this monumental mission.

      Of course it had been only her mind playing games with her, but the mind made its own reality. She tried to reject the notion of this other purpose as a dangerous self-indulgence, as cowardice in camouflage. But like a  parasite, it refused to go away.

      Slowly she began to doubt everything about her destiny as the Chosen One: when all the pretty words had been stripped away, what was it except crude human sacrifice? Then doubt had metastasized into fear and anger.

      In the early days of her crisis, she’d fucked more, not less. But the mellow, happy feelings produced by a solid orgasm had vanished. After a while she’d lost all ability to concentrate during lovemaking. If anything, her inner turmoil became starker and more suffocating when she went through the motions of coupling out of politeness—she could scarcely order her lover(s) to leave when she’d been the one who orchestrated the encounters in the first place, in the hope that sex would lighten her heart and lift her mind out of the dark bog that had begun to swallow it whole.

      It had been years since she had last lain with anyone.

      “I’ve never pictured you as a lover of women, Your Highness,” she said.

      He was a saint. And saints didn’t copulate, did they?

      “Nothing to it,” he said. “It isn’t all that difficult.”

      She chuckled, another unexpected reaction. She hadn’t found anything funny in a very long time. “I’m afraid I’ll need a greater assurance of your proficiency, sir.”

      “And how may I grant you this greater assurance, my lady?”

      “A personal demonstration would be the most straightforward means, Your Highness,” she said, mimicking his mock-serious tone.

      He smiled. She had never seen him smile, not in person, not in all the pictures of him available on the subnets. For a moment she was lost in the power of it, the sheer aura of nobility he radiated. Then his lashes lowered, his smile turned inward and secretive, and she wanted him with a force her increasingly apathetic body could barely stand.

      No, she didn’t want him, only his saintliness. She wanted to ruin it, to ravish him until his equanimity, his dignity, and his courage all lay in tatters.

      Or maybe just his virginity. He had no more slept with a woman than she had with a fish.

      “You are aware, are you not, my lady, that there is a strict no-fraternization policy in place for the duration of the summit?” he said, still smiling.

      “And you seem very glad of it, since it will excuse you from any personal demonstration.” She pushed away from him—and let him pull her back until she was encircled by his arms, their eyes locked. “Truly, I expected more candid answers from one so universally esteemed as you, sir. You’ve never made love to a woman, have you?”

      “No,” he admitted, his gaze steady.

      Steady and all-seeing, a part of her thought, for no reason she could name.

      “What about men? Or the rock gazelles that must abound near your mountain fastness?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” she said. “I’ve seen pictures of rock gazelles and they are both beautiful and lissome.”

      “I prefer solitude, much as I may pine after the noble gazelles.”

      “You prefer solitude to such an extent that you have never undertaken the most fundamental human deed. Why give it up for me?”

      “To know you as I’ve always wanted to, but never had the chance.”

      She hadn’t heard words as perfect in a long time. And he spoke with the lyrical beauty of stars falling. Mere syllables acquired such depth and luster, as if they were long-buried gemstones at last faceted and set in gold.

      “No,” she said. Now they were facing the same direction, their arms around each other. She hadn’t noticed it earlier, but he was a good bit thinner than she’d supposed. The slenderness of his waist, the angularity of his hipbone—he must be of a naturally very slim build. “But do know that I would have loved to make love to you.”

      Their eyes met again. His pupils dilated. His breaths became irregular. So he was capable of feeling desire—desire for her, at least.

      Her vanity was much gratified, but a new doubt skittered across the surface of her mind. Dilated pupils or not, his gaze remained clear and empathetic. Where did that empathy come from? And what was it for? If he truly believed her as brave and selfless as he’d proclaimed her to be, then shouldn’t he be regarding her in awe, rather than human understanding?

      “Would you give me a chance if you could have your cake and eat it too?” he asked softly.

      “Didn’t you just remind me of the no-fraternization policy?” Her tone was more arch than she intended.

      “There is a way around it, a sanctioned connubial assay—a trial marriage from which you could walk away the morning after.”

      She snorted. “If there is such a thing, why haven’t I heard of it before?”

      “The last one granted was over two hundred standard years ago.”

      “And you plan to accomplish the improbable and obtain one for us?”

      “I already have. It needs only your accord to become effective.”

      She laughed out of pure astonishment. Then realization hit her. “Did you arrange for me to come here?”

      The invitation had been entirely unexpected. Who would want a marriage that lasted half a standard month? But she had not looked too deeply into the matter: her entire escape plan had crystalized the moment she’d scanned the invitation.

      “I can’t say I arranged for it, but when asked, I did say you are the only one I would consider marrying.”

      Had he been anyone else, she’d have deemed his action a close relative of stalking. But he was Saint Eleian of Terra Illustrata, whose true motive she still did not understand. “What’s in it for you?”

      “The ultimate prize: a life lived incandescently.”

      She scoffed. “You will have to do much better than that. You’ve lived your life more incandescently than anyone else I can think of.”

      “Fine, then. I am the most admired man of my generation. There are only four women in this Sector who are worthy of my hand. One is old enough to be my grandmother. Two are married. So that leaves you.”

      That made more sense, but still nowhere near enough. Before she could ask her next question, however, the slow helix came to an end.

      “The two of us will lead the exit,” he reminded her, linking their hands together.

      “Which style of exit should we perform?”

      There were as many varieties of exits as there were dances. Some elegant, some athletic, some spectacularly suicidal.

      “This is my first time in a dance sphere,” he said. “So, the simplest.”

      They leveraged off each other and pushed apart. She found purchase on the dodecahedron frame and collected the long white ribbon that came in after her.

      A bevy of princesses joined her—she felt like a raven in a flock of macaws. At the opposite pole of the dance sphere, the princes’ dress uniforms were no less resplendent. Eleian stood out in his celestial white, a seraph among gaudy mortals.

      Then he launched himself from the frame and dove toward her. Around her the princesses sighed, a collective release of breaths. Vitalis had always been drawn toward men who exuded sexual charisma. He did not radiate any such, but the sight of him mesmerized her all the same.

      She remembered the subcast she’d once seen of him, standing alone and unarmed before the steps of parliament. He’d evinced such valor and resolve that the mercenaries who had come to storm the place, with air and artillery support, had not dared to open fire. Because to harm him would have incited the wrath of an otherwise cowed populace, who loved his courage and goodness with the desperate hope of the perennially downtrodden.

      How many mortal women had the chance to lie with an angel?

      Briefly she was ashamed of the lewd direction of her thoughts—very briefly. Virgins, after all, were meant to be deflowered.

      She leaped up and joined him midair. Together they calibrated their trajectory until they centered their exit at the aperture.

      She landed lightly on her feet. He struggled with his balance. But she held firmly onto his arm and he wobbled only once.

      The light outside the dance sphere felt dim and misty. The entire ballroom appeared muted, like a holovision tuned to only half the usual saturation of color. For a moment his complexion, otherwise a lovely bronze, seemed wan and grey, the kind produced by extreme ill health.

      She did not have a chance to examine him more closely; they had to vacate the landing platform to make room for couples exiting after them. Attendants had formed an avenue beyond the carpeted ramp that led off the landing platform. They walked arm-in-arm down the avenue, as if on a royal promenade, until all the couples in the dance sphere had exited and lined up similarly.

      The partners turned to face each other. Now his color looked more normal—her eyes must have adjusted to the light. They joined hands in the traditional end-of-dance salute.

      “If tomorrow morning you do not wish to remain married to me, you leave. What do you have to lose?”

      What did she have to lose? Time, for one. There was a nine-hour gap between the end of the ball and the beginning of the next day’s festivities. Her escape would be noticed that much sooner if she waited until morning.

      “Will you give me an answer, Vitalis?”

      She could not look away from the straightforward esteem in his eyes.

      When she’d lost faith in her destiny, she’d also lost the ability to draw purpose and courage from the faith others placed in her. Their respect and admiration, filtered through the void where her convictions once lived, had become something she both feared and scorned, stinging her conscience like the tentacles of a poisonous jellyfish.

      But for some reason, his gaze provoked a different reaction—almost as if she could pretend to be the old Vitalis again. Not that she’d ever stopped putting on an act for the benefit of others, but that this time, she might believe it.

      She must not be distracted from her goal. He was an unnecessary complication. The situation was fraught enough without something as ridiculous as a trial marriage.

      It was time to give her final refusal and walk away.

      “Where is this license of yours?” she heard herself ask.
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      She was nothing as Eleian had imagined.

      The young woman in The Quiet Girl had emitted an otherworldly glow, an extraordinary aura of courage and conviction. He’d expected her wisdom and serenity to have distilled into sheer luminosity during the intervening years. He’d expected a hushed, almost holy presence. He’d expected, in short, a godly incarnation.

      She was not that.

      In the half hour he’d spent studying her, before asking her for the dance, she’d struck him more as a media persona than anything else. She was as deft at handling collective attention as any prince to the power born, projecting whatever it was her public sought from her—in her case, a heroic calm, a greatness of spirit, an essence of selfless sacrifice.

      Of course she’d had to learn to manage the intense publicity generated in the wake of The Quiet Girl. But he couldn’t say how he’d felt, exactly, to see that she’d proved such an apt pupil.

      She still had it—the charisma of courage, the force of destiny. But it wasn’t the same. There was something hollow about her, as if she’d lost much of her larger-than-life-ness, as if she were now merely a very clever woman manipulating the media to maintain a particularly hallowed image.

      But then he’d met her gaze. And in her eyes he’d found at once a deep weariness and a terrible intensity. He knew that look. The look of someone who knew her days were numbered.

      And suddenly he had only compassion for her. It was much easier to be wise and serene when death was still only a distant specter on the horizon. When death loomed as close as one’s own shadow, no wisdom or serenity was possible, only varying degrees of horror and numbness.

      He had been there. And never left.

      The recovery tank hissed softly as it opened. Eleian stepped into the robe his chamberlain, Alchiba, held out for him.

      “Has permission been given for Lady Vitalis’s pod to launch?”

      The VIP suites all had private pods that allowed their occupants to zip along the exterior of the liner, should they wish to visit other passengers, without traversing the vessel’s vast interior. The pods, in accordance with the Summit’s no-fraternization policy, had been disabled. Eleian had to obtain special dispensation for her to use hers—the best way to avoid media scrutiny under the circumstances.

      “The permission has been granted. But she has not left yet.”

      “The others?”

      “They are on their way, sire.”

      Eleian changed into a dark blue dress tunic. Not formal enough for a proper wedding, but perfectly adequate for a trial one. Alchiba produced a medal of honor and tried to pin it to Eleian’s chest.

      “Unnecessary,” said Eleian. “I’m afraid I need to impress the lady with something other than my past bravery.”

      Alchiba pressed his lips together. “Your Highness, are you sure you . . .”

      Eleian glanced at him. “You are not questioning my masculine prowess, are you, Master Chamberlain?”

      Alchiba laughed, if rather reluctantly. “No, sire, of course not. I’m only worried that . . . that . . .”

      That Eleian might not survive the encounter.

      Unbeknownst to those outside his immediate circle, his health had ever been in a precarious state—oscillating between merely terrible and completely catastrophic. His physicians had never permitted him any activity more strenuous than walking. For much of his adolescence he’d been in a state of collapse. Lovemaking, even had the doctors not forbidden it, would not have been possible, as he struggled to remain alive.

      In the years of his public role, when his life had seemed to be of great value to a great number of people, he’d deemed it prudent not to take the chance—which his physicians estimated at 50/50—that the shock of an orgasm would trigger massive heart failure.

      After he had entrusted head-of-state duties to his cousin and returned to private life, the subject came up for discussion one more time. His lead physician had suggested that it could be accomplished with a trained emergency responder as his partner, and with his medical team on standby in the next room. He’d decided then that sex was something he could do without—if only for the sake of his dignity.

      Or what was left of it. There was precious little dignity in being deathly ill for much of his life, in being helpless and wholly dependent on doctors and medical devices.

      But now he was taking a possibly fatal risk—in the hope of greater rewards.

      “I’ll be fine,” said Eleian, only half believing it himself.

      And the very real possibility of dying did not even figure as the most dangerous part of the night to come.

      [image: ]

      The trial wedding ceremony would take place in the reception room of Eleian’s suite, with the Archbishop of Terra Illustrata officiating and the co-regents in charge of the Courtship Summit serving as witnesses.

      Eleian knew them well. Besili of Terra Viridis, stern in public, grandmotherly among family and friends, had been a close friend to Eleian’s late mother. Rianse of Terra Copiosus was Eleian’s second cousin, once removed. And he’d prayed with the archbishop many times, in the darkest days of the principality, when it had seemed that nothing could pull it out of its downward spiral.

      Alchiba served canapés and casmakiya, the famed, jet-black wine produced on the sunward slopes of Mundi Luminare’s warm, beautiful Minor Continent. Eleian’s guests took turns ribbing him for his swift success with Vitalis of Pax Cara and offered an avalanche of outrageous marital advice.

      But underneath the jollity flowed a deep unease. How, exactly, did one congratulate a couple who would have at most sixteen standard days together?

      “Lady Vitalis,” announced Alchiba.

      The company rose as she entered, her heels clicking across the gold-veined marble floor. On Pax Cara, the traditional wedding color was green, the color of life. But she had chosen to wear white, an ultrafeminine, light-as-air confection. The soft, translucent ruffles that cascaded from her right shoulder to her left knee contrasted sharply against the angular frame of her person, against the scars visible on her bare arms and calves.

      Such scars: long, short, linear, jagged. Some looked as if they’d been made by blades, some by heat, and others by shrapnel. In the golden glow of wall panels made from the light trees of Terra Viridis, her scars were beautiful, a chronicle of her life, of the hardship she had endured to prepare for her great Task.

      He was overcome with admiration—and something he almost did not recognize, because it was so alien to him.

      Desire.

      The special license had been an afterthought. He really hadn’t expected Vitalis of Pax Cara to require a lover. He’d thought, rather arrogantly, that since the two of them were such an obvious match, she would agree to his proposal instantly and they’d spend the rest of her days—and possibly his—in platonic communion.

      But before they’d exchanged twenty words, he’d already known that it was going to be a far less certain thing than he’d prepared for. She did not want companionship, much less communion. If anything she wanted to be left alone—as he usually did.

      And strangely enough, he did not want to leave her alone.

      Long ago, he’d heard rumors that the student filmmakers who’d produced The Quiet Girl had been her lovers—both at the same time. That her mysterious glow hadn’t been so much supernal courage as mere sexual satisfaction. He had not believed it then, had wanted to see her only as his inspiration, the abstemious heroine, not altogether of this world.

      He had reconsidered when he saw her in person. For her charisma had an undeniable sexual component. She had lived. She had experienced life in every way it could be experienced. Even he felt it, the lure of it, the urgency of it, the vitality of her youth against the bleakness of her imminent death—an anguish that only lovemaking could assuage.

      Even he responded to it.

      As he responded to it now. She smiled at him, and he all but flushed to the roots of his hair. The sexual tension in the reception room was tangible enough to set off intruder alarms.

      The archbishop cleared her throat. Eleian, recovering somewhat, introduced his bride-to-be to the gathered dignitaries. She greeted them with consummate courtesy.

      “Shall we start then, Your Highness?” asked the archbishop.

      There was no real ceremony for a trial marriage, but the archbishop offered a prayer for happiness and mutual affection. Alchiba brought in the license, an old-fashioned piece of vellum, which they all signed. Eleian’s new wife did a creditable job of scrawling her name, even though she’d likely never done it before—very few people other than princes and premiers signed physical documents.

      The leave-taking began immediately. Besili, Rianse, and the archbishop each kissed Vitalis on the forehead. The co-regents did the same with Eleian. The archbishop held out her hands for Eleian’s benediction, after which, she genuflected and kissed the hem of his tunic.

      Vitalis looked at him, nonplussed, as Alchiba ushered their guests out. “You blessed the archbishop. Are you the head of the Church?”

      He shook his head. “Church and state have always been separate on Terra Illustrata.”

      “Then why would she seek a blessing from you?”

      “Because I’ve recently been declared an avatar of Metaran.”

      “The god Metaran?”

      He nodded. “It’s embarrassing, really.”

      A good many gods were worshipped. But Metaran, along with his mate Mikelan, sat at the head of the Council of Gods.

      She smiled. His cheeks warmed again. He recognized a smile laden with sexual heat.

      “I’d thought it would be interesting to lie with an angel. But now I get to lie with an actual god.”

      He didn’t know where his reply came from. “A major god, no less.”

      “A major god, no less,” she agreed. “It should be memorable.”

      Still blushing, he handed her a glass of wine. “Shall we toast our marriage?”

      She glanced at the glass of water he poured for himself. “You don’t drink?”

      He shook his head. His liver was not strong enough to process alcohol.

      “How virtuous can a man be?” she smiled again.

      He was becoming lightheaded. And for once, it was not because of his blood pressure dropping too vertiginously.

      They clinked glasses. She took a sip. “Where do you sleep, Your Highness?”
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      In the two days since Eleian arrived at the Courtship Summit, he’d slept in the dining room on the lower level of the suite. It saved his staff the trouble of moving all the medical equipment up to the bedroom on the top level, and saved him the trouble of climbing stairs. (For some reason, the suite did not come with lifts. Since he regarded the matter of his health as strictly private, he’d vetoed plans to have one installed.)

      But in the hour since she’d accepted his proposal, his staff had been engaged in a mad dash to haul the most essential medical equipment to the domed bedroom and place them at precisely the distances and angles he’d become accustomed to. He had yet to see what the bedroom looked like—the number of devices his staff deemed indispensable would broadcast what they thought of his chances of survival.

      They were preparing for multiple organ failures, apparently. In readiness were his defibrillator, artificial respirator, emergency detox, blood re-processor—and even the preservation tank, which he’d only had to use once before, to safeguard himself until proper medical attention could arrive.

      To her they would appear as a series of rather somber cabinets and armoires. But for him they’d been constant companions. He could stagger to the correct device in the middle of a full-body shutdown. The only time he’d made a mistake—which necessitated the use of the preservation tank—had been when a new member of his staff had placed the machines out of order and he’d turned on the defibrillator when he’d needed his blood detoxified.

      Her eyes swept the room. The dome, molded from titanium-reinforced permaglass of an exceptional clarity, made it seem that nothing separated them from the abyss of space. A huge spasm of stars hung overhead, the color of superheated hydrogen, breathtaking no matter how many times he had seen it.

      Her fingertips brushed the sheets on the large hexagonal bed—for the occasion, Alchiba had strung garlands of peach-and-cream flowers from the bedposts. She strolled past the table of refreshments that had been set up, laden with rich delicacies he could not consume. Only then did her gaze fall on the medical equipment.

      “Your bedroom has more furniture than mine,” she said.

      “I am a major god.”

      She laughed. For a moment, she was only a splendid young woman, in a playfully elegant dress, on the cusp of seduction.

      “O god divine, joyous be thy name, grant me thy glorious wisdom, lend me thy eternal hope, rain down upon me thy rapturous blessings,” she recited, the most ancient and succinct prayer to Metaran. “And permit me access to thy untouched body.”

      “That is blasphemy.”

      She chortled, sat down at the edge of the bed, and beckoned him with a finger. He took one last look at his lifesaving equipment and went to her.

      To his surprise, as he sat down, he draped an arm over her shoulders. With his other hand he took hers. “O goddess sublime, invincible be thy name, give me thy abiding courage, will me thy shining rectitude, lift me with thy unassailable faith,” he murmured, the prayer to Mikelan. Then he looked sideways at her. “In reverence I offer myself to thee, o goddess great and exalted.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Now that is true blasphemy, to address your prayer to a mere mortal.”

      He touched his lips to the corner of her mouth. Her skin was heart-poundingly soft. Suddenly he wanted to devour her, this woman who was resolutely no saint, but a goddess indeed.

      “You’re very beautiful,” she whispered, touching a hand to his cheek. “Like an idea, almost. Not quite real.”

      He kissed her slowly, the warm humidity of the act making his heart beat alarmingly fast. “Am I becoming more real?”

      “Come closer.” She smiled. “I’ll tell you how you can become completely real to me.”

      The words she whispered into his ear should have been enough to kill him outright. But he was still breathing—and functioning somehow. So he continued on his perilous journey, peeling off her frothy dress, exposing her strong, lithe body.

      She wore nothing underneath. His erratic pulse worried him, until he felt hers, almost as frantic as his own. How strange it was that she wanted to make love to his physical person, to the body that had been such a trial to him all his life.

      His breaths came in shaky.

      She disrobed him. His breaths further quickened—but this time, not from excitement. His body was not strong and lithe like hers. Often in the past it had been a wasteland, skin and bones—some of the ailments that plagued him were inexplicable to his physicians, such as the periodic breakdown in nutrient absorption that left him starving on a perfectly plentiful diet.

      He hadn’t had that problem lately. Lately it had been only a garden-variety cancer to which he paid no attention; he’d put on a little weight and looked less like a walking visual for medical futility. Still, he was no match for the agile and perfectly muscled physiques of her training mates, with whom the Quiet Girl had laughed and played. Come to think of it, there had been an erotic undercurrent to that particular footage, full of young people in superb condition, near nudity, and ejaculating water rifles.

      “Has anyone ever seen you naked?” she asked softly, her hand running down his thin, often barely functional body.

      Except one particular part, which was functioning very well tonight. He was both embarrassed and ridiculously proud as her hand dipped lower—and ever so relieved that she did not seem to find the physical reality of him wanting.

      “Only my physicians.”

      She did not touch his erection, but brought her hand up and pulled down his lower lip with her thumb. Her tongue teased, as if she were dashing between sand ramparts, tantalizing her training mates with herself as a moving target.

      He was fairly sure it was a gesture of vulgar haste, but his hand cupped her breast of its own will. The silky scrape of her nipple across his palm generated a shock of desire. A small, parched sound issued from the back of his throat.

      “You make me impatient,” she said, her voice low and rough. And then, “I think I have a right to be impatient, don’t you agree?”

      A reminder that she didn’t have much time left.

      “Yes,” he rasped.

      “Lie down then.”

      He swallowed and complied. She climbed atop him. “I hope you are impatient too.”

      She took him inside her. His entire person shuddered. He had no words for the sensations—he was only endlessly glad that he’d lived to this night.

      Oh, but it became even better—more powerful, more intense. Above him she was full of life, vitality, the rosy glow of desire. Her skin was warm and wonderful. Her hair, just long enough to skim her jaw, brushed softly, tantalizingly against him as she lowered her head to nibble on his shoulders.

      Some more esoteric schools of worship believed that the universe had burst into being as Metaran and Mikelan became one for the first time. He didn’t believe it exactly, but now he understood why they did: it was as dizzying as the rising of the sun.

      Excitement fomented within him. More, surely, than he could withstand. And yet it built—and built. And built. There was no possible way he could survive this. The pleasure would kill him outright.

      He held out against the onslaught of sensations, gorgeous, hot, deadly sensation. But they only grew more overwhelming. He might still have retained his control, but she shot to a climax barely short of violent. And that aroused him beyond all control.

      He came in a terrifying paroxysm of pleasure.

      Death be damned.
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      When she rose, he held onto her hand. “Do not abandon your god,” he murmured.

      She kissed him on the lips. “O divine one, my faith is strong and constant.”

      Her words were good-natured, but the irony was evident: her faith was neither strong nor constant.

      His heart almost gave out as she walked, beautifully naked, directly to the recovery tank and opened its door. The tank’s interior was smoothly lacquered and could almost pass for a piece of furniture, if it weren’t for the whirl of machinery that came to life with the opening of the doors. Gauges and sensors, unaccustomed to a healthy body, blinked and beeped in confusion. The oxygen mask swiveled uncertainly. Nozzles, fully extended and ready to spray him with priming agent, regarded her quizzically with their built-in cameras.

      She closed the recovery tank’s door and inspected his other life-saving apparatuses, paying particular attention to the blood re-processor, moving aside a stack of silk robes that had been placed on top to examine the artificial arteries underneath.

      When she was done, she selected a robe and shrugged into it. The robe was spring-green and embroidered along the cuffs and the hems with eternity links. Belatedly he realized that he should have offered it to her: it was one of the bridegroom’s first gestures the morning after the wedding, to cloak his beloved in care and comfort.

      Instead she was the one to offer a robe to him, one of similar cut and design as to hers, except burgundy in color. He put it on and hoped that the deep, warm hue would make him look less ill—but it was only a hope.

      She circled the recovery tank, possibly seeking an interface. The recovery tank thwarted her search—she didn’t possess the necessary credentials yet. But that did not stop her from murmuring, “So, you are dying.”

      He sat up. This discussion was always going to happen. Still, he was unaccustomed to speaking of his health to anyone but his physicians. “To the contrary, I am in a phase of relative vigor. But my condition follows a cyclical pattern. I will face an onslaught of afflictions in the next month or so.”

      “And what is your chance of survival?”

      “Ten percent.” He looked down at his hands. “At best.”

      He was the dead man walking to her dead woman walking—a more perfect match did not currently exist in the Sector.

      At least on paper, to use that archaic expression.

      She sat down on a luxuriantly padded settee, one of the few pieces of furnishing in the bedroom that hadn’t been designed to prolong his life. “In other words, a death sentence.”

      “More or less.”

      It didn’t feel that way. In the past few hours, he had indulged in enough physical activity to give his staff a collective cardiac arrest, yet he was still well enough to stand up on his own power, and feel only a little unsteady.

      But what passed for an amazing bout of fitness for him failed to impress her. She frowned as she followed his shuffling progress across the room. “One wonders why Your Highness did not think to marry sooner, when both you and I had more time.”

      Her tone was light but biting.

      He rested against the refreshment table, catching his breath. At his touch, a beverage mixer dispensed a frothy, mango-colored concoction. He waited another moment, made sure he was strong enough, and joined her on the settee, one glass of the traditional honeymoon ambrosia in each hand.

      She accepted the glass he offered her, but set it aside—to drink would be to seal the marriage.

      He tipped back his. The first sip was almost unbearably sweet. The next one, less so. The taste kept changing, the sugariness fading, replaced by a sharp acidity, and then a soul-shrinking bitterness that alternated with a chalky tastelessness.

      He kept on drinking. The ambrosia was meant to convey different facets of marriage: the intoxication of new love, the inevitable disappointment, the doubt and ennui that ensued, the pain those bound by matrimony could cause each other.

      More than once he thought his stomach would rebel. But he endured—and endured—until the ambrosia finally turned sweet again. Not the single-noted saccharinity from the beginning, but a rich mellowness that represented lasting love.

      “Is it as awful as they say?” she asked.

      He finished the last drop, wishing there had been more. But such was the nature of life: even when love became infinite, time remained scarce.

      Following tradition, he kissed the rim of the empty glass before setting it down. “Yes and no, Princess.”

      She was visibly taken aback at his choice of appellation. But a trial marriage, while it lasted, was still a marriage. Should he die before morning, she would be known, to the end of her days, as Her Most Serene Highness Vitalis of Terra Illustrata.

      He pulled up the sleeve of his robe. “If you would put your hand here, my lady.”

      She did, her callused palm warm against his skin.

      Abruptly she drew her hand back and stared at where she had touched.

      He didn’t need to turn his head to know what she was looking at. The markings on his upper arm materialized at the warmth of a human hand. They concentrated and reflected heat back to the source, the reason she had pulled her hand away—she would have felt a sharp increase in temperature, not enough to scald, but more than enough to alarm.

      At first glance, the slate-blue design seemed to resemble the outline of a kidney bean the size of a baby’s fist. Then finer lines and smudgy patches appeared. At which point the whole entity rotated, and the lines and smudges rearranged themselves to a vague likeness of a birdcage.

      “It’s said that gods, when they take on mortal incarnations, are born bearing mysterious sigils,” she said lightly. “So . . . more evidence of your godhood?”

      “I wish I could say with some certainty what it is.”

      No one, including himself, had been aware of the existence of the sigil during the first nine years of his life. Since then, it had only ever appeared to signal that his health, fragile enough under the best of circumstances, would soon collapse.

      “Usually at this point it disappears,” he told her. “But with you, I expect the design to change again.”

      The markings mutated some more, until they seemed to depict an old-fashioned horse saddle—before fading altogether.

      She glanced at him, a glint of suspicion in her eyes. “What difference do I make?”

      “Shortly before my second collapse, my lead physician went on a holiday to Pax Cara. She returned disappointed: she caught no glimpse at all of anything remotely associated with the Pax Cara Event, since it was forbidden to commercialize the event.

      “A day after she resumed her duties, she noticed that the sigil was back—but that this time it morphed twice before fading. This lasted two days before the sigil reverted to disappearing after only one change. She speculated that the earlier difference might have had something to do with the Pax Cara radiation that she still carried from her visit.”

      Vitalis frowned. “The background radiation level is considered practically undetectable, even by the most sophisticated instruments. You are saying that the sigil on your arm is such a sensitive reactor that it can discern trace amount on a person who has spent only a few days on Pax Cara and who is now a kiloparsec removed from the source?”

      “We tested her hypothesis a number of times. She was correct: at the touch of those freshly returned from Pax Cara, the sigil changed twice, rather than only once. My physicians theorized then that perhaps my illness could be cured by experiencing the Pax Cara Event up close.”

      The Pax Cara Event was marked by an extraordinary burst of radiation.

      And the Pax Cara Event also happened to be the occasion on which she would give her life.

      She gazed at him, her expression blank.

      He took a deep breath. “At that point, the next Pax Cara Event was sixteen standard years away. We had no confidence I’d live that long. Besides, we found only one instance in which a Chosen One set out with a companion—and no information was ever released on how far the companion went or whether he or she even survived.”

      Her expression unchanged, she ran her hand through her short hair. “I see. But you are still alive and the next Pax Cara Event will arrive at an opportune—indeed, crucial—time for you. So you decided to take the gamble, to see how close you can get to the Elders’ Temple. And to do that, you must first become my husband. So you secure me a place here, at the Courtship Summit.”

      She spoke calmly and without rancor. He could not guess at which precise moment his ulterior motive had crystalized for her, but it was clear that she had suspected something for a while.

      But did she suspect what he knew about her? “Except you did not accept the invitation in order to find a mate. You came because it was a path to escape.”

      She recoiled—and remained silent. But her jaw was tight and her fingers dug into the padding of the settee.

      “I took a walk earlier today and stopped to rest in one of the smaller gardens along the rim of the panorama deck. There I heard a rather ordinary conversation taking place between a woman and a deck steward. The woman was interested in knowing how one could get to Terra Antiqua’s moons from the liner, if one needed to shop for some items not easily found on one’s home planet for gifts. The steward was very forthcoming and not the least bit suspicious—after all, people scheme to get into the Courtship Summit, not out.

      “I recognized your voice. I had half a mind to introduce myself, but you left before I could do so. Like the steward, I thought nothing of your questions, until I saw you at the ball. That was when I realized you were no longer the same girl from the documentary. That you desperately did not wish to die.”

      Her throat moved. “Did you think less of me?”

      She looked small. Frail. Tormented by uncertainty. And yet all he saw was the fearless young woman of yesteryear, who loved life all the more because she lived in the shadow of death.

      “How could I think less of you? I wish with equal ferocity to hold on to life, one more sunrise, one more sunset, and, now that I know how it feels, another ten thousand hours in your arms.”

      She pulled up her feet, as if she felt cold. Her thumb rubbed over a scar on her ankle. “Would you have told me of your precarious health, if I had not found out for myself?”

      “It would be impossible for you to spend more than a few hours in my company without finding out for yourself. But yes, I would have told you before dawn, before you made up your mind whether to remain married to me or to walk away.”

      She looked directly at him, her gaze not yet adversarial but devoid of warmth. “You know that I agreed to the connubial assay only to satisfy my curiosity. You know that when I abscond, I will not take a spouse with me. And you know that I’m useless to you if I do not march bravely to my doom. Do you think you can change my mind, so completely and dramatically?”

      When I abscond.

      When, not if.

      Had it come to that?

      When he didn’t answer, her countenance darkened. “Have you put measures in place that would prevent me from leaving?”

      “No,” he said quietly, “though I thought about it.”

      Her fingers flexed. “What held you back?”

      He was reminded that lovely as she was, her training had not neglected the use of deadly forces. “Your Task asks so much of you. In the end it should be no one’s choice but yours.”

      She laughed, a glacial sound. “What choice? Does a little girl have a choice when she is told that the safety of everyone on the planet depends on her giving up her own life? When she is barely old enough to understand the concept of mortality, and there is a sea of grown-ups on their knees, looking at her with desperate hope in their eyes, what does she say except, yes, of course she will accept this great Task? It will be her honor and privilege.

      “And then when everyone has gone, when she’s eaten all the cake her stomach can handle, when her parents have wiped away the tears in their eyes and kissed her good night, and she wonders, alone in the dark, What have I done?

      “She buries the thought. But it has the habit of rising from the dead and coming to visit her. Then one day she realizes that thought has mutated. It is no longer What have I done?, but What have they done?

      “Who agreed it was acceptable to practice human sacrifice? Why has this tradition been allowed to endure? Why should anyone bear this burden? Why should she?

      “She gives herself all the answers that she gives to everyone else. Answers that she does her best to believes in. Until one day she sees that she doesn’t believe in anything anymore. She is someone who says one set of things and thinks quite another. In fact, in recent years she might have stopped thinking altogether. She has become a caged beast, hurtling herself at the bars.”

      A caged beast, bent on escape.

      He remembered the pod that had brought her here. In a pinch it could serve as an emergency vessel, more than capable of traversing the half AU between the liner and Terra Antiqua’s moons.

      Had she planned to wait until he fell asleep, then steal away, ostensibly to return to her own suite, only to disappear forever?

      “I will not restrain you from any course of action you choose,” he said. “Nor will I pass along information to those in charge of the summit—or to the Pax Caran delegation. Everything I’ve learned tonight I will hold in strict confidence to the end of my days.”

      She stared at him, her eyes hard and mistrusting.

      He reached out and took her hand. She stiffened, but he did not let go. “I’m sorry that you’ve been placed in such an untenable position. I’m sorry that there are no good choices.”

      The corners of her mouth turned down. “Are you about to advise me on which path to choose?”

      “How can I, when I have so much self-interest at stake?” He brought her hand to his lips. “I only wish we’d met sooner.”

      She looked away. “Will you still think so kindly of me when my entire planet suffers for my selfishness?”

      He would think of what must be going through her mind, knowing the consequences her choice would unleash. He could not imagine that she would be in anything other than unbearable torment.

      He kissed her fingertips again.

      “Are you trying to seduce me into staying?”

      “I would, if I could. But I’m compelled less by strategy than a feverish desire to hold on to that which is already slipping through my fingers.”

      The harshness of her expression turned into a bittersweet chagrin. “I’m sorry I can’t give you a new lease on life.”

      “That new lease would have lasted two years, three at most.”

      “It’s a bargain I’d have gladly taken,” she said, her voice barely audible, her gaze on the vast swath of stars beyond the clear, domed ceiling. “If anyone were to offer me two extra years, I’d accept in trembling gratitude and vow to fulfill all my obligations in the end, to live incandescently and die with dignity and whatnot.

      “But I’d be lying. As time slipped by, fear and anger would overcome me again. And I would again seek to run, to disappear so completely that not even my own shadow could find me.”

      He rose and retrieved the medal of honor that his chamberlain had earlier tried to pin on him. The medal appeared quite thick but was hollow at the center, and inside was a cache of little value to him, but possibly great use to her.

      “I was given an anonymous universal passport for my service to the Sector. Since no one knew I was too ill for sightseeing and other such adventures, my peers thought it would be a nice present for a young man with time to spare.”

      He extracted a small, white globe from the center of the medal, placed it in her palm, then closed his hand over it. A blue light seeped from between his fingers—and then dimmed. “It’s been transferred to you. You will now be able to pass through any and all checkpoints, and your movements will not be recorded.”

      She stared at him again, this time in disbelief. “You are willing to be an accomplice in my flight?”

      “You would flee with or without an accomplice. Given that is the case, there is no reason I shouldn’t try to make your life a little less cumbersome.” He squeezed her hand. “Consider it a wedding gift.”

      It was not an entirely selfless gesture, of course. He would like for his generosity to give her pause, however slight.

      She pulled away, the universal passport clenched in her fist. “I haven’t prepared any wedding gifts.”

      “It’s all right. This night was enough.”

      Her gaze shuttered. She was completely still, yet he had the impression that she was in mortal turbulence, a tiny solar-sail ship caught in a massive coronal flare.

      He could not breathe.

      Stay with me. Do the right thing. Do not make a choice you cannot atone for, not with a thousand lifetimes.

      She leaned forward, kissed him on the cheek, and rose. “Thank you. I will see myself out.”
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      Narrator: In a distant corner of the human sphere, on a lovely but otherwise unremarkable planet, lies a great mystery. It began two thousand and seventy years ago, shortly before the completion of terraforming.

      [Long, silent shot of a blue-green planet. Continents and oceans peek out from between bands of brilliant white cloud. Abruptly, all light from the planet’s star disappears. The next moment, a beacon of light pierces the atmosphere from within, penetrating deep into space. The camera shakes, loud with static.]

      Narrator: This footage was captured by an unmanned orbiting surveillance station. Within days, a team led by the sector’s most experienced investigators arrived on the still uninhabited planet.

      [A montage of shots: men and women in membrane-thin safety suits walking about; several deep-dive submersibles being unloaded from the landing craft; members of the expedition fiddling with communication devices, trying to establish contact.]

      Narrator: It was determined that the source of the burst lay deep in the ocean.

      [Footage from the submersible’s camera reveals a temple-like structure at the bottom of the sea.]

      Male Crew Member: [Redacted for language] There is a voice in my head telling me we stop or we die. Is anyone else hearing it? Anyone?

      Female Crew Member: [Redacted for language] I hear it too! Whoever they are, are they communicating telepathically?

      Narrator: Here is testimony from Captain Neha Mohuan of the investigative unit.

      Captain Mohuan: We told the Elders that there were people coming, millions and millions who had been granted residence on this planet. They were the war torn and the oppressed. Would they now have nowhere to go?

      [Shot of an old woman identified as Captain Mohuan, dated fifty years after the testimony.]

      Old Captain Mohuan: Of course I remember that day. The light from our submersible shone on this otherworldly structure. Everybody always says it’s temple-like. But temples are what people build for gods. What we saw that day was what gods built for themselves.

      [Shot of the public testimony.]

      Young Captain Mohuan: The Elders replied immediately, almost as if they knew the question we would pose. They said, “Your refugees have Our permission to occupy the land, but the oceans belong to Us. Furthermore, as a token of goodwill, We shall exact as sacrifice the best and brightest member of each generation.”

      [A montage of shots: intense discussions; street protests; graffiti scrawled on walls: YOU PROMISED US A HOME, NOT A DEATH TRAP.]

      Narrator: But an accord was eventually reached. The oppressed and war-torn set out for Pax Cara, knowing the cost they would bear.

      [Close-up of a small girl, about five years of age.]

      Girl: When my mama was little, my grandparents took her to the house of the boy who was the Chosen One. They didn’t go into the house, but they left chocolates and toys and a thank-you note. Mama cried on the way home, because that boy would die. My grandparents told her that she must be the best person she can be, for herself, and for him, so that he wouldn’t have sacrificed himself for nothing.

      A man off-camera: Do you think you want to be chosen?

      Girl (shaking her head): No.

      Man: But what if you are?

      Girl (hesitates): Then I want to be as brave as he was.

      [image: ]

      Eleian stopped The Quiet Girl.

      It was the worst possible thing he could choose to watch, except he set it aside for something even less helpful: accessing the liner’s logs.

      Her pod had been given permission to use one of the liner’s auxiliary accelerators, which catapulted the small vessel toward the nearest planetary accelerator. Apparently no one doubted the reason she’d given: an urgent need for a wedding present.

      The pod was subsequently flung in the direction of Terra Antiqua’s primary moon, which, because it housed the largest interstellar hub this half of the sector, was also a shopper’s mecca.

      The logs further showed that the pod was given a berth at the hub and that a launch slot in two hours had been requested—and granted, for her return trip.

      For the pod’s return trip.

      She would be long gone, halfway to the borders of the Sector.

      He could still stop her: a quick word to the Pax Caran delegation; a message to the nexus to hold all transport headed out of the Sector. Five hundred million lives hung in the balance. Did he not have the moral obligation to intervene?

      But if she were dragged back kicking and screaming and forced to sacrifice herself, then he—and all the other Pax Carans—would have blood on their hands.

      He stared into the endless abyss outside. When he had climbed the steps of parliament on that long-ago day, it hadn’t been the most difficult decision to put his life on the line for his people—it had seemed the only right, indeed, the only possible thing to do.

      But could he make that decision for her?

      [image: ]

      [A montage of photographs, of young men and women who had given their lives, so that their people could live on this pristine new world, safe from the chaos and strife they had fled.]

      Narrator: The next Pax Caran event comes in ten years.

      Voice off screen: Catch! Catch!

      [Fade in: A group of young people, running across a stretch of sand. The light is warm and languid. In slow motion, the camera lovingly caresses the lithe musculatures of its scantily dressed subjects. They throw a heavy-looking ball among themselves—those who receive stagger a little, then lob it forward with visible effort—all the while maintaining a near-sprint pace.]

      Trainer: That was half a second off your best pace. One more time.

      [The group emit a collective groan.]

      Trainer: But you can have a ten-minute break.

      [The sea is only twenty feet away, but the young men and women do not go into the gentle waves. Instead they use water rifles on one another. The camera lingers on each laughing face. They look happy, and beautiful in the way that the young are all beautiful.]

      Narrator: Is it him? Her? This one? Would you have known the Chosen One, just by looking?

      [The camera pans slowly across the entire group again and at last settles on a young woman. Hers is not a face that immediately stands out, but it is difficult to look away from.]

      [Cut to the interior of Vitalis’s home.]

      Vitalis: I know. I’m surprised too—all the time—that it’s me. But mainly because I don’t feel any different from anyone else. [laughs] In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been the best at anything. Not in any of my classes, or in my physical training. There’s always someone better than me.

      Voice off screen: Do you ever think that they made an incorrect choice in choosing you?

      Vitalis [sighs softly] Can I tell you a secret that really isn’t much of a secret? We have no prophecy engines on Pax Cara, no oracles or seers. We have a selection committee made up of citizens. They agonize, argue, weep—and make their best guess.

      Voice off screen: That’s it?

      Vitalis: That’s it. And then it’s up to the one they choose to rise to the occasion and prove them correct.

      [image: ]

      He was in her house. He recognized it from the documentary, an open, airy dwelling with a view of a turquoise sea. A breeze meandered through the rooms. Outside, slow waves murmured and lapped a long arc of white sand.

      The Vitalis who bounded in and kissed him was younger, the age she had been during the making of The Quiet Girl. She tossed aside her training gears. Let’s get into the water. I’m hot and dirty, the way you like me.

      He leaped up. Together they ran—ran!—shedding clothes as they raced across the warm sand. He looked down and was astonished to see that he was as fit as her training mates, a potently muscular demigod, his skin gleaming with youth and vigor.

      They splashed each other, laughing.

      I’m so happy, he told her.

      Aren’t you glad you found a way to travel back in time? We still have years. Years! she cried giddily, her arms outstretched, as if to embrace all that bountiful time.

      But even as she leaned in to kiss him, her expression changed. He turned and followed her line of sight. At the edge of the horizon, the fabric of space-time itself tore apart.

      The sky liquefied. The sea boiled. He reached for her, but she refused to budge.

      I was supposed to stop it, she whispered, her face blank with horror. I was supposed to stop it.

      [image: ]

      Eleian bolted upright, his heart pounding.

      His chamberlain’s voice immediately rang out. “Your Highness—”

      “I’m all right.”

      He took himself to the recovery tank, just in case. Once inside, he was bathed in a gentle light. A symphony of chirping birds and distant waves unfurled upon his eardrums, the sounds of home, of his remote refuge awakening to a new day.

      The recovery tank was an apparatus meant to bolster not only his failing health, but his flagging spirits.

      And he could barely breathe.

      The dream. The horror on her face. The catastrophe that awaited Pax Cara was beyond his capacity to imagine, but it would be all too real for her. Her family. Her friends. Her neighbors. All the children who had looked upon her in awe. Everyone who had ever trusted in her steady nerves and stalwart heart.

      The recovery tank tilted up. Its door opened. Eleian stepped into a robe held out by his chamberlain.

      “Breakfast is served in the garden, sire,” said Alchiba.

      His suite came with a large private garden, a surprisingly low-key and peaceful space, considering the number of exotic species it featured. Eleian’s first instinct was to decline: He wasn’t hungry—and he’d never cared for the suspension gel that delivered his nutrients.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      No point in underscoring his distress by childishly refusing meals.

      He dressed, noticing as he pulled a fresh tunic over his head that her glass of honeymoon ambrosia was gone—helpfully cleared away by his staff, no doubt. Who were also no doubt shaking their heads this morning.

      But they’d forgotten to check the nightstand drawer. His first-day gift to her still sat in its diamond-and-titanium lattice, sparkling with yesterday’s hopes.

      He closed the drawer and trudged out to the garden, stopping twice to catch his breath. In her presence last night, he had felt unusually energetic and purposeful. But this was far closer to normalcy, this plodding yet inexorable procession of hours, weary from the moment he awakened, with little to lighten the shadow of death that always stalked nearby.

      He stopped two steps into the garden. He recognized the aromas, of course—he had been to state dinners and banquets. He had also been to the kitchens of his own retreat, where his chef prepared mouthwatering meals for the staff. He simply wasn’t accustomed to such heavenly smells when he dined alone.

      Had his staff taken pity on him and decided to serve him real food this morning? Had they cleared the matter with his physicians? And had the physicians actually given their consent, they who had emphasized from the beginning that he must not tax his digestive system with just about anything he found delicious?

      Halfway to the table that had been laid out, he stopped again. Someone sat with her back to him, already busy eating.

      Vitalis.

      No, it had to be someone else. Besili of Terra Viridis. Or one of his own physicians who decided that he ought not be completely alone this morning.

      The woman turned around. “I thought you were never coming out of the recovery tank, Your Highness. I was too hungry to wait any longer.”

      Vitalis.

      Did he gape? Did he say anything in greeting? He had no idea. Somehow he found himself sitting across the small table from her, still staring.

      She had on a fitted silver tunic, its high-collared severity relieved by a V-shaped décolletage that was enticing without being too revealing. A beautiful garment, one fit for a princess.

      She noticed the direction of his gaze. “I bought this on Luna Majoli. Do you like it?”

      Luna Majoli was Terra Antiqua’s larger moon, exactly where she had gone, according to the liner’s logs. Except he hadn’t believed for a moment that she’d had shopping on her mind.

      Had he been completely wrong?

      “No need to look so paralyzed. If you don’t like it you can say it—we are married, after all,” she teased, as she lifted the glass to the right of her plate.

      The glass that contained the honeymoon ambrosia she had taken care not to touch the night before. Now she downed it at a determined pace. The glass was half empty. Three-quarters empty. And then, completely drained.

      She had sealed their marriage.

      Setting the empty glass aside, she peered at him. “What happened? Did you turn into a pumpkin overnight? Is that a common occurrence when princes get married?”

      He realized that he still hadn’t said a thing. “I—I do like the dress. It’s beautiful.”

      She grinned, her eyes bright. “See, that wasn’t so hard. By the way, ‘it’s beautiful’ should be what you say no matter what I wear.”

      “I—I see.”

      “If I want an honest opinion, I’ll ask your chamberlain. Which I already did, by the way. He declared it a perfectly suitable outfit in which to farewell the assembly.”

      Right, of course. Now that they were married, there was no more reason for them to remain at the Courtship Summit.

      “I also bought you a first-day gift. I’m beginning to believe marriage is something invented by merchants—so many milestones that mandate presents.” Her gift to him was a lightweight titanium cane. “Most men need one after they spend a night with me. I assume you’re no exception.”

      He smiled in spite of himself. “Not at all. I also have a gift for you, but I—”

      Alchiba appeared at his elbow. “I believe you asked for this, Your Highness.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      His gift was a traditional one of seeds. “When you grow them in special nutrient pods, they germinate immediately and flower in less than twenty-four hours.”

      The implication of that haste was not lost on her—the light in her eyes dimmed. But then she beamed, half-rose, and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you. And by the way, I hope it isn’t too inconsiderate to eat normal food? I had a taste of your gel and it’s—”

      “Boring, I know. When I was younger, my head physician used to always eat the gel with me, to make me feel better. But later she confessed that as soon as she was out of my sight, she’d devour some spicy pickles.” He sighed. “I’ve never had spicy pickles.”

      How strange to speak of himself this way—as if they were but two ordinary lovers getting to know each other.

      She gazed at him a moment before putting a piece of tiny, delicious-looking pastry into her mouth. “I, on the other hand, have eaten everything that’s edible and some things that aren’t. Remind me to tell you about the time I was the runner-up in a clay-eating contest.”

      He laughed—it was so unexpected.

      But then again, he could very well imagine her participating in such a contest. The Quiet Girl had captured its share of lighthearted moments as it followed her about, including a trip to a festival that celebrated the innumerable beverages beloved in their locales of origin and considered gag-worthy everywhere else.

      She had tried a sip of everything, no matter how dubious the description. Until finally something so vile had crossed her tongue that she’d spat the whole thing out, an expression of absolute disgust on her face.

      Watching her, he had laughed aloud.

      A silence fell in the garden. Time, as precious and oppressive as ever, slipped away second by second.

      She picked up a crumb from her plate, and handed it to him. “Try this. It probably won’t kill you.”

      Small as the crumb was, its richness stunned. He was living dangerously. Every moment with her.

      “When did you change your mind?” His voice was barely above a whisper. “When you left, you had not meant to return.”

      She selected a small cake, which looked like a flower, except covered in a mirror-bright glaze so blue it was almost purple, and asked, as if she hadn’t heard his question, “What’s this?”

      He searched her face and saw only a smooth mask. “It’s a Mundi Luminare wedding specialty. Meant to look like a wildflower called summer eternity, which sprouts only two blossoms apiece. They open at the same time, bloom the entire summer, and fade together at the onset of autumn.”

      She nibbled at a petal of the cake. “I like the obvious symbolism—and the taste isn’t so bad either.”

      She didn’t offer him a crumb to try and he didn’t ask. Instead he took a few spoonfuls of his nutrient gel and drank half a glass of water.

      “I was buying an out-of-Sector passage,” she said into the silence, half-startling him. “The machine was a chatty one. It told me that there had been problems with the stability of the Bridge, leading to delays. A passenger who couldn’t wait anymore requested a refund and left. But just then the Bridge became open and stable.

      “Had I come before the machine an hour earlier there would have been no passage for sale, because it had looked as if the entire flight would be cancelled. Had I arrived any later, someone else would surely have snatched up that empty berth.

      “So I showed up at the exact right moment. The passage was mine; I had but to brandish the passport you gave me, finish the transaction, and head to the prep rooms. And . . . I couldn’t do it. Maybe if someone had got there a step ahead of me, maybe if the flight had been cancelled and I had to scramble for an alternative, it would have kept my mind focused on the mechanics of my escape. As it was, all this luck, and I was left with no more obstacles—and nothing to do except think of the consequences.”

      The consequences—he remembered his nightmare.

      She took another bite of the summer eternity cake. “So I did some shopping instead. And came back.”

      He could not begin to guess her state of mind—all these momentous decisions, one after another. Believing for one minute that she had her entire life ahead of her, only to again face certain death, now only fifteen days away.

      “Are you all right?”

      “There’s ever been only one path for me,” she answered, her voice flat, her words mechanical. “It’s not the path I wanted, but at least now there is nothing left to do but walk the rest of it. That’s simple. Time itself will take care of it.”

      For most of his life, he had been the one who needed comfort and encouragement. When he hadn’t been a desperately ill child, he had been a young man in a perilous political situation, a survivor of multiple assassination attempts. Now he at last understood how his parents must have felt when they’d embraced him—and the archbishop, when she’d cupped his face and touched her forehead to his.

      He wanted to will her all the strength and resolve he possessed. He wanted to shield her from every last one of life’s cruelties. He wanted to lift the despair from her shoulders and carry it on his own.

      He clasped his hands together in his lap. “Don’t give yourself so little credit. You took care of it. You made the choice.”

      As if she hadn’t heard him, she pulled part the summer eternity cake and examined the small creamy center hidden inside. “Now what does this symbolize?”

      His heart pinched. She meant to close herself off. To remain alone from this day until her last day. “That’s just my chef showing off, since he seldom has a chance to prepare anything that poses a challenge to his skills.”

      She smiled. “He’s welcome to push himself to the limits of his talent and imagination, now that he has me to feed.”

      Her smile did not last. Her gaze turned as frosty as an autumn morning. “I did the right thing—I didn’t run away. But that is not to say that I am happy to be here. Nor am I happy with you, Your Highness.

      “You have a talent of getting what you want, all the while appearing extraordinarily selfless—don’t think I haven’t noticed how you wield your generosity and understanding. They are gentle weapons, but all the more powerful for that. Truly, you have been ill served by your health. Had you been well, had you wished it, you could have ruled and your subjects would have all believed that it was by their proclamation.”

      Her rebuke hit him with the force of a plasma grenade. And he knew exactly what the latter felt like, having lived through one such explosion, and would have died if his security team hadn’t thrown up a battle shield. Even with the shield, the impact had cracked two of his ribs.

      “I have never wished to rule,” he said quietly. “But I will not deny that I did intend to influence you, as much as I could. And I would have done so even if my life weren’t at stake.”

      Her expression turned derisive. “Because my soul was imperiled?”

      He willed himself to meet her gaze. “Yes. And my heart.”

      Matter meeting anti-matter led to the annihilation of both. What happened when a declaration of love met with a response of indifference?

      She ate the rest of the summer eternity cake, her expression inscrutable. Then she rose. “Come, Your Highness. We should be at the assembly in ten minutes.”
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      Eleian did know how to leverage his better qualities to achieve the outcomes he desired, should the occasion arise. But his bride was a true master in the art of manipulating her public image.

      They arrived at the assembly at the perfect moment to walk down the grand staircase to the applause of the crowd. A minute earlier they would have had to share the descent with others; any later and their appearance would have appeared too strategic and mannered.

      When they had bid farewell to the gathering, they sat with media representatives. To questions concerning the swiftness of their courtship, he spoke of his delight in having for his bride one of the bravest and most beautiful women who ever lived. She returned the compliment. “I have long admired His Highness from afar. It is a dream come true to admire him in close quarters.”

      And on the presumed brevity of their union, he asked for forgiveness from his people—and hers—that they would keep what little time they had to themselves, rather than meeting the public, as would have been expected under normal circumstances. She only said, “When his people needed him, His Highness rose to the occasion. I intend to do the same when my time comes.”

      “You had them eating from the palm of your hand,” he told her, when they were at last alone in his private cruiser.

      “That has always been the easy part. All my life, I’ve known the right things to say.” She gazed at the rapidly receding luxury liner. “For some people, to speak is to act. But for me, to speak is to pretend. How pretty they are, the cascade of words, the affirmation of honor and commitment, the reverberation of lofty ideals that make one glad to be alive.”

      She glanced at him before returning her attention to the starscape again. “It really is too bad I must do more than speak.”

      Her dark hair grazed her jaw. Her slightest movement was grace and strength. Her features were the beautiful smoothness of an emperador marble bust. He had never met anyone who looked more like a great heroine—and had to restrain himself not to take her hands and let her know that she was not as alone as she believed herself to be.

      It was too soon. Anger still radiated from her, an infrared frequency, invisible but potent. Searing. She was not yet ready for solace, companionship, or any further avowals of tenderness and devotion.

      He gave her a minute. “I need to be in a stabilization tank for the duration of the transit. Is there anything I can do for you before I leave?”

      She turned to face him. “Your chamberlain said something earlier about extra precautions. I didn’t think to ask then, but . . . is Bridge travel dangerous to your health?”

      Everyone must be strapped down and dosed with einstol for the transit. But these days the vast majority of passengers no longer bothered with other protective measures.

      “Bridge travel produces unpredictable effects on my health. Sometimes it doesn’t matter at all; other times it’s been known to put me in a coma.”

      “Then why are we going to Mundi Luminare? We could have gone directly to Pax Cara.”

      “I didn’t think you wanted to return directly to Pax Cara.”

      In fact, he believed that she desperately didn’t want to go back to Pax Cara. Not yet, in any case.

      Something flickered in the depth of her eyes. “Is that enough reason to tax yourself with unnecessary Bridge travel?”

      His physicians had been aghast at his choice, nearly mutinously so. But he had held firm: Mundi Luminare first.

      “I want to show you my home. And I won’t mind seeing it one more time myself, since there’s a good chance that I will not return alive from Pax Cara.” He hesitated a moment. “But they are secondary reasons. If I thought you wanted to be on Pax Cara, we’d be headed for Pax Cara.”

      Was that too close to another declaration of love?

      “There’s no need for anymore grand gestures,” she said coolly. “I’m not running away and you’ll get your chance at your cure.”

      “Can I not make a gesture simply to please my princess? There is little enough I can do.”

      So little, when he wanted to do so much.

      “You wish me to be grateful?”

      Her tone was bland, yet he heard a challenge. “You misunderstand me. I am grateful. And from that gratitude stems my desire to be of service.”

      She stared at him for a minute, as if marveling that he could be so dense. “You are not the reason I will fulfill my role during the Pax Cara Event.”

      “I know. And I’m no less grateful.” He leaned in and kissed her on her cheek. “Forgive me my part in bringing you back.”
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      [Vitalis drives around the training compound.]

      Vitalis: That building houses the classrooms and the simulators. Over there is the gym.

      Voice off-camera: Huge gym.

      Vitalis: We spend a lot of time training in there. Mess hall to your right. Next to it is the rec center.

      Voice off-camera: This looks like a military base.

      Vitalis: It was designed like one, and three of our instructors are soldiers. But none of the rest of us are in active service, even though I’m an honorary captain of the Civil Defense Force.

      [A montage of Vitalis and her training mates at various moments in their daily routine, followed by a shot of Vitalis opening the front door of her bungalow. She shows the pictures that line the hallway just inside the door.]

      Vitalis [gestures at the wall]: These are all the Chosen Ones who lived in this house. And this is Pavonis, my immediate predecessor. When I moved in, I found a really beautiful letter that he had left me, written the day before he met the Elders. Maybe it’s because of that, but I’ve always felt close to him, as if he were an older brother I’ve never met.

      Voice off-camera: Do you ever wonder what happened to him?

      Vitalis: We know what happened to him; we just don’t know how it happened. His remains were washed up on the beach outside.

      Voice off-camera: Images of the Chosen Ones’ remains have never been made available to the public. But I assume you, as a Chosen One yourself, must have seen them.

      Vitalis: I have. And it’s sobering. [She tilts her face up to her predecessor’s picture.] But this is how I prefer to remember Pavonis. And—[Her voice catches]—and I’m pretty sure this is how he would wish to be remembered too: smiling, and forever young.
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      Vitalis’s heart pounded. Her fingers clamped her thighs. And she could barely keep herself from squirming like an earthworm suddenly dug up to the surface.

      The glider flew above one of Mundi Luminare’s five oceans—and it was her first time traversing maritime airspace, something that was strictly forbidden on Pax Cara.  In fact, other than the Chosen One’s training compound, no dwellings or settlements were allowed within a hundred klicks of any coastline.

      Theoretically she understood that there was no such taboo on Mundi Luminare—or indeed anywhere else. But the interdiction on Pax Cara was so thorough and fundamental that she had to fight the urge to barge into the pilot’s cabin and order the woman to turn around and head for the nearest shore. This moment. And I’m prepared to use deadly force.

      “Ah, the people have sent flowers,” said Alchiba. “Would you like to see, Your Highness? There’s a promontory eighty klicks north on the coast. Flowers cast off the tip of the promontory are carried by ocean currents to Regia Insula in about a day or so. They are directly underneath us now.”

      She had turned the viewport next to her seat completely opaque, to reduce her body’s involuntary stress reaction to so much open ocean underneath. She took a deep breath and turned not only the nearest viewport, but the entire glider, transparent.

      A sea of flowers. Millions upon millions of blossoms, all in vibrant shades of fire, as if an entire sunset had turned into petals and painted the waves.

      “Orange is the traditional wedding color on Mundi Luminare,” Alchiba said.

      Before this outpouring of love, Vitalis forgot her discomfort. “Do the people send flowers for his birthday also?”

      At home they always remembered hers. Outside the gates of the Pavonis Center—the training compound was always named after the previous Chosen One—there would be volcanic eruptions of bouquets.

      “Yes, they do,” the chamberlain answered softly. “Though some years His Highness sees only the recordings we make.”

      Because he would have been confined to the recovery tank for weeks before and after his birthday.

      She glanced at the recovery tank. He had been transferred there directly from the stabilization tank at the end of Bridge travel, well before they had reached Mundi Luminare’s largest spaceport. She had a glimpse of a bare shoulder before the lid of the recovery tank shut with a quiet, pneumatic hiss. Several times she’d asked his physicians whether he was conscious; each time they assured her that it was exhaustion that kept him inside, not loss of consciousness.

      At first she had been relieved that she didn’t need to face him. But as minutes, then hours, passed, a new tension spiraled inside her, a fear that she would, in fact, never see him alive again.

      In reverence I offer myself to thee, o goddess great and exalted.

      At the time she had noticed the hint of slyness in his tone. But now, as she looked back, more than anything else she remembered the openness of his expression, so candid and wholehearted that it approached innocence.

      Innocence was often confused with naivety and likewise dismissed. But only the bravest could be innocent and only the strongest could, in the face of her cynicism and disillusion, offer himself without reservation.

      A man as fearless in love as he was in conflict and political turmoil.

      “His Highness and I discussed the facts of his health, but not the causes,” she found herself saying. “Would you happen to know, Master Chamberlain, what exactly ails him?”

      “I’m afraid that the facts of his health are all we know too, Your Highness,” answered Alchiba. “He’d never not been unwell, not since birth. At various points, different diagnoses were made—but in the end his physicians agreed that his condition isn’t one known to medicine. He refused to let them name it after him. So among ourselves, we call it the Devourer.”

      The Devourer, according to mythology—or ancient holy texts, depending on whether one believed—was the Destroyer of Universes, an inexorable force of darkness and annihilation.

      “Gallows humor?” she murmured.

      “Very much so. There’s a saying on Mundi Luminare, Even the gods can only keep the Devourer at bay. And that’s all we can do about His Highness’s condition, keeping him alive one day at a time.”

      Alchiba looked toward the recovery tank, an anxious tenderness in his eyes. And then he smiled at Vitalis. “We’re almost there.”

      The glider was now only a hundred meters or so in the air, its shadow skimming along the tide of flowers. Or rather, the wide, curving boulevard of flowers, paving the way from the vertiginous coastal cliffs to the equally precipitous island that rose from the deep blue sea.

      Regia Insula.

      She’d been completely mistaken in her impression of where he lived, believing his retreat to be somewhere in the heart of a continent, uplands as far as the eyes could see. When in fact he lived on an island—a large, mountainous island, but an island all the same.

      Not just remote, but cut off from the rest of the world.

      “Life on Regia Insula isn’t as isolated as it might look from the outside,” said Alchiba, as if he had heard her thoughts. “We are approaching from the windward side, which is sparsely populated. In the interior of the island there are half a dozen villages, as many excellent vineyards, a wine cooperative, and a distillery. And the social and cultural life is much livelier than one might suppose, judging by first impression: year-round we enjoy festivals and village dances.”

      But it was difficult to shake off first impressions. The abrupt, rocky rise. The densely forested ridges and slopes. The near complete invisibility of civilization.

      A man who made his home here was content with very little.

      With just being alive.

      The glider veered around the island, instead of traversing its airspace—and Vitalis saw no signs of villages or vineyards, only more stern isolation, surrounded by pounding waves.

      Shel laid a hand on the recovery tank—and pulled back in surprise. The surface of the tank felt like skin, cool, soft, and very slightly moist.

      “Is it touch-sensitive?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “So the prince would know if someone was in contact with the tank.”

      “Correct.”

      “And does he . . . permit such contacts?”

      “The etiquette for such contacts is no different from how it is for normal contacts. There are interfaces on the tank through which we can hail him formally, if we require his attention. There are handles, casters, lift strips, etc, for transportation and repositioning, none of which are touch-sensitive.”

      “I see.”

      In other words, were she not the prince’s bride, she would have committed a large faux pas by putting her hand on the tank.

      But she was his wife and it was perfectly fine for her to touch him either in person or via the tank.

      She touched the tank again, but this time making sure to set her fingertips on a handle. Then she crossed her arms before her chest. For the next few minutes, until they arrived at the prince’s retreat, she kept her eyes on the landscape and her hands very much to herself.
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      The princely retreat, likewise, was not what she had imagined. No castle, anti-grav fortress, or stratosphere-piercing spires greeted her, but a collection of dwellings that, from a distance, blended almost perfectly into their surroundings. They resolved, when the glider was less than a klick out, into houses that resembled yachts, which had been built, along their long axis, into the bones of the slopes.

      Modest houses too, considering the exalted identity of their chief resident. Not that the houses were small or sloppy—indeed Vitalis was sure they would be described as architectural gems—but they were hardly palatial, or even manorial.

      They were well-designed, well built houses with excellent views—no less and no more.

      The prince did not emerge from the recovery tank upon their arrival. Alchiba gave Vitalis a tour of the retreat. He pointed out the audience hall, the theater, the clinic, etc, etc; she listened with half an ear and repeatedly checked the time. How much longer would Eleian remain in the recovery tank?

      The prince’s residence was neither the largest edifice nor the one at the center of the property. Instead, it was so well hidden that she stood on its roof and thought herself merely atop an overhang above a steep drop.

      “We had some turbulent years in the principality,” explained the chamberlain. “Not here on Mundi Luminare, but still, the staff thought it would be best for the prince to occupy the site that could be best defended with limited security personnel.”

      And so it was that Eleian had moved to the building colloquially referred to as the bunker. Not a true bunker, obviously: the interior was much bigger and more comfortable than it looked from the outside. And it was all softness: thick carpets, deep seats, and silky, padded walls.

      As soon as she was alone, Vitalis called up the house’s internal monitors and checked the data.

      Normally, for a person as unwell as the prince, bare floors and plain chairs would be de rigueur, to avoid areas where pathogens could hide and multiply. But this house was ruthlessly clean—and fiercely antiseptic beneath its aura of rustic coziness.

      The softness, then, must be a necessity, for a man whose body was at times so fragile that hard surfaces would amount to torture.

      “Checking on me?” His voice came from the door.

      She tensed—she had been so intent on the information on the screen she had not heard his approach. Then her shoulders slackened with relief: he was all right. Or at least in decent enough shape to be up and about.

      “Have you been well?” he asked. “What do you think of Mundi Luminare?”

      She should pivot around—the most basic rules of civility demanded it. But she couldn’t, now that the wave of relief had surged past.

      The morning after their wedding, when she’d admitted to the true purpose of her departure the night before, the confession had been possible because she’d known they had to be at the assembly within minutes—the public was always an effective barrier. And because she’d also known, from speaking to his chamberlain, that he would be separated from her during Bridge travel and most likely for some time afterwards too.

      But her reprieve was at its end. Now he was up and about and now she must face this extraordinary man without her erstwhile halo of nobility, without anything except the sum total of her all-too-ordinary self.

      “I’m fine,” she murmured. “And what little I’ve seen of the planet is very beautiful.”

      She hadn’t moved at all, her gaze still on the screen that supplied everything she needed to know about the house.

      He took a few steps and stopped again, his body coming into contact with the padded wall with a soft bump. “And my home?”

      “I like it.”

      Another few steps, another soft bump. He was probably leaning against the back of a sofa.

      “Should I keep up the small talk?” There was a smile in his voice. “Or would you prefer to speak of something else?”

      She forced her head to turn a few degrees. A slender volume of meditation instructions met her gaze from behind its display case. She’d had the same book, a title left behind by Pavonis: valuable, but not so rare that she’d have given it a prime spot on the wall.

      “I imagine we can pass hours talking about the history of your home,” she heard herself say.

      “It isn’t that ancient, only two hundred years old. And it isn’t linked to any great historical events—since it has always been a true retreat and not a secondary seat of power. But I can find enough to say about it to fill, oh, three quarters of an hour. Would you like me to?”

      Now there was a challenge to his voice. And he was no longer advancing toward her: she was to meet him at least part of the way.

      “No, not really,” she said, at last turning around.

      And immediately lost her breath. She had allowed herself to forget how luminously beautiful he was, and how otherworldly that luminosity, as if he had acquired physical form only a fraction of a second ago, and still levitated half a centimeter from the floor.

      Little wonder he had been declared a godly incarnation. She was only surprised that it hadn’t happened years ago.

      “My chamberlain tells me there is some local wine decanted in the sunset room,” he said, leaning on the titanium cane she had given him. “Would you care for a taste?”

      He offered her his hand. She tucked it into the crook of her elbow and made herself a crutch for her frail god. He seemed to appreciate the gesture, leaning into her solidly as they made their way to the sunset room, which was a large veranda that ran along the entire exterior of the house.

      The lowering sun radiated warmth. In this part of Mundi Luminare, it was the beginning of summer. A breeze, fragrant with the clean breaths of trees, ruffled her hair. It would turn cooler with the onset of night, but for now, the early evening air was the temperature of a caress.

      A table had been laid out with wine and delicacies. The wine was strong—and would have been too sweet were it not for its potency. As such it was boldly delicious with the spiced nuts, pickled sea plums, and savory little pastries that served as accompaniment.

      The prince, as usual, took only a glass of water. “So what shall we speak of on our honeymoon?”

      They were seated on a luxurious swing, a large plate of nibbles between them—though of course, it was only for her. He leaned his head against the backrest and tilted his face toward her, his gaze ever attentive, ever perceptive.

      What he lacked in physical strength he more than made up for in perspicacity and sheer will power. And it felt odd to think that way, given how brief their marriage was doomed to be, but he also embodied patience, a deep faith that in time his efforts would bear fruit.

      “I find myself wondering how you pass time in the recovery tank,” she said. “It’s struck me lately how large a portion of your life you must spend in there.”

      He lifted the decanter, which fit neatly into a slot on the back of the swing, and refilled her glass. “What do you think?”

      A question designed to make her reveal more of herself. She brought the wine close and inhaled, a heady aroma with hints of pepper and nutmeg. “I, of course, hope for a state of constant meditative bliss for you.”

      A nice thing to say, echoing with good will and kindheartedness.

      She did not let slip that she needed for him to be a spiritual giant, he who had stripped her down to nothing but fear and uncertainty. She needed his fortitude to counter her weakness, his serenity to calm her turmoil.

      “I have experienced meditative bliss, but only outside the tank. Most of the time, when I need to be inside, I’m not well enough to sustain the effort required for meditation.”

      “Oh,” she said.

      Her obliviousness, the obliviousness of the healthy, became apparent. She had viewed ill health as a mandatory holiday, regrettable because one must be laid up, but rather enviable at the same time as it was an opportunity to participate in all the passive entertainments that a busier schedule didn’t permit.

      Failing to take into consideration such things as pain and suffering.

      “When my physicians believe my life to be in danger,” he went on, “they typically choose to induce a coma, during which I am unconscious the entire time.”

      She hoped she didn’t appear too dismayed. “What about when you aren’t in a coma?”

      “Sometimes I sleep. Sometimes I render dreamscapes. I’ve tried to take in news and lectures, but that doesn’t work very well because I fall asleep and don’t retain what I’ve learned.”

      So in the recovery tank he was truly only an ordinary patient, drifting through the long hours, straining not so much toward enlightenment as toward the moment he would at last be let out.

      “Do you not pray at all when you are in there?” she asked, and wondered whether he heard in her question the answer she wished to receive.

      “I prayed a great deal, in and out of the tank, when I was younger—when it looked as if Terra Illustrata would be a lost cause. Since then, not so much.”

      Not a very religious man, by his own admission. How then did he emanate such inner radiance? And make her feel such a desperate need for his approval, as if all her flaws would sublimate into incorruptible virtues, if only he would think well of her for a fleeting moment?

      His eyes were deep and clear, as beautiful as the soul within. Despite the scythe of mortality that hung over him by a slender thread, fear did not stain him, as it had stained her. More than ever, she wished to be like him. More than ever, she wished he wasn’t there to hold up a cruel mirror in which she saw herself all too clearly.

      He studied her as closely as she studied him. What did he see? What was there to see in her at all, without her aura of heroism, now forever tarnished?

      His gaze dipped to her lips for a second, before he looked again into her eyes. A quick movement, possibly not even a conscious one on his part, but she, who had vast experience in physical love, immediately recognized it as desire.

      Her aura of heroism might be forever tarnished, but she was still a young, pretty woman, her skin smooth, her breasts high and firm. That was what he was scrutinizing, not her character.

      She laughed a little on the inside, tossed back her wine, and removed the plate of hors d’oeuvres from the swing.

      “What did your physicians say about the effect of lovemaking on your health?” she said, undoing the fastening at her throat.

      Twenty buttons held her simple dress together, a good number, but they only required a tap to yield. She could tap four and still be considered presentable, seven and still be decent. She tapped nine. A deep, narrow V, opening past her navel, revealed the inner curves of her breasts.

      Much to her satisfaction, his breaths quickened. “They—the current consensus is that lovemaking, of the variety that took place on our wedding night, seems to pose no particular threat to my health. Though they did caution me not to indulge too frequently, or be too vigorous when I do.”

      She continued to tap on the buttons of her dress. The way she was seated—with her legs half tucked underneath her—the dress kept her modesty even when all the buttons had been undone.

      “What inconsiderate advice to give to a man on his honeymoon,” she murmured, then rose to her knees and straddled him.

      Now the dress fell apart. He inhaled sharply. She braced her hands on his shoulders and kissed him. He tasted as pure as morning air in the mountains and she couldn’t get enough of the kiss. Of him.

      She forgot that where he was concerned, she still couldn’t decide whether she was infinitely grateful or deeply resentful. She forgot that she had initiated lovemaking to gain a sense of mastery over the situation. She forgot that she needed him to be godly, or as close to it as possible.

      She did not forget that she would soon die. It made her acutely aware that she was still alive this moment, bathed in the warmth of a summer sunset, encircled in the arms of the man who would accompany her on the last journey of her life.

      “You are so very lovely,” he told her, his voice hoarse.

      She believed him. When he looked upon her like this, when he touched her lips with unsteady fingers, when she felt his heart beat wildly against hers, she believed that she was as beautiful as the sea and the sky.

      More than beautiful.

      Eternal.

      She pulled off his tunic. “All these years I have waited for you.”

      She hadn’t—she’d never thought of him as real and never yearned to meet him face to face. Yet as she spoke those words, it felt as if she’d never uttered anything truer.

      “Me too,” he replied, easing the dress from her shoulders, his fingers on her skin as light as the touch of moth wings. “And I didn’t know it until I’d met you at last.”

      The melding of their bodies was as familiar as sunrise, and as momentous as a convergence of galaxies.

      She kissed him again and again, her lips never leaving his. Their embrace felt as vast as the universe itself; the heat they generated, like the birth of stars.

      When the shocks of pleasure had come and gone, he held her close and whispered in her ear, “If I told you I love you, would you tell me that it was only the effect of too much pleasure on a susceptible soul?”

      “Yes,” she said, “I would.”

      “I love you,” he murmured.

      She did not say anything, but only buried her face in the crook of his neck.
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      Apparently, the prince hadn’t told her everything his physicians had said about what he could and couldn’t do on his own honeymoon. Lovemaking wasn’t prohibited, but it came with a price: half a day in the recovery tank.

      Granted, a day on Mundi Luminare was shorter than a standard day, only 19.7 hours. But given how little time they had left . . .

      “No more sex for you,” she told him, as he opened the door to the tank.

      “That saddens me enormously.” He smiled. And added, when she lifted a brow, “Though perhaps not for the reason you believe.”

      “What other reason could you have to be sad about not making love on your honeymoon?” she asked archly.

      He  cupped her face. “Because when we make love, you are not angry with me.”

      She looked away. “I’m not that angry with you otherwise.”

      He stroked her hair. “Maybe not, but I feel your anger—and the absence of it.”

      His nearness, the warmth of his palm upon her scalp, the gentle, soothing motion of his touch—she wanted to luxuriate in the simplicity of the moment.

      But there was no such thing as an uncomplicated moment between them, was there?

      She pulled away. “When I was much younger, I read about a type of antipathy—the anger we feel toward those who, by their excellence, courage, and humanity, reveal how badly we fall short of those ideals. And I didn’t understand it until I watched you stand before the steps of parliament, staring down an overwhelming force.

      “It’s self-hatred, really. But as I hate myself I also recoil from the one who holds up a merciless mirror to all my shortcomings—and it’s much easier to be angry than to develop excellence, courage, and humanity.”

      This is who I am. This is the darkness within. You said you love me. Do you really? It is possible for anyone to love what I have become?

      “I understand,” he said, his gaze open and direct.

      She bit the inside of her cheek. “I’m sorry to make you feel uncomfortable.”

      He kissed her on the forehead. “You’re wrong. I feel quite comfortable with you. I’m sorry that the reverse isn’t true.”
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      It wasn’t until the recovery tank had sealed and tilted back to a horizontal position that Vitalis noticed the potted plants on the window sills. She recognized the color and shape of the summer eternity blossoms—she had given the seeds her husband had gifted her to Alchiba to be placed in special nutrient pods and now they were fully grown and in bloom.

      As Eleian had described, each plant boasted two brilliantly blue flowers. But human intervention had probably been required for the flower stems to be entwined in a passionate herbal embrace.

      She took her dinner across the large room—their bedroom, in fact—from the recovery tank, caught up in all the reasons she felt uncomfortable in the presence of a man who accepted her for who she was.

      After dinner, she walked around the retreat for an hour. The stars were out en masse, a spill of cosmic fire against an ink-black night. Down below, bioluminescent plants bordered the paths. When she touched them, her fingers came away with a slightly smoky fragrance.

      Back in her new marital home, she took the volume of meditation instructions out of the display case in the main sitting area. As she’d half suspected, it was none other than her own copy, which she had donated to an auction years ago. At the turning of the first page, her voice rang out, a little crackly, as if coming through a great deal of interference.

      “To the anonymous donor who bid so generously on this book, my deepest gratitude. This volume represents the courage and wisdom of Pavonis, who bravely gave his life for our people. It has been of great comfort and encouragement to me in the preparation for my Task. I hope it will be for you too.”

      Her voice carried a deep conviction. But Vitalis knew at least some of it was pretense. She remembered recording the message—remembered the number of attempts it took before she was satisfied that she still sounded like a true believer.

      And of course, she remembered wanting to get rid of the book because meditative sessions had turned into the worst hours of her day, when she had nothing else to distract her from her disillusion and resentment.

      She took the book with her to the prince’s bedroom, sat down against the side of the recovery tank, and tried to remember how to pay attention to her breaths.

      How to let go of all the unhappiness she didn’t want to carry for the rest of her life.

      However brief it was.
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      [Footage of a tranquil sea lapping at a long, sandy beach. A small group stands near the edge of the water, around a man in a tactical suit, his head bowed as if in prayer. The sea parts, smoothly and almost soundlessly. Soft gasps erupt. The man raises his hand in farewell and marches forward on the path cleared by the parting seas. The others fall to their knees.]

      [Shot of Vitalis walking along the beach, hands in pockets.]

      Voice off-camera: This is the spot?

      Vitalis: Yes. This is where the sea will part for me to head to the Elders’ Temple—and where my remains will wash up in about a day’s time.

      Voice off-camera: But it’s ten thousand klicks to the Elders’ Temple. And you set out on foot. How is it possible for you to arrive so fast?

      Vitalis: Personally I find the parting of the sea a lot more mind-boggling. Entities who can manage to do that can probably find a way to get me there in half a day.

      Voice off-camera: I know you—and only you, of all the inhabitants of Pax Cara—are allowed to set foot in the sea. But do you ever do it?

      Vitalis: Sometimes.

      Voice off-camera: For fun?

      Vitalis [shakes her head]: No, never. Sometimes I get in a mood, put my hands in the water, close my eyes and try to communicate telepathically with the Elders.

      Voice off-camera: Really?

      Vitalis: Really.

      Voice off-camera: Then what happens?

      Vitalis [smiles apologetically]: Nothing. Nothing happens. There is no special connection between the Chosen One and the Elders. There has never been.
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      First thing in the morning, Vitalis ran ten klicks on a well-kept trail that took her to the top of a nearby peak. She must keep in prime physical condition and there was no better time for training than during the hours her husband spent in the recovery tank.

      Her pace was off her personal best—unexpected, as Mundi Luminare had both a slightly higher oxygen content and a slightly lower gravity than Pax Cara. But she didn’t dwell on the oddity: she needed to run faster to get back in time for the unsealing of the recovery tank.

      She reached the bunker in good time. But when she came out of the hygiene suite, smelling faintly of flowers, the recovery tank still lay where it was, only now surrounded by a team of physicians and the chamberlain, who hurried toward her.

      “His Highness is unconscious.”

      Her stomach clenched—not so much at his words, but at the fear in his eyes. “What does that signify?”

      “Every one of his earlier health collapses had been preceded by a bout of unconsciousness that came out of the blue.”

      She couldn’t speak for a moment. “What happens next, then, if we are looking at a collapse?”

      “Once he regains consciousness, for the next day or so, he will appear fine—better than fine. And then . . .” The chamberlain took a deep breath. “But it may not be that.”

      He was not lying, only wishing. But they all knew better. This was the big one, the collapse that his physicians feared would end his life.

      “Should the collapse begin soon, would he last until the Pax Cara Event?”

      Her words sounded calm, normal. The chaos was only wreaking havoc inside her head.

      “No one can say for certain.”

      “Probability?”

      “Not very good.”

      She thanked him, greeted the physicians, and asked the lead physician, a woman named Betria, whether there was anything they could do now for their prince.

      Betria shook her head.

      “In that case, I would like to have some time alone with my husband.”

      [image: ]

      Should she pray, she who had never believed in the gods, even as a child?

      Slowly she stroked the recovery tank, first with only the pad of a thumb, then with her entire hand. The way she might have caressed him between bouts of lovemaking, had he been a healthy man—learning the texture of his skin, delighting in his nearness, letting physical contact express the sentiments she was reluctant to voice aloud.

      But her touches were prayers, too. Wordless pleas sent out into the universe for time, faith, courage—and more time.

      Vaguely she became aware of footsteps pounding in her direction. But only when the recovery tank began to tilt upright did she realize that she was half sprawled on top, her arms spread wide.

      She scrambled off. When the tank was fully vertical, the door opened to reveal a beautiful man who looked as if he’d never been ill a day in his life. Her heart leaped before dropping like a satellite in a degrading orbit.

      Once he regains consciousness, for the next day or so, he will appear fine—better than fine. And then . . .

      “You are awake,” she heard herself say.

      He stepped out and shrugged into a robe. “I have been for some time.”

      She recalled the running footsteps—his physicians rushing toward the recovery tank. “You told your doctors not to come.”

      “I told them to wait. I didn’t want to disrupt our moment.”

      She blinked.

      He smiled. “Remember, the tank is touch-sensitive. You never hold me like that when I am out of it—I wanted to savor your embrace a little longer.”

      She hesitated. But hesitation was for people who had the luxury of time.

      “Who said I don’t hold you when you are out of the tank?” she countered softly, wrapping her arms around him.
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      They couldn’t avoid the physicians for long.

      After what seemed barely a minute in each other’s arms, there came polite but insistent knocks on the door.

      “Tell them to fuck off,” murmured the prince.

      Vitalis emitted a noise halfway between a laugh and a sob. “No, you’ll meet with them, but I’ll sit next to you and hold your hand under the table.”

      As it turned out, the conference room in the bunker didn’t have a central table, only a circle of padded chairs. The one reserved for Eleian was wider than the others and easily accommodated them both, sitting shoulder to shoulder. Vitalis was unsure about the etiquette of hand-holding without the concealment of a table, but her husband took her hand in his and that was that.

      “Your Highness,” began Betria, “based on current data, there is a high probability you will see a catastrophic decline in your health and wellbeing. We had hoped that it would be forestalled by the radiation burst of the Pax Cara Event. But that is still eleven standard days away. Our most pressing decision now concerns whether you should undertake the trip at all.”

      Vitalis’s hand tightened on her husband’s.

      “My chance of surviving the next collapse is at best ten percent,” said the prince. “Shouldn’t I hasten to Pax Cara? We are gambling on the theory that a strong dose of Pax Cara radiation can cure me. If that’s the case, then the background radiation might keep me alive until then.”

      Betria shook her head. “In a state of collapse, Your Highness, your chance of surviving both the trip and the days remaining until the Pax Cara Event is no better than that of staying here and weathering the storm.”

      Vitalis stopped breathing—she had underestimated the severity of the situation.

      “It is my professional opinion, and that of my colleagues,” continued the lead physician, “that you should forego the trip to Pax Cara. No dead man has ever been revived by a dose of radiation, however strong or unique. Remaining on Mundi Luminare has its drawbacks, but we’ve fought the same battles before and we’ve always won.”

      “I understand the preference of the medical team,” said her husband quietly, but without hesitation. “I owe my life to your dedication and hard work and for that I can never be grateful enough. Under any other circumstances, I would defer to your judgment. But on this matter, my mind is made up. I will accompany Her Highness to Pax Cara.”

      She stared at him. Were she one of his physicians, she would have advised the exact same thing. Stay put. Keep doing the tried and true. They were not talking about taking a chance on the Pax Cara Event anymore, not when there was a ninety percent chance he would die before the event even began.

      Betria looked unhappy but unsurprised. “Your Highness is sure about that?”

      “Yes.”

      Again, an answer without any vacillation.

      “In that case, the medical team’s opinion is that we should leave as soon as possible for Pax Cara, before Your Highness’s condition further deteriorates.”

      “How soon can we leave?” the prince asked his chamberlain.

      “The Pax Caran government is expecting you, sire, but not for another two-and-half standard days. This isn’t an official visit but we must still alert them to any changes in your itinerary via diplomatic channels—and receive their formal response. I’d say not before the middle of the night.”

      “Then let’s set the departure at dawn,” said the prince.
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      “Did you not hear what your lead physician said? You have a ninety percent chance of dying before the Pax Cara Event even begins!” Vitalis was shouting and she didn’t care. “Remember you told me that you found one instance of someone accompanying the Chosen One to the Elders’ Temple? I can tell you exactly what happened. It was a standard millennium ago. They were sisters—the Chosen One was the younger sister and the older sister decided to go with her. Touching story, right? Well, their remains washed up a day after they set out.”

      They were sitting on a black sand beach at the base of an enormous cliff—or rather, he sat and she paced furiously, kicking up sprays of sand behind her. Elsewhere on Regia Insula the sea was locked in a permanent spat with the landmass, but here a deep cove shut out the roaring surf, and the turquoise water was as maddeningly calm as her dying husband.

      “I never really had much hope for the companion,” he said softly. “If people regularly returned from such a trip, there’d be a crowd following the Chosen One at every Pax Cara Event.”

      “Why? Why go for such odds then? Why choose a ninety-percent-fatal trip just so that you can do something that is almost one hundred percent guaranteed to kill you?”

      He sighed. “You have the most beautiful gait, but will you please come and sit next to me so I can put my head in your lap?”

      She groaned but did as he asked. “If you weren’t an invalid, I’d probably hit you.”

      He reached up and touched her cheek. “And if I weren’t an invalid, I’d gladly take it.”

      “So that’s it?” she grumbled, even as she took hold of his hand and pressed it to her lips. “That’s my answer? Please come and cradle me?”

      “I’d have thought that the real answer is blindingly obvious.”

      “I must be especially obtuse today, then. Enlighten me.”

      He sighed again. “Did you not notice that Betria didn’t bother to argue with me? She could see that I’m a fool in love who wouldn’t have listened.”

      Her heart thudded heavily. “You barely know me.”

      “Name a person who knows you better than I do.”

      She couldn’t.

      He grinned, apparently gratified by her silence. “See?”

      “You are just a newly deflowered virgin carried away by sexual infatuation.”

      He laughed softly. “I’ll admit to being a newly—and happily—deflowered virgin. I’ll also admit to thinking that I’d willingly spend half of my life in the recovery tank, if I could spend the other half in bed with you. But neither of the above disqualifies me from being in love.”

      “Well, you said it yourself, you are a fool in love. A fool.”

      He pulled her down and kissed her, a long, lingering kiss. “Let me tell you a secret: it wasn’t my idea to go to the Courtship Summit. The physical toll it would take was quite enough to give me pause, let alone the fact that I would be proposing marriage to a stranger. And this is before we take into consideration that one, we had no idea what would happen to a Chosen One’s companion, and two, we had even less certainty that a huge dose of Pax Cara radiation wouldn’t kill me outright rather than turn me into a healthy man.

      “My staff argued and argued the point. They were terrified that if I didn’t try something drastic, I’d die. I yielded only when Alchiba broke down in tears. And I thought I was doing it for them. So that when I’m no more, they wouldn’t berate themselves for failing to persuade me to make this last-ditch attempt.”

      She would have been on her feet with shock if he hadn’t held her in place, his hand soothing on her arm.

      “But when we met, something fell into place. I began to feel that you were the reason I stayed alive far longer than I ever expected to. Of course, when you left, I felt exceedingly stupid.”

      A surge of shame made her look away. His hand on her chin, he tilted her face back so that she met his gaze again. “Have I ever told you that in my late adolescence, when I realized that the people of Terra Illustrata had begun to place their hope in me, I became so terrified of the mission they wished to entrust to me that I secretly prayed to die in my next collapse? That was me running away in my mind, because I wasn’t capable of the actual physical act.

      “I never believed you would abandon the people of Pax Cara. The burden was settled on you before you were old enough to understand what it meant. You needed to run away, if only for the time and space to make up your mind, at last, whether you were ready to accept the Task.

      “I thought there would be chaos, dismay, and widespread panic on Pax Cara, but then you would arrive at the last minute to walk the path of the Chosen One. What I had not expected, not in the very least, was that I would ever see you again. But then you came back and you were there in the garden . . .”

      There was such gladness in his eyes, such luminous joy, that she felt both tears and laughter well up within her.

      “I knew then I was right all along—that we were meant to meet,” he continued. “And I also knew without a doubt that I would go to Pax Cara with you. That it was the right thing to do.”

      He kissed her again. “That it was the only thing to do.”
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      After the beach, they visited a set of sparkling caves with a deep, clear pool at its center. And then, a secluded valley ablaze with wildflowers, its air as sweet as warm honey.

      He seemed a different person, matching her pace everywhere. He brought the cane she’d given him but didn’t need it at all; she was the one who huffed and puffed a little, climbing up the slopes. A number of times she caught herself staring at him, at what he could have been, had he been born with the kind of health the vast majority took for granted.

      Only to realize that this newfound vitality scarcely mattered—it turned him into a better hiking companion, but couldn’t make him an iota more beautiful or charismatic.

      “Oddly enough,” he said, “the last time I was in this valley, I thought of you—specifically that scene from The Quiet Girl in which you spoke about how the citizens tasked with deciding the Chosen One do the best they can—and then it’s up to the Chosen One to prove them correct. That was about six standard months ago, before my staff ever brought up the idea of the Courtship Summit, and I remember wondering whether I’d still be alive at the time of the Pax Cara Event—and how I would feel if you were to perish before I did.”

      She looked up at him.

      “Do you ever think about the selection committee?” He met her gaze. “About how they made the choice that determined the entire course of your life?”

      They were seated on a picnic blanket, making garlands from the summer eternity flowers that bloomed all around them, she tentatively, he with surprising dexterity. And just before he spoke, she had been asking herself whether she dared think of the snuggly feeling in her heart as happiness.

      She was almost glad for the distraction. “Funny you should ask. The Chosen One’s presence is requested at certain state functions. Two years ago I found myself seated next to the woman who headed the selection committee for my batch. I asked her, naturally enough, how exactly did they pick one from among all these children, as it’s extraordinarily difficult to predict what a given child will grow up to be.

      “She gave me the usual spiel and I pretended to be satisfied with the answer. But some weeks later, she visited me at Pavonis Center—a citizenship privilege that very few people ever exercised, out of respect for the Chosen One’s privacy. We took a walk on the beach and that was when she told me that contrary to the belief of the public, indeed to my own belief in the matter, she felt that the selection committee had a very easy choice to make.”

      Vitalis braided six long stems together, then glanced at her husband’s garland to make sure that she was proceeding correctly. “What everyone failed to consider was that the selection committee was given only a dozen candidates. And of those, some, to use her words, ‘you wouldn’t pick to lead a nursery school line to the commode.’ The committee still agonized and argued and wept, because they were, after all, choosing someone to die. But according to her the final choice was blindingly obvious from the beginning.”

      He handed her another handful of long-stemmed flowers to add to her garland. “Which begs the question of how exactly the initial candidates were chosen.”

      “That’s something everybody on Pax Cara knows—or think they know—because everyone has gone through the process. Around age five, everyone is given a physical exam and an intelligence test. The results are fed into a sorting algorithm and stored. The day after the Pax Cara Event has taken place, the algorithm spits out a batch of names.”

      “I see. I’m going to guess that no one knows exactly how the algorithm works.”

      “And everyone agrees it should be kept secret to prevent the knowledge from influencing the children’s performance.”

      What she didn’t tell him, because she wasn’t sure she could accept the idea yet, was that ever since she saw the sigil on his arm, she had been wondering whether she too might possess such a thing. His only manifested itself before a health crisis. She’d never had a health crisis, so neither she nor anyone else would have seen it. But what if it had been discoverable by the physical examination part of the selection process?

      She remembered sticking her arm into a tube-like device. And if it had scanned her with a bit of Pax Cara radiation stronger than the background amount . . .

      But if she continued along that line of inquiry, it would mean the prince too was a Chosen One. Why should a Chosen One be born a kiloparsec away, where no one would be looking for him?

      Or, to approach it from a different angle, had she actually run away, would her health have begun a precipitous decline? In fact, the reduced pace of her morning run, the burning thighs and labored breaths during part of this outing, and now—she glanced down at her largely untouched plate of picnic delicacies—an uncharacteristic lack of appetite . . .

      Had the deterioration already started?

      And if she thought still a little more on it, there was the matter of his unusual-for-him vitality the night they met. Was it possible that she, a lifelong resident of Pax Cara, carried enough residual radiation to briefly reinvigorate him? And that now she was no longer radioactive enough to make any difference?

      “What are you thinking?” he asked gently.

      She wished she could braid all her half-notions and conjectures into a semi-coherent theory, but they remained loose bits of uselessness. “I’m not sure. Just distracted, I guess.”

      He smiled. “Well, your garland looks good.”

      He was right. For all her distraction, it had turned out rather decent. They exchanged garlands—and a few kisses—and lay down on the picnic blanket to watch clouds amble across a cobalt blue sky.

      Yes, she thought, she would call this happiness.
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      In the evening they dined at the audience hall with the entire staff. The prince spoke with and gave gifts to each person. Those who wouldn’t travel with him to Pax Cara wished him luck, tears shimmering in their eyes.

      In her years as the Chosen One, Vitalis had attended a number of grand state functions. She’d thought this little gathering would pose no challenge at all—and was ill prepared for the outpouring of gratitude.

      Toward her. And not just because she represented his last and however minuscule chance at wellness.

      One after another, his staff thanked her for making him happy. She scarcely knew how to respond, so she thanked them in return, with a catch in her voice, for everything they had done for him.

      It all caught up with her later, after she and the prince had taken their leave. Outside the audience hall, a summer twilight still lingered, the sky a pale lavender, the forest beyond the color of the sea at night. She stopped and closed her eyes, unable to deal with all the emotions running amok in her head.

      And her heart.

      He held her hand and waited.

      “Would you like to try an episode of holodrama?” he asked when she was almost herself again.

      She giggled from pure astonishment. “You like holodramas?”

      She remembered rooms brimming with overbright and slightly blurry images. The stories were questionable and the experience far from immersive.

      “Like? No, I happen to be a devotee.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “You, sir, have no taste.”

      “What? You need taste in a man?”

      She laughed, even as the corners of her eyes moistened with tears. “You’re right—taste is completely optional. Now where is this holodrama of yours?”

      [image: ]

      His theater was an oblong building, its domed roof especially constructed to suit the projection of modern holodramas. He strapped them into a comfortably padded mobile bench, made his program selection, and instructed the theater to follow “the usual directions.”

      The cavernous space darkened, then slowly lit from the periphery. “This doesn’t look all that different from what I remember,” she said.

      “Wait.”

      A patch of the ceiling was now orange with stripes of green and faint pink, slowly resolving into the image of a giant gas planet taking up nearly half of the sky. On the floor around them, flickering human figures popped up one by one.

      She was about to say, Still no different, when everything sharpened into objects so clear and three-dimensional that she gasped. They were on an ice moon, right next to a group of heavily armed marines.

      One marine, who had been crouched over something, slowly rose, her face solemn in the citrine glow of the gas giant. “We have to go. They have caught up with us.”

      They leaped on their flight sticks and zoomed toward a small, scrappy-looking dropship.

      “That’s Captain Odyssia?” asked Vitalis

      Her husband nodded. “And these other people are her ragtag collection of renegades.”

      “I’ve probably seen this story before.”

      “Everybody has seen every story, but you haven’t seen this particular telling of this particular story.”

      The marines neared their dropship.

      Vitalis gripped Eleian’s hand. “This is all wrong.”
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      Eleian had never paid attention to dropships, not in all the holodramas of interplanetary conflict he had enjoyed. But she, even before the marines boarded, reported that the one shown was the wrong type for their mothership. “Deneb-class dropships only work with space elevators. They are capable of some free flight, but just enough to rendezvous with space elevators that don’t descend all the way. They can’t possibly function outside of a full-scale port.”

      “So the marines need actual freeform landers?”

      “Or they need a mothership capable of anchoring a mini elevator—and that’s the wrong mothership for it.”

      The dropship, released again, was diving into the Jovian planet’s surface. Pillars of cloud, bathed in the light of its red giant star, rose hundreds of kilometers from the roiling depths of the atmosphere. A spectacular sight, yet she was thoroughly focused on the errors made by the production.

      He laughed. “Can’t we pretend that it’s all fiction and all possible?”

      She returned a wide grin. “We could have, if they hadn’t used readily identifiable vessels.”

      Her expertise wasn’t limited to space-going vessels. The holodramatic marines, alas, were also far from realistic.

      “Look at that!” she said indignantly. “I don’t care if it fits in your palm, a plasma bomb is not a handheld explosive device. The way it’s carried would have heated it past the detonation point in less than two minutes.

      “What in the world is that sergeant doing with that gamma rifle? You can’t use it to break down doors—those things are delicate!

      “Wait, now they are discarding basic sense. It doesn’t matter how pretty that bonfire is. Methane ice can’t burn in an atmosphere without oxygen.”

      He didn’t think he’d ever enjoyed Captain Odyssia and the Renegades this much. “So . . . another episode?”

      She thought for a moment, tapping her index finger against her lips. “Yes, you may start it now, Your Highness.”
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      She didn’t say much the next episode, sucked in at last by the story. As she watched Captain Odyssia’s travails, her lips slightly parted, he watched her.

      Garish lights flickered across her face—the audience wanted their interstellar entities in supersaturated colors: blood-strong rays from red giants, neon blue glow for ice moons, eye-watering orange upon every blast of plasma weaponry. Yet somehow he saw only the curiosity, sadness, and brilliance of her eyes.

      Beyond this night, he might never see her again.

      Once she caught him staring. But she didn’t say anything before turning back to the holodrama, her features bathed in the harsh silver glare of the interior of a Dyson sphere.

      At the end of the episode, he allowed the theater to remain dark, illuminated by only the faint glimmer of Captain Odyssia’s starmap, and took hold of Vitalis’s hand.

      A minute of silence passed.

      “Will you be all right?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

      He considered a number of answers. “I don’t know,” he said in the end. “Only time will tell.”

      She stroked his fingers. Her other hand, beneath his, was tightly clenched. Then she said, “Let me tell you a secret. A real secret.”

      Her tone made him sit straighter.

      “You know that as the Chosen One, I’ve seen images and recordings of the recovery of my predecessors—all of them. Without exception, the term used to describe what is recovered at the shore is ‘remains,’ because that is at once the most truthful and the most diplomatic term to describe a clump of genetic material.

      “You would think that might be horrifying to look at, but it never had been for me. However, there have been three instances in the history of the Pax Cara Event when the actual bodies of the Chosen Ones washed up. As cadavers go, they would be considered first rate. They were unblemished. They were dressed. And they weren’t even waterlogged.

      “Yet looking at those had always been . . . difficult. They made me feel wretched, for no reason I could articulate. Then one time, I was rereading Pavonis’s letter to me, and one line stood out. He wrote, I hope I will have the courage and the worthiness to step into the Elders’ Temple. And I suddenly thought, what if those Chosen Ones who returned dead but whole, what if that meant they hadn’t been able to step into the Elders’ Temple?”

      She looked at him, Captain Odyssia’s starmap reflected in the depth of her eyes. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      He hadn’t, but now he did. “The sisters you mentioned earlier—you believe the one who went as the companion also entered into the Elders’ Temple.”

      “Yes. That’s why she didn’t come back.” Her voice became urgent. “So you don’t do what she did—and maybe, just maybe, you’ll come out of this alive.”

      His thoughts were still tangled in her reasoning. “And those Chosen Ones who returned as whole bodies rather than clumps of genetic material, if it is as you theorize, they were judged unworthy to enter the temple, then why were there no reprisals on the part of the Elders?”

      “I wonder if it’s because as long as someone showed up, They’d considered the bargain met?”

      He shook his head. “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it, just who are the Elders and why They persist in this strange, barbaric tradition.”

      She exhaled. “One of the first things I was told, after I became the Chosen One, was not to think about that. When I turned eight—the age of reason for children on Pax Cara—I was given a more thorough explanation, which boiled down to ‘that way madness lies.’

      “Of course later I became obsessed with the question. The more I doubted the path of the Chosen One, the more I struggled with why the Elders want what They want.” She disentangled her hands from his and pushed her hair behind her ears. “But strangely enough, now that I’ve made my decision, I’ve also stopped tormenting myself about that. Instead I worry that I won’t be considered worthy to step inside the temple. If They look into my heart, what would They see except how much I hated everything and how desperate I was to run away?”

      They would see what he saw now, a woman who had wrestled with her demons—and emerged battered but victorious.

      “You judge yourself too harshly.” He took hold of her hands again. “And you compare yourself to an ideal that has no counterpart in reality. You don’t know how your predecessors felt about their role, whether they hated it more than you, or how many times they ran away. And when you look at me, you see only me standing before the steps of parliament, in seeming bravery. You don’t know that inside I was cursing myself for my foolhardiness. Why had I put myself there? Why did I think I could make any difference? Why didn’t I fall to my knees then and there and beg for my life to spared?”

      She blinked a few times in quick succession, as if she had trouble believing him. “But you did what needed to be done.”

      “Inspired by you.” He reached out and tucked back a strand of her hair that had fallen forward again. “You were serious about living up to the demands that had been placed on you. That changed me. And that changed the lives of many. Don’t give yourself too little credit. I know what I saw in the documentary—and everything I saw was real.”
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      He stumbled just before they reached his bedroom. From there, things went downhill at a neck-snapping speed: the collapse had arrived and there was no stopping it.

      The recovery tank wasn’t enough anymore. He was instead placed in the preservation tank, which resembled nothing so much as a large, solid casket. His physicians swarmed around. And it wasn’t until the small hours of the night, shortly before departure, that she managed to have a minute alone with him.

      “I have another secret to tell you,” she spoke to the side of the preservation tank, to the special transmitter that was supposed to send her voice directly into his cranium. “It doesn’t have anything to do with the Pax Cara Event, just me.”

      The preservation tank was not touch-sensitive. Still, she ran her fingers along its cool, marble-like top. Earlier, as she’d paced along the wall, her hands had shaken. But now they were steady again—as steady as they had ever been.

      “Not long after the filming of The Quiet Girl, I began to feel that there was something I needed to do. I had no idea what it was, only that it wasn’t the Task appointed for me. And that it was something important—something crucial.

      “At first I ignored it. Then I told myself it was my head playing games with me. But the feeling that I was turning a blind eye to an essential mission only grew stronger. Until it became a preoccupation. An obsession. Until I felt I had no choice but to run away, to give myself time to figure out what was so important that I was willing to sacrifice my own soul—and five hundred million lives.

      “I didn’t, in the end. When I returned, I expected to be tormented by this other thing that I needed to do. I expected that what had been a thorn at my side would grow to the size of a sword between my ribs. But amazingly enough, that feeling didn’t return at all—or at least it hasn’t yet.”

      And from time to time she almost felt like her old self again, the sunny, purposeful, life-loving young woman she had once been.

      She kissed the top of the preservation tank. “So that’s my secret. Not much of one, but I’ve never had someone to whom I can tell secrets, big or small.”

      Now she had at last found him. She could lose him at any moment, but he was still here—and she was still here.

      She kissed the tank again. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Vitalis’s husband survived Bridge travel, but barely. Her only contact with him was a moment with her hand against his arm—his skin cold, the sigil scalding hot—as he was lifted from the stabilization tank into the preservation tank and yet another heavy, opaque lid swung shut in her face.

      She made the decision to bypass the major hospitals on Pax Cara. His entire medical team had traveled with them, as well as all his lifesaving equipment. There was nothing anyone on Pax Cara could do for him that his own doctors couldn’t do better.

      They berthed his private cruiser in one of Pax Cara’s secondary spaceports and took a freeform lander directly to Pavonis Center. Her training mates had departed a while ago—the final weeks leading up to the Pax Cara Event should have been solitary ones for Vitalis. She had no doubt many a traditionalist grumbled about her jaunt off-planet when she was supposed to devote herself to reflection and purification.

      She could only imagine their dismay if they knew that along with her husband had come enough people to keep the training compound in a state of constant bustle.

      In a medical emergency, the most dispensable person was the spouse. She ran ten clicks each day in full infantry gear. Otherwise, when she wasn’t seeing to his staff’s comfort in her role as hostess, she spent her time in the same room as him, in a corner, keeping out of the way.

      His chamberlain was her near constant companion. They took their meals together, read together, and once even watched an episode of Captain Odyssia and the Renegades together.

      “His Highness would envy me—that I’ve enjoyed more time with Your Highness than he had,” said Alchiba one afternoon, as they sat taking tea together.

      Only days ago she would have wondered if that was really the case: if Eleian had all the time in the world to spend with her, would he still find it so easy to overlook her faults? But now she seemed to have recovered a portion of her erstwhile faith in people. She believed Eleian—that he loved her, that to him she was as miraculous as he was to her.

      She glanced at the preservation tank. “Let’s hope that His Highness will soon be in a state to envy someone. Anyone.”

      Even though she had not addressed her words to any deity, Alchiba made an upward gesture with the palm of his hand—the better to lift a prayer to the gods.

      She did too, after a moment.

      They sat silent for a while—the better for a prayer to be heard.

      Then Vitalis said, “I understand that when the time comes, the physicians will try to rouse him from this induced coma. But what if they don’t succeed? Has he left instructions, in case he remains unconscious?”

      “Yes, Your Highness. He has given very clear directions: he will go with you in whatever condition.”

      They would be together until the very end.

      “Does that worry you?” she asked. “It will be a perilous journey, to say the least.”

      “I will worry no matter what,” answered Alchiba. “But now that we have made it this far and he is still alive, I am going to let myself hope.”

      In unison they looked toward the preservation tank. Vitalis turned back to Alchiba. “You know, Master Chamberlain, I will do that too.”
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      The day before the Pax Cara Event, Vitalis attended a public farewell.

      The ceremony, held in the capital,  was a short and simple. A child, representing all the inhabitants of the planet, read a thank-you note to Vitalis. She, in turn, gave a brief address thanking her people for the honor and privilege they had conferred upon her, and for making her time among them as bright and happy as possible.

      After her speech, she left the stage and made her way on foot to lay a wreath at the memorial dedicated to all the Chosen Ones who had gone before her. Hundreds of thousands thronged the grand boulevard. And in the air hung real-time projections of crowds in other cities and settlements, big and small, millions upon millions who had turned out to say goodbye, standing shoulder to shoulder, their hands raised in salute.

      At the memorial she was met by nearly everyone who had been a significant part of her life—friends, former lovers, training mates, and some who had been all three. She laughed in surprise and delight as she embraced the filmmakers who had been responsible for The Quiet Girl. They stood in a tight circle, hand in hand, their foreheads together.

      “You have changed our lives,” they told her.

      “And you mine, more than you can possibly know.”

      As strong as she was, she needed the help of eleven others to lift the gigantic wreath, which had been made from paper butterflies, the same number as all the messages she had received from school children over the years, promising her that they would live in kindness and generosity, because every life on Pax Cara came at a cost.

      Her eyes misted. She did not love the bargain that had been struck with the Elders. But she did love her people. She had felt alienated from them for a long time, but now she wanted only for them to be happy and at peace.

      She returned to her house at sunset, the last sunset she would see in her life. How beautiful it was, and how impossibly brief.

      As soon as she could, she asked for a minute alone with her husband.

      “It’s almost time,” she said, her cheek against the top of the preservation tank. “And in case I forgot to tell you earlier, I’m not angry anymore.

      It had been forever since she’d last had a glimpse of him, but she had never felt so close to anyone, or so at ease with herself.

      Next to the tank, the summer eternity plants grown from the seeds that he had gifted her still bloomed, but they were fading fast. The special varieties that bloomed quickly never bloomed long; the hope in her heart, however, unfurled with ever greater tenacity.

      “I love you,” she told him. “And you’ll live.”
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      The day of the Pax Cara Event was set by the elders, but the hour of departure was left to the discretion of the Chosen One. Noon was the most popular choice, followed closely by sunset. Vitalis, however, would begin her final journey at the stroke of midnight.

      No point wasting a single minute.

      The night was clear and full of stars, the breeze cool and fresh, the beach soft and familiar underfoot. Before a camera crew, Vitalis, clad in a tactical suit, shook hands with the dozen or so officials who had come as witnesses and apologized for the inconvenience of the hour.

      At five minutes to midnight, her husband arrived on a stretcher, also clad in a tactical suit. Her hope faltered—under starlight, his face looked like its own death mask. But then she gripped his wrist and felt his pulse, weak and erratic, but there nevertheless.

      The official timekeeper gestured to her: it was time. Vitalis kissed her husband on the forehead, walked to the edge of the water, and placed her hands on the sand. A gentle wave lapped over her fingers, bracingly cool. Almost immediately, behind her, streaks of silver light shot high into the stratosphere.

      That was not the Elders, but one final salute from her people. She could only see the flares from the settlements nearest her, but all over the planet they were going up. She had seen them once before, when she was a little girl—the last time a Chosen One had walked into the sea.

      The day before she was announced as a candidate to be the next savior of Pax Cara.

      The prince’s staff placed him on her back. The surfaces of their suits could range from a texture that was nearly frictionless to one that would allow them to climb up walls. They were both set to the latter, so that the prince would adhere to her without her having to hold him in place.

      He was disconcertingly light, even with the package strapped to his back, which would inflate to a lifepod that would bring him back to shore, after he had undergone the maximum dose of radiation.

      His head rested on her shoulder. His face had been turned aside to avoid accidental suffocation. She reached up a hand and touched his hair.

      Another set of flares shot up, their brilliance drowning out the stars.

      The sea parted.
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      Vitalis raised her arm in salute. Everyone, even the prince’s staff, sank to their knees. She nodded at the chamberlain and the head physician, then turned to face her destiny.

      The sea shimmered, a silver-blue glow like starlight. The sand that had been exposed by the parting of the waves shimmered too, a faintly luminous boulevard edged by walls of water.

      “Here we go,” she said softly, to her unconscious lover.

      Unconscious, but alive. And that was good enough.

      The sand was soft beneath her heels, but not so soft as to make walking a chore. The water to either side of her rose: knee height, waist height, shoulder height, higher than her head.

      The tactical suit now covered her head too. She half debated whether to turn on night vision, but decided it against it. The farewell flares were still going up; she saw well enough through her faceplate.

      It was difficult to tell whether the sea was parted all the way to the Elders’s Temple—or just far enough to reach the vanishing point. She looked back. A few hundred feet behind her, the sea had closed and was closing in—but at a rate no faster than she was advancing.

      For a moment she thought she might start to feel claustrophobic. But while the path disappeared shoreward, it grew wider to either side. She had the odd sensation that she was taking a nighttime stroll through ancient ruins, the sky their only roof.

      This part of the world had been selected as the location of the Chosen One’s training ground, and the spot of his/her departure, because of the exceptional gentleness of the seabed. After some time, though, she came to the conclusion that she wasn’t walking on the seabed. Even an exceptionally gentle seabed couldn’t be this smooth, without any bumps or dips whatsoever.

      She scraped her soles against it—a perfectly glassy and polished surface, but with a barely perceptible give. Straying from the center of the path, she put a hand to a wall, which was now more than fifty meters high. That, at least, was only seawater, cool and dense.

      Beyond the wall of water loomed dark, undulating shapes that seemed to stretch all the way to the surface. A kelp forest? Marine parks were popular on Pax Cara, though they were invariably manmade, and depicted the undersea environments of other planets, rather than those of the planet’s own, of which Pax Carans knew very little.

      “I used to think the Elders were the remnants of a more advanced civilization,” she murmured. “But now I wonder if my training mates are right after all: perhaps They are gods. Forgotten, diminished gods, but gods nevertheless.”

      Her husband made no response.

      Her tactical suit had been constructed to enable survival under the most hostile conditions—somehow its designers were under the impression that the Chosen One ought not to die right away, but only after a long, futile struggle. His was the near cousin of a field hospital. The two suits had been synced. At her command, her reading field displayed his current condition.

      “Hmm.”

      She wasn’t a fully qualified physician—most of her training dealt with the treatment of traumatic injuries. But the report was unambiguous: he was in better shape than he had been earlier, before they started.

      Her heart thumped. It might just work then, for him.

      She walked faster. And faster.

      Without getting tired.

      In her training, she had marched a great deal while carrying thirty-five kilos on her back. But he, emaciated as he was, still weighed at least fifty. And she must have been walking for a solid hour by now.

      Perhaps it helped that the seabed and the artificial surface beneath her feet were at an angle. It was always easier going downhill and there was no greater downhill slope on Pax Cara than from sea level to the deepest oceanic trench.

      Ahead the seabed dropped away.

      She stopped.

      The people of Pax Cara had never conducted a systematic exploration of their oceans, but they weren’t completely ignorant. Expeditions had been carried out in the very beginning, before the Elders had made Their presence felt. It was known, for example, that in this part of the world, the continental shelf extended more than five hundred klicks from the shore.

      And she was approaching its edge.

      How had she covered more than five hundred clicks in an hour? Was the artificial surface under her feet something of a walkway, carrying her along at far greater velocity than her normal walking speed?

      Now that walkway became steps almost as steep as a ladder. And she must have been descending for a quarter of an hour before she remembered her original source of wonder: that her husband didn’t feel heavy on her back.

      His weight hadn’t changed—fifty kilos was still solid cargo. But the change she sensed in herself—it was like the difference between a child lifting a boulder and an athlete doing the same. No, an even bigger difference. The difference between a child lifting a boulder and a giant excavating machine doing the same.

      Just so . . . effortless. Everything was effortless.

      The farewell flares had ceased a while ago. There was no moon. And the glimmer of the steps and the seawater walls, while pretty, should have been too weak be of any use, the way one couldn’t use only gold or silver to illuminate a room, no matter how brightly they gleamed under the sun.

      Yet she saw perfectly well. And not only the path, but each ripple of the walls, which were now quite some distance from her.

      Steps turned into a flat, downward boulevard, which turned again into steps, which again turned into a flat, downward boulevard.

      She was running, flat-out sprinting, and loving the sensation: it felt as if she were flying.

      But wait. Was she jostling Eleian too much?

      “Don’t slow down. I was enjoying myself. As a mode of transport you are smoother than some state gliders I’ve been on.”

      “Eleian!” She came to a dead stop.

      At some point in the past hour, she had pulled off the head cover of her suit—or she’d have known about this latest improvement in his condition. Hurriedly she readjusted the adhesiveness of their tactical suits. But before she could take hold of him and carefully set him down, he leaped off.

      She goggled at him. “You jumped. You jumped just now.”

      “I know!”

      He peeled back the head cover of his suit. She’d thought he’d looked wonderful right before his collapse . . . Well, he hadn’t, in retrospect—or only so compared to his usual self. But now he was radiant by any standard.

      He enfolded her in a tight embrace. He still felt far too skeletal, but goodness his arms were strong.

      She pulled him to her with just as much strength and rested her cheek against his shoulder. “How long have you been conscious?”

      “I’m not sure. For a while I thought I was dreaming—in the dream I was on a state glider, of all things. I opened my eyes and still thought I must be dreaming.” He pulled back a little and looked around. They appeared to be in the bailey of an immense and faintly luminescent castle that had been constructed with walls of water—a dreamscape if she ever saw one. “Then I remembered the scene from The Quiet Girl where the sea parted for your predecessor, which jolted me awake completely. That was when I realized that I was on your back and you were running at superhuman speed.”

      He touched a tactical suit-covered hand to her face. “If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn that you are the one parting the seas.”

      “I’m not. But I’ve been carrying you for what—close to two hours?—and it became easier and easier. And I started running because it felt so good. Oh, and I haven’t told you yet, but I think we are on some sort of a conveyor belt. Even if we sat down now and had a picnic, we’d still be moving at a blistering pace. In fact, I managed five hundred clicks in my first hour and now we must be—”

      She looked up and gasped.

      The last time she’d tilted her head all the way back to check her depth, it had been at the edge of the continental shelf, and the seawater walls had been about five hundred meters high. Which had been a jaw-dropping view and made her feel like an ant at the foot of a great monument.

      But now the sea must be at least five thousand meters deep. The area the seawater walls enclosed had become exponentially larger too. The prince’s entire island could fit into this space with ample room to spare.

      “I’m . . . I’m not sure how far I’ve come in the last hour.”

      The continental landmasses referred to as the three continents of Pax Cara were actually one large continent, half of which was divided into two distinct regions by a huge mountain range, and the other half connected to the rest by an isthmus just wide enough to allow for a road running through its very middle without violating rules about building too close to the coast.

      Given that only geosynchronous satellites positioned permanently over the continental landmasses were allowed and that all of them were on one side of the planet, the global positioning system on Pax Cara was not very good. And even if it had been decent, Vitalis was prohibited from carrying any devices that could receive such signals.

      But one thing was certain: they had come far.

      “No wonder the Chosen Ones could reach the Elders’ Temple in less than a day,” she marveled. “I’m beginning to think we’ll get there soon. Very soon.”

      His expression turned sober. “Sooner than you want to?”

      She shook her head. “The sooner we get there, the better it would be for you. Look at you, I already can’t tell that you’ve ever been unwell. Imagine, if you spend any time near the Temple, you might live a thousand years.”

      He cupped her face. “A thousand years means nothing. Another hour with you means everything.”

      She gazed upon him. This minute meant everything: She saw an entire future for him, a life lived incandescently.

      A smile rose to her lips. It suffused her entire soul. “So . . . we walk slowly?”
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      Walking slowly turned out to be an impossibility. Simultaneously they picked up their pace, first to a vigorous march, then a jog, then an outright sprint exactly as she had been doing earlier—and they held hands and laughed as they ran.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever run in my life,” he said, delight in every syllable. “This feels incredible!”

      “Trust me,” she told him. “I’ve run plenty in my life and it has never felt this good.”

      And surely, they must be racing down a descent that was steeper than seventy degrees. A slope that on land they would have needed pitons and ropes to negotiate. Yet now they shot past as if on wings, like planets careening inside the gravity well of a star, yet held safe by their own mass and velocity.

      She loved the speed, the strength in her legs, and the warmth of his hand in hers.

      Yes, she would call this happiness.

      In fact, happiness seemed almost too shallow and ephemeral a word for the profound steadiness in her heart. For a joy so immense it could alter the trajectory of galaxies.

      She wanted to run forever beside him and never stop.
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      They stopped and stared.

      Sometimes there was nothing to do but stare, especially when one found oneself before a monument that rose from the very deepest trench of the sea all the way to the surface, ten kilometers up.

      It seemed to be black in color, until it seemed to be translucent. Its surface was at first perfectly smooth, and then, the next moment, fully covered in lines and glyphs. In shape it appeared to be an obelisk, a needle stabbing toward the sky; a blink of an eye later and Vitalis was sure it had never been anything but a tiny slice of the surface of an unimaginably colossal dome.

      The sun was rising, gilding the very top of the monument. She shivered. Now she couldn’t remember why she had been rushing headlong toward this point. Toward the end.

      Wordlessly they sat down, their arms wrapped around each other.

      She had no idea how much time passed before she remembered the package on his back. She detached it and handed it to him. “This inflates into a lifepod. It doesn’t have transmitters, but it can orient itself by sensing the magnetic field, and it has nanopropellers that will take you back to Pavonis Center in approximately two days. Onboard you should find enough food. Water will be filtered from the sea and it might take an hour before you get your first liter.”

      He gazed at the package for a moment, then set it aside with a slight smile. “Got it. Now tell me what you did while I was incapacitated.”

      As if they were once again sitting on a flower-strewn meadow at the heart of a sunlit valley, a sumptuous picnic laid out before them, she told him about their trip, his long coma, and the constant hubbub around the preservation tank. He listened attentively, as if he too had forgotten all about the looming monument in their midst. And when she brought up the episode of Captain Odyssia and the Renegades she and his chamberlain had watched together, he laughed and asked her if the holodrama had committed any more atrocious errors against realism and common sense.

      She grinned. “Aha, now that you mention it—”

      His expression changed.

      “Are you all right?” she was instantly alarmed.

      He gripped a hand on his upper arm. “I’m fine. But the sigil, it feels different.”

      She felt a strange sensation on her own upper arm, pinpricks of heat and pressure—but she busied herself peeling open his tactical suit. At first his sigil didn’t look any different, going through its usual changes. But as they watched, it underwent a third reshaping, this time forming something that was unmistakably a symbol, a design that seemed to depict a river rejoining itself at the source.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I feel as if I should, but I don’t.”

      She felt the same. The symbol seemed infinitely familiar; but try as she did, she couldn’t remember where or when she must have seen it.

      An indescribably melodious chime—music of the spheres, if she’d ever heard it—made them turn toward the monument.

      At its base, an exceedingly normal-sized door had opened.

      Everything around them was clearly visible, but beyond the door, though the space appeared well-lit, nothing could be seen at all.

      Welcome, said a voice that echoed in her head.

      It was a language Vitalis had never encountered before, nor was she aware that she heard syllables—or sounds, even. Whoever “spoke” seemed to convey meaning directly.

      She was on her feet, as was he, their hands tightly clasped.

      She swallowed and waited for further instructions—or questions with regard to the prince’s presence. But all she heard was, It is time.

      She pulled him to her for a swift, fierce embrace. “Let’s make sure you are safely in the lifepod—and I’ll ask Them to be careful with you.”

      He looked into her eyes. “I won’t need the lifepod.”

      She stared at him, realization arriving as if the walls around them had collapsed, trillions of tons of seawater crushing her underneath. This was the decision he had made the morning after their wedding, when she returned from her abandoned escape. He never meant to say farewell to her at the gate of the Elders’ Temple, but always intended to accompany her to the very end.

      Tears blurred her vision. “But I can see an entire life ahead for you, a wonderful life.”

      His eyes, too, shone with tears. “I’ve already had a wonderful life and I wish to spend the rest of it with you.”

      “But your people—” Tears fell freely. “Your chamberlain, your physicians, they are all praying for your return.”

      He wiped away her tears. “Not my chamberlain or my physicians. They know—and soon my people will know too—that I have made up my mind: if the Pax Cara radiation rejuvenated me, I would go to the very end with you. They would only expect me to return if there was no improvement, I never regained unconsciousness, and was put into the lifepod either to die or already dead.”

      Please enter.

      “Did you hear that?” he murmured. “It’s time for us to go forth.”

      She was stronger. She could overpower him and confine him to the lifepod against his will. She could give him decades, perhaps centuries, of luminous life, and he would achieve a greatness beyond anything he could have imagined.

      “Remember,” he said softly, “I survived far longer than my physicians ever expected me to, so I could meet you. So we could be together.”

      The voice in her head asked, gently but firmly, Do you still wish to proceed?

      Fresh tears fell down her face, then she took his hand.

      Together they walked forward.
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      The moment they crossed the threshold, the brightly lit opacity inside the Elders’ Temple became a . . .

      Vitalis lacked the vocabulary to describe it, a vastness that seemed to contain nothing, yet was not empty. She had a sense of life, of movement, of richness and vibrancy, none of it visible, yet all of it clearly felt.

      “It’s beautiful,” murmured Eleian.

      Only as he spoke did she realize that they were still walking, but there was nothing underfoot.

      She was familiar with weightlessness, having trained in simulated zero-g environments, not to mentioned having been courted by her prince in a gravity-free dance sphere. This was not weightlessness, which left one adrift, unless there happened to be an object nearby against which one could push off. Here they merely continued to walk—and the apparent formlessness on which they trod gave them the correct reaction force to move forward.

      Looking back, she couldn’t tell where the door through which they entered might be. The same limitless non-emptiness stretched in every direction.

      To think that such an environment existed in the universe—how narrow her imagination had been, how slight her knowledge.

      Prepare your defense.

      She and Eleian exchanged a glance. A defense against what?

      All of a sudden they found themselves on an ice moon not unlike the one in Captain Odyssia and the Renegades. Except . . . whereas the other one had appeared real enough to make her gasp in appreciation, with this one she couldn’t tell that she wasn’t actually standing on frozen methane.

      Is this a simulation? she asked in thought.

      Is that what you think?

      But already the ice moon was receding. The green- and orange-banded Jovian giant around which it orbited also receded. She was now looking at the steady, slow-burning star that held together the system.

      Was this what she was supposed to defend?

      The star too was receding, hurtling into space. She didn’t know how she could tell, but she knew from a single glance that it was traveling too fast—that something more than the spin of a galaxy powered its trajectory.

      Without thinking she flicked her fingers—the star accelerated even more.

      “It’s a weapon,” said Eleian.

      “I could be wrong,” she replied slowly, “but I have a suspicion that it might be only ammo.”

      What kind of battle were they fighting that a star was but a bullet?

      And but one among many. For the star was part of an enormous, evenly spaced cluster—a hailstorm of bullets, all hurtling toward a nebulous object that seemed unimaginably distant.

      “The Devourer!” she and Eleian cried out together.

      The Destroyer of Universes.

      It was said that too many universes experienced but a brief burst of luminosity before succumbing to the predation of the Devourer. They spent the rest of eternity at maximum entropy, lightless and dead. The Mother of Universes, heartbroken for Her children, created gods to safeguard those universes that were still shining and alive.

      Prepare to defend, the voice had said.

      Defend the entire universe?

      Part of her brain shut down at the very enormity of the thought. But a different part came alive—she would be working on the grandest scale possible, certainly, but warfare was warfare, and a large part of her training had been military.

      Galaxy walls were needed at the forefront, ramparts of the defense. Nebulas and star nurseries must be gathered and protected, the greatest active galactic nuclei drafted to aim and lob chains of lesser singularities.

      She thought she was talking to Eleian, explaining her plan—and that he was responding, expanding on her ideas and adding his own. But they were not speaking; they were communicating directly via thoughts.

      She felt his astonishment upon this realization—as she felt her own. And his marvel—and hers—as the superstructures of the universe responded to their commands, their power.

      Massive stars on the verge of self-destruction were plucked, like pearls from the sea, to undergo core collapse just as they reached the Devourer’s maw—the Destroyer of Universes might love to ingest stars, but supernovae irritated it, as a fritter freshly removed the frying pan might burn a child’s tongue.

      The resulting singularities weakened the Devourer’s structural integrity. But such hits were hardly fatal. Indeed, they were only distractions: a rain of stars to keep it busy feeding, supernovae at random intervals to poke at the Beast, a lashing of five-thousand-light-year-long jet ejection to enrage it.

      All the while, in secret, Vitalis and Eleian wrought their true weapon, a scythe invisible to the Devourer, fashioned of innumerable dark galaxies. It took all their will and strength to propel this immense blade across the final thousand light years and stab the Destroyer of Universes directly in the maw.

      The convulsions of the Devourer brought down a million-light-year section of the galaxy wall. But at last, it retreated, red-shifting toward the edge of the universe.

      Vitalis and Eleian slumped against each other, exhausted. Their tactical suits were in tatters and the sigil on his arm glowed. This time she recognized all the designs: the first represented the Mother of Universes, the second the map of the multiverse, the third the shape of their own universe, and the last the symbol of the great god Metaran.

      “Look at your arm,” said Eleian.

      There it was, the sigil she had suspected she carried. It was exactly the same as his for the first three designs, but the last was five sinuous lines in an intricate interlocked pattern, the symbol of the great goddess Mikelan.

      Well done. The voice came back. As a reward for your remarkable joint performance, you may withdraw from the Test.

      “But what’s the condition?” Vitalis demanded.

      You will not return in the same bodies, but they will be young, healthy bodies.

      “What about the people of Pax Cara? Will they suffer should I choose to withdraw now from the Test?”

      We cannot make promises.

      “Then I cannot abandon the Test.” She turned to him. “But you can still leave.”

      He kissed her on her hair. “How many times do I have to say I will stay with you until the end? Are you in need of a hearing aid, princess?”

      She laughed—and screamed in agony.

      “No!” Eleian cried. “No!”

      One of the Devourer’s fangs, a parting gift, had pierced her in the chest.

      And now it is too late. You will die here.

      She coughed and spat out a stream of blood. Then, with as much effort as it took to skewer the Devourer, she smiled at the man she loved. “By the way, do you believe in life after death?”

      She did not hear his answer.
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      She woke up to sunshine and birdsong.

      Somewhere nearby, a fountain bubbled. The air was heady with the perfume of flowers and dew-flecked grass.

      She rose from the silk-draped bed and walked to the window. Outside was a large terrace, and beyond, a beautiful garden.

      She recognized the place. It was her home, her divine abode. She had built it two mortal incarnations ago.

      The Mother of Universes created gods to defend her children. Vitalis and her mate sat at the head of the Council of Gods in this universe. Mikelan and Metaran, they were sometimes called, among the countless other names they had accumulated through the eons.

      But fearsome powers must only be wielded by those who were pure of heart. So in each age, each god took a mortal birth. Only those who proved that they were willing to sacrifice themselves for the good of others returned to the Council of Gods, to confront the Devourer once again.

      Sometimes, a much beloved god did not pass the Test. And sometimes, things went wrong. Her brother had not come back from his Test. And her mate, when his turn had come, had gone missing. Away from safe planets like Pax Cara, away from the nourishment of Mother’s Light—or the Pax Cara radiation, as the mortals in that particular part of the universe called it—a god in mortal form could not long endure.

      Distraught, she, who had already passed her Test, took mortal form again, to find her mate.

      You brought me home, said someone behind her.

      I always knew there was something else on my to-do list, besides the Pax Cara Event. She took his hand in hers—those freshly returned from mortal realms had a tendency to keep those forms for some time. And you too, you brought me home.

      We will not have long to bask in our homecoming. The Devourer is on the move again.

      The battle they had won during the Test had been a simulation of their last major campaign against the Destroyer of Universes, in which she had sustained a near fatal wound.

      But she had recovered and she was ready. She leaned back against him. We will fight when the time comes. Now we celebrate.

      He wrapped her in his arms. In reverence I offer myself to thee, o goddess great and exalted.

      There was a teasing note to his words. She laughed, feeling young and eternal at once.

      Yes, this was happiness, beautiful and precious even to the gods.

      Especially to the gods, whose fate is entwined with that of the universe itself.
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        In the waning days of the last dynasty, in a quiet, beautiful corner of imperial Peking, a young girl's blissful ignorance is shattered when she learns that she is the illegitimate daughter of an English adventurer and a Chinese courtesan. What future is there for such a girl? But a mysterious figure steps forward and offers to instruct her in the highest forms of martial arts—a path to a life of strength and independence.

        

        Half a world away in England, a young boy's idyllic summer on the Sussex downs implodes with the firing of a single bullet. Torn from his family, he becomes the hostage of an urbanely sadistic uncle. He dreams of escaping to find his beloved friend—but the friend is in China, ten thousand miles away.

        

        The girl trains to be deadly. The boy flees across continents. They do not know it yet, but their lives are already inextricably bound together, and will collide one fateful night when they least expect it.

        

        Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon meets Downton Abbey, this remarkable tale of friendship, danger, and coming of age will stay with you long after you have finished the last page.
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        The Photograph

      

      Peking, the twelfth year of the reign of the Tung-chih Emperor (1873)

      

      The foreign devil stared at Ying-ying.

      He was the size of her thumb, yet she had trouble holding his gaze. She looked away from his eyes. In the fading photograph, his strangely tight-fitting garments were the brown of eggs cooked in soy sauce, his white skin the color of weathered bamboo. His nose protruded proudly, like the prow of a foreign-devil warship. Thin, colorless lips twisted into a half sneer.

      His hair was a darkish shade, cut short, parted on the side, and combed slick. He had neither beard nor mustache, but the same hair that grew on his head extended down the sides of his face almost right to the corners of his lips, like a forest throwing out two spurs of itself down the slope of a mountain.

      He did not stand straight, but rather leaned to one side, his left foot propped on a stool, one black shoe gleaming. To the other side of the stool, a woman sat with her profile to Ying-ying, head bent, a large book open on her lap. She wore a ridiculous contraption: her sleeves the size of rice sacks, her skirts a tent large enough to sleep two.

      What stupid, impractical things the foreign devil women wore.

      Ying-ying’s breath caught in her throat. She leaned in closer. She had been distracted by the clothes, but the woman was no foreign devil.

      It was Mother.

      In her shock Ying-ying almost didn’t hear the footsteps coming into the courtyard. She tossed the photograph into its redwood box and shoved the box under Mother’s fox fur-lined winter cape.

      Dropping the lid of the great trunk, she dashed out to the study and settled into her chair just as Mother’s maid came through the doors of the front room. The rooms were stretched against the wall of the courtyard like cubes of lamb on a shish kebab, in one straight row.

      Ying-ying grabbed the writing brush she had left resting on the ink stone and pretended to smooth out excess drops of ink against the rim.

      “Bai Gu-niang studying so hard?” The maid, Little Plum, teased her gently as she went past. Bai was Ying-ying’s family name, gu-niang the respectful address for a young lady. “Little girls as pretty as you don’t need to know the classics.”

      “Has Boss Wu left already?” The silk merchant had arrived only half an incense stick ago.

      “They are still drinking tea—he hasn’t even had his apprentice bring in the wares yet. Fu-ren sent me to fetch her new fan. She wants to see if Boss Wu has something that will go with it.” The servants referred to Mother as fu-ren, her ladyship. Little Plum paused as she located the desired fan. “But she did say to tell you she will expect at least five sheets done when she returns.”

      Ying-ying moaned. “My wrist will hurt all night.”

      “Amah will give you an herbal compress.” Little Plum laughed as she sauntered out.

      Ying-ying was back in the bedchamber in a second, digging through the trunk again.

      Nosing through Mother’s rooms had become a clandestine hobby of late. It had started when she had been tasked to fetch a supply of paper for Mother’s ink paintings. In the study cabinet where she had found the paper, she had also come across a collection of curious ink stones, some big as a plate, others small enough to fit into her palm. Her delight in the ink stones led her to discover troves of vermilion-stained seals, packets of incense from Japan, and a dozen tiny spoons used for ladling water onto the stone to facilitate the grinding of the ink stick.

      It had been most natural, after she had exhausted the study, to move on to Mother’s inner rooms. There she peeked at Mother’s jewels of jade and pearls and sniffed her tiny pots of rouge and powder.

      But she had never unearthed anything like the contents of the redwood box.

      There were other items inside: an oval ivory bauble that did not seem to be a hair ornament, a flexible jewel-encrusted band of gold, a small booklet that had been cut and sewn by hand, with each page devoted to two strange symbols, sometimes identical, sometimes not, and a sheet of paper with foreign writing on it.

      It was the photograph, however, that drew her, like a toddler to the edge of a deep pond.

      Mother was concubine to a very important Manchu. Everyone addressed him simply as Da-ren, great personage. He was a prince of the blood and an uncle to the current emperor, but he was not Ying-ying’s father.

      Who her father was she did not know—and did not ask. Harsh rebukes, received during the earliest years of her childhood, barely remembered but deeply ingrained, made her forbear from ever raising that unwelcome question.

      Yet she had always pondered, when she had nothing else to distract her.

      And now here was this man, by whose side Mother sat all trussed up in a foreign devil costume, as meek as an oft-fed rabbit.

      But he was a foreign devil. A foreign devil! She shuddered. Greedy, bloodthirsty creatures they were, coming from their savage lands with their terrible manners and their blazing cannons. She had even heard whispers that they ate babies.

      No, whoever this man was, he was no more blood relation to her than Da-ren.

      However, as she raised her head, she saw her own eyes reflected in a small standing mirror on Mother’s vanity table. Her irises were not black, nor even brown. Rather, they were a deep, opaque gray-blue, the color of a desolate sky about to unleash a great storm.

      She gasped—there was another face in the mirror.

      “Put everything back,” remonstrated her amah.

      How did Amah come up to her without her detecting anything? A curtain of ceramic beads hung in the doorway. The beads clinked whenever anyone passed through. And Ying-ying had keen ears, rabbit ears. She could hear a door open and close three courtyards away.

      “I was just looking for a handkerchief,” she lied as she buried the redwood box in the depths of the trunk.

      She was pulled up by the shoulder. Amah pointed to her chest. “What’s that?”

      It was her handkerchief, snugly tucked at the closure of her blouse, one corner artfully peeking out.

      “Don’t go poking where you have no business,” Amah warned. “Now go practice your calligraphy.”

      

      Mother was not entirely pleased with Ying-ying’s output. She frowned as she examined Ying-ying’s copy of a great ancient calligrapher’s work. Ying-ying resigned herself to the criticism to come. Her characters, alas, always looked somewhat undernourished.

      Mother, on the other hand, could do marvelous things with a brush. The couplet on either side of the study doorway she had written herself: The lamp shines gently in the quiet mountain room; steady rain falls upon the cold chrysanthemum bloom. Each character on the gold-speckled rose paper was manifest elegance, the strokes measured and meticulous, the balance immaculate—flawlessly, decorously beautiful, just like Mother.

      In fact, the entirety of her home was a reflection of her. In paintings, a beautiful woman was never surrounded by too many things; a few choice blossoms and a dancing willow branch set her off perfectly. And so it was with Mother. Her rooms, with their graceful but spare furnishings, formed a comely but muted backdrop for her, whose exquisiteness reigned unrivaled.

      To Ying-ying’s surprise, Mother didn’t say anything as she handed the calligraphy sheets back. Only then did Ying-ying notice that she looked wan despite the rouge on her cheeks.

      “Little Plum, help me to bed,” Mother called. Then, to Ying-ying, “Tell your amah to make some more of that cough potion for me.”

      Mother’s tiny feet made it difficult for her to walk, but she managed to turn her wobbly progress into something almost like a dance, a sprig of peach blossom swaying in the wind. Ying-ying always liked to watch her walk.

      But as soon as Little Plum reached her chair, Mother began to cough. She twisted her torso to one side, dropped her head delicately, unfurled her handkerchief as if it were a flower bud come to bloom, and made almost no noise at all. Her handkerchiefs were once pink or yellow, but since the coughing started, she carried only those of deep red, so the droplets of blood wouldn’t show.

      One of Little Plum’s cousins had died the year before. First he coughed; then he coughed up bits of blood; then he coughed up rivers of blood; soon there was nothing any doctor could do for him. Ying-ying had heard it all in the kitchen, between visits from Little Plum’s relatives.

      She hurried out to find Amah.

      In the next courtyard, along the north-facing side, Amah had fitted out a small room expressly for the purpose of brewing medicinal potions. The far end of the room was taken up by a kang, a raised brick platform so arranged with flues that a small brazier placed inside could warm the whole of it. There were kangs in a great many rooms of their dwelling. Ying-ying slept on one. Mother thought them ugly and had those in her rooms dismantled. But Mother was a southerner. According to Cook, southerners valued appearance above comfort, even health.

      The rest of the room was arranged almost like an apothecary’s. Ceramic jars of dried herbs and flowers crowded the shelves that lined the walls. A bench next to the kang held clay pots and lidded bowls. Amah sat in the center of the room before a tiny potbellied stove, already making the requested potion, judging by the bitter aroma wafting in the air.

      “How do you know she needs it?” Ying-ying took a stool and sat down next to her.

      Amah gave Ying-ying a woven straw fan so she could make herself useful. As Ying-ying fanned the flames, Amah stirred the bubbling brown stew of loquat leaf, bellflower root, licorice, and ginger. “It’s the fourteenth. Da-ren comes in two days. She always wants to dampen that cough before he comes.”

      They settled into a busy silence as Ying-ying found a suitable rhythm to her fanning. Like Mother, Amah was from the south. But unlike Mother, who quite intimidated Ying-ying with her great beauty and equally impressive talents, Amah posed no discomfort. She was as plain as a common moth, though she kept herself trim and neat. And her talents Ying-ying simply adored.

      Amah could capture any insect. In spring she gathered butterflies. In summer she caught fireflies and crickets, and made sure Ying-ying’s room was free of mosquitoes. Her hands, rough and round-fingered, were nevertheless extraordinarily skilled. She wove animal figures out of reed, sculpted tiny people with bits of colored dough, and from old sticks of candle she carved mock seals for Ying-ying, with titles such as “Princess of the Fragrant Garden,” or “Muse by the Pomegranate Blossom.”

      But what the grown-ups most appreciated was her expertise in medicinal herbs. She knew a remedy for every common ailment: tree peony for Cook’s female problems, fenugreek for Little Plum’s stomach pains, cloves and camphor for Mother’s backaches. When Cook’s water-carrier brothers visited in the kitchen, she’d give them a formula of angelica and ephedrine for their joints. Should Little Plum’s aunt drop by, she had just the thing—red peony—for her patchy skin.

      In addition, she maintained a greenhouse of sorts, a crude contrivance half dug into the ground, with a low mud wall and slanting frames covered with Korean paper. In the dead winter months, with the addition of a tiny smudge stove, she was able to produce fresh flowers for Mother’s coiffure and green herbs for Cook.

      “It’s almost done,” Amah said, giving the brew one last stir.

      Ying-ying fetched a bowl. Amah poured nearly to the rim and covered the bowl tightly.

      Ying-ying ventured to speak something of what had transpired earlier in the afternoon. “You won’t tell Mother, right?”

      “No,” Amah answered without looking at her. “But what you did was still stupid.”

      Ying-ying blushed. “I wasn’t stealing. I just wanted to see what she had.”

      “Don’t go around digging in other people’s things,” Amah said darkly. “Dig long enough and you’ll always find things you wish you hadn’t.”

      On her way to Mother’s rooms with the potion, Ying-ying chewed over Amah’s words. Amah had seen the photograph—how could she not, materializing directly behind Ying-ying? If so, did what she said just now confirm the worst of Ying-ying’s suspicions?

      Was the foreign devil her father?

      

      For your copy of The Hidden Blade, click here.

      

      Want to know when the next Sherry Thomas novel will be released? Sign up for her newsletter at www.sherrythomas.com. You can also follow her on twitter at @sherrythomas and like her Facebook page at http://facebook.com/authorsherrythomas.
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