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To Sophia, Grace, Madeleine, and Estelle—

I can’t wait to see you live your dreams!


OUR MOST CHERISHED SENATOR Alectar von Pasus:

May the light of the stars illuminate your every venture. I apologize for the crude medium of a discreet-sheet with my handwriting, but I dare not send you a transmission. You are likely receiving this note from my trusted messenger ten to twelve days from now. I implore you to crumple it to powder immediately after reading, and if need be, put this bearer to death to preserve these contents. He will not object to a death in service of our Living Cosmos.

I hate to impose upon you at this time of grieving for your beloved daughter, Elantra, but I must. I am the Vicar Primus now, but I sense I will not be for much longer. As the foremost Helionic at this imperial center, I am compelled to send you my desperate plea for assistance!

We of the faith are all alarmed by the last hour’s events here at the Chrysanthemum. The Senators von Pasus have always been ardent champions of the Living Cosmos. Now, it is your hour to show you are no exception! Our divine Cosmos requires your zeal and your strength. I will be displaced from my position soon, so I will not have the power to act myself.

I know you to be a great man, Senator. The day you denounced the late Senator von Impyrean for his heretical and unseemly interest in the sciences, I felt most astir with joy. You were instrumental in striking down blasphemers set on breaching the sacred mysteries of our divine Cosmos. An entire faction of the Senate sought to destroy the foundation of our empire in the name of the “sciences,” and they might have succeeded, but for your words in the Emperor Randevald’s ear, your steadiness driving his striking hand.

So I must ask you to be brave once more.

Like a two-headed viper, our enemies have reared a new pair of fangs to poison this galaxy once again. And I tremble to tell you who this new head is, though you must have guessed.

It is our young Emperor Tyrus von Domitrian.

You are aware that I have served as the Vicar Primus at the Chrysanthemum for over a century. I have been the voice of the Living Cosmos for those Grandiloquy who exercise power in this galactic court. I’ve ensured this center of our Empire remained untainted by those outdated faiths that should have been abandoned on old Earth. I am instrumental in maintaining the spiritual welfare of this court, and I am as much a fixture here as any of the Grandiloquy, so I speak with authority. Two Domitrian sovereigns have sought my counsel!

Young Tyrus, though, looks elsewhere. And I am not writing as an old man, peevish at being overlooked. I could accept being thrust aside if I knew the proper reasons lay behind it, but at the time of this writing, I know an unholy plot is afoot. I do not know what narrative will be propagated about the recent events, but I will tell you my truthful, firsthand account of the Emperor’s coronation.

The Emperor Tyrus smuggled Luminars—a particularly fractious, heathen sort of Excess (you know better than anyone!)—onto the Chrysanthemum. With their help, he ambushed his own grandmother, our beloved and faithful Grandeé Cygna. He united planet dwellers against his fellow Grandiloquy, but it was the least of his misdeeds.

You surely have seen his Convocation transmission. He speaks of a new era, of restoring the sciences so he might solve malignant space. This is ludicrous! But I know the dreadful influence putting such ideas in this young Emperor’s mind.

The creature he means to take as his wife.

It pains me to speak of this to you, to a father so new in his grief, but I must: Tyrus von Domitrian means to wed the Diabolic, Nemesis dan Impyrean, who murdered your daughter, Elantra.

You must think these vile words to be false. I wish they were!

Nemesis was intended to be the fire sacrifice at the new Emperor’s coronation. His grandmother, Cygna, demanded it, and Tyrus agreed to it. Instead the Emperor liberated the creature Nemesis and condemned the Grandeé Cygna in her place. Then—and I shudder to recount this—the Emperor killed his grandmother and expressed his intent to make this Diabolic his Empress.

An Empress!

You have not misread this. I can hardly fathom it.

A Diabolic, a subhuman, an abomination—to be our Empress!

The rumors always spoke of young Tyrus as a madman. Then, other rumors: he was feigning madness all along to escape the malice of his own family. Well, I fear he must be mad after all. He must be! We all know what Diabolics are!

These are not people. Nemesis dan Impyrean is not a person. She is a genetically engineered monster. She was only fashioned to appear human, yet she is not. Diabolics are stronger and faster and crueler than we are, merely for the protection of a master. We know this. Nemesis should have been killed the moment it became known she wasn’t Sidonia von Impyrean, her mistress, but rather an imposter posing as her.

And all the violence that followed . . . The death of your beloved Elantra, the murder of our Emperor, now this . . .

This cannot be tolerated. This cannot stand.

I was aghast. I refused to anoint the Emperor if he clung to this creature. If I lose my position—which seems likely—it is because I made a stand for you. The Emperor spoke to me with such insolence upon my refusal: he informed me that this was a new age and I was not necessary. I’ve advised the Domitrians the entirety of my life, and this bastard of some Excess speaks so to me! Then he embraced Nemesis and kissed her before all our appalled eyes.

I do not know how to stop this. I do not know how to act. So I beg for your help. The Emperor Tyrus von Domitrian means to wed Nemesis dan Impyrean. A “dan.” A subhuman. He is mad to entertain the idea.

I know his cousin Devineé has been afflicted with grievous damage to her mind, but she is also the single living Domitrian who can take Tyrus’s place. To you, Senator von Pasus, the foremost territory holder of this Empire, I plead for this: stand against this new Emperor. He must be made to see reason, or he must be replaced with an Emperor who does not spit in the face of the Living Cosmos. If he will not change course, and naturally, restore me to my position as Vicar Primus, then he must be replaced with a Domitrian who will.

And before you think I propose something daunting, I will tell you: Tyrus does not have my blessing. He does not have the blessing of the rest of the body of the faith. You, Senator, know the implications of this! Tyrus is a clever boy, but he was appointed Successor Primus by the last Emperor merely due to familial tensions; Randevald took no care to cultivate him, to teach him what a successor must know.

Tyrus von Domitrian is totally unaware of the weakness of his position.

Now is the time to strike.

—Fustian nan Domitrian, Vicar Primus
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SOMEONE had poisoned me. I knew it with a single sip.

That someone was about to die.

I glanced around the crowded presence chamber, hoping to spot the doomed idiot who thought to poison a Diabolic. This was hardly the first attempt on my life in the harried days since Tyrus’s coronation. There’d been the young Grande Austerlitz, who tried to stab me in a surprise attack. I’d been bemused enough to tolerate his clumsy slashes for a few moments.

It seemed wise to be diplomatic, so I gave him a chance. “Stop this at once,” I told him, dodging his next slash, his next.

He just bared his teeth and dove at me. I sidestepped him and hooked his ankle in mine to flip his legs out from under him. He screamed out as he tried to launch himself back to his feet—so I delivered a kick to his head that broke his skull open.

Days passed before the next attempt. This one had been a fanatical junior vicar. She gave away her intentions with the shout of, “Abomination!” just before she tried to pull me into the air lock with her.

I tore from her grip and batted her away, knocking her into the air-lock shaft. The blast doors sealed closed behind her—clearly some automated timer she’d set up in advance—and I met her eyes in the split second before the door to space popped open behind her and vented her into the darkness.

When criminals were vented to space for execution, the onlookers were supposed to turn their backs and look away. It was a gesture of deliberate disrespect. The condemned were so unworthy, even their deaths wouldn’t be watched.

For this bold woman who’d attacked me, I felt a strange desire to watch her float away. She’d seen the fate of Austerlitz and still mounted a direct attack. This was the least I could do for one of such daring. There were a great many Grandiloquy who loathed me, a great many Helionics who scorned me with every righteous fiber of their being, but few were bold enough to act upon their malice.

Helionics viewed creatures like me as subhumans. The “dan” in our names meant we were beneath them in status, yet now their new Emperor meant to wed me. They would have to kneel to a creature. A Diabolic.

The assassination attempts weren’t a surprise to me; the infrequency of the attempts was. A mere three attempts on my life in ten days? It was actually somewhat disappointing.

I welcomed the familiarity of feeling in danger. It tightened my focus, made my heart pick up a beat. My gaze swept the crowd as I drew the goblet to my lips, because surely my would-be assassin was fool enough to watch me drink this poison.

Yet I realized in moments that too many eyes were fixed on me to guess which pair might belong to my poisoner. I should have realized it at once. After all, everywhere I went now, I was watched, I was scrutinized, I invited discussion and opinion.

“Do they ever tire of staring?” I’d wondered the first night after the coronation, when I’d noticed the unnatural degree of scrutiny.

“This is just life as a Domitrian,” Tyrus told me.

So my assassin . . . There were too many candidates. The crowd for the Day of Pardon was simply too thick, and there was no guessing who’d meant to end my life. Too many of these people watching me probably wished to do it.

Then a familiar pair of pale eyes met mine, and Tyrus inclined his head toward the exit, telling me silently that we needed to part ways with this company of Grandiloquy. It was time for the ceremony, which we would spend with the Excess.

I dipped my head in acknowledgment. The Day of Pardon would be held in the Great Heliosphere. It was an important imperial holiday, one of the few aimed at pleasing the Excess, who lived on planets, rather than the ruling Grandiloquy space dwellers.

On this day, Tyrus would enjoy the Emperor’s privilege of commuting the prison sentences of several Excess who’d converted to the Helionic faith. I aimed for the exit, knowing Tyrus would meet me there. Then my steps stilled as I passed a cluster of revelers gathered before Tyrus’s cousin and her husband.

I always took note of those who flocked to the Successor Primus, Devineé. She was Tyrus’s last immediate relative and consequently heir to his throne. In my eyes, she was the greatest threat he faced. I’d damaged her mind beyond healing, so she couldn’t plot on her own behalf, but others could use her as a puppet. Had it been up to me, she’d be dead already. It was Tyrus’s decision, though. She was the last of his family, and I’d disabled her. He’d view her murder as monstrous.

And then . . .

Then the realization crawled into my mind: there was a weapon of murder in my hand that could not be blamed on me or traced back to me.

I made up my mind. I walked over to my intended’s sole living relative. As my shadow slid over her, her foggy gaze rose to mine.

“Hello, Your Eminence. Are you enjoying the festivities?” I said pleasantly, looming above her.

Devineé blinked up at me dully, unable to comprehend me. I set down my goblet seemingly offhandedly, just beside hers. I made a show of unwinding my elaborate twist of currently chestnut brown hair, then arranging it anew (unnecessary with the hair stilts that arranged my locks in any style, but many women fussed over hair anyway).

“Fine conversation,” I said to Devineé. “We must speak again.”

Then I plucked up her goblet, leaving mine behind. And so quickly, so easily, it was done. I headed out to meet Tyrus for the ceremony, hoping that by the time it concluded, we’d hear news of it: confirmation of the death of his deadliest foe.

•  •  •

“You look beautiful,” Tyrus murmured to me as we neared the heliosphere.

“I know,” I said.

We were both wearing reflective garments of silver, interwoven with veins of liquid crystal. Though I’d gone with auburn hair and a darker skin tone, Tyrus looked the same as always, pale and lightly freckled, with clever pale eyes and light, sharply angled eyebrows crowned with tousled red hair.

Just outside the Great Heliosphere, I hesitated. It wasn’t like me to be nervous, and I wasn’t, per se. . . . But I just knew I was about to commit an obscenity, marching into the Great Heliosphere and taking an honored place during the ceremony.

Tyrus guessed the turn of my thoughts. He leaned in closer to me, dropping his voice. “There will be no issue with zealots today. We’re not broadcasting this live, so we can edit any incidents out of the transmission. We’ve also borrowed a vicar. This is a holiday for the Excess, so they comprise the audience. They will be more favorably disposed toward us.”

He meant toward me.

Of course he did. Tyrus had been careful with every move of his reign so far, since he was the sort to think ten steps ahead before making a single one. I’d been eased slowly into public life over the last weeks.

First the galaxy was transmitted glimpses of me from the dramatic scene at the coronation, when Tyrus declared his love for me and embraced me before all, consigning his grandmother to death in my place. My prisoner’s garb had been modified in the transmission to a lovely, tasteful set of rags, and my unpigmented hair to a mane of effervescent gold. I looked a lost princess from a tale, not a Diabolic.

The transmission was effective in one respect: Cygna had received all the blame—rightfully—for the late Emperor Randevald’s death.

The galaxy received just that glimpse of me, enough to set the Excess on their planets across the empire wondering who I could be, wondering what story lay behind my appearance in public life. Tyrus believed the best way to strip a secret of its power was to glare a shining light on it from the angle of choice, to exhibit it fearlessly rather than seek to hide it. He followed up on that first glimpse by introducing me as his future Empress—and a Diabolic—at his first Convocation.

Thousands gathered in person on the Valor Novus, the central starship of the Chrysanthemum, and avatars from light-years away appeared to fill the rest of the seats in the Grand Sanctum. It was the greatest chamber on the vessel and only used on such occasions as the first time a new Emperor addressed the powerful of his realm.

Tyrus planted the question about me with one of his allies, and then gave his prepared answer: “My fiancée will be a symbol of the new era we begin here today. Her name is Nemesis dan Impyrean. Some will be scandalized that I have no intention of wedding a member of this Empire’s elite. I say, let them be scandalized, for I love Nemesis above any other. She is the most honest, courageous, and worthy candidate I can imagine as the Empress of this galaxy, and I know you will come to admire her as I have.”

He’d had the sound dampened in certain parts of the chamber in advance, anticipating the stir of voices. Many of the traditional objectors, though, dared do nothing but cheer. Tyrus had taken Helionic prisoners at his coronation. He intended to release them now that the danger of his grandmother was past—provided their relatives in the Senate showed themselves cooperative in this transmission. Thus, those few objections were squelched, whereas sound was amplified from those allies Tyrus could count on to cheer and applaud.

Every major figure in the galactic media of Eurydice received a personal message from Tyrus. He’d greeted each of them, and his words included the “coded language” indicating they were to support me cheerfully in public.

Before more questions could be asked, he forged onward to his lofty hopes about restoring the sciences to tackle the menace of malignant space. This time he selectively muted the Grandiloquy so the cheering of the Excess could be heard. Airing both of his most scandalous intentions at once divided the outrage, as he’d hoped.

Then, on a final note, when cheering swelled at the conclusion of his first Convocation speech, Tyrus reached out, took me by the hand, and drew me to his side to exhibit me at the very finest. Far from my natural, colorless albinism, I appeared hued with brilliant black hair and bronzed skin, stenciled with effervescent glow over the cheekbones, in a gleaming dress of cascading gold sheets.

A beautiful woman, not a Diabolic. That’s how I appeared.

Yet illusion could only get us so far. I knew that in my heart.

Now, here we were at this first real test of whether my public image was being received as Tyrus hoped. With Excess in the audience, they’d hopefully be too amazed to find themselves at this great event to bother dwelling on who—or rather, what—I was.

Tyrus and I stepped into the Great Heliosphere. I was painfully conscious of every single flicker of my lashes, every twitch of my muscles. Now that everyone knew how human I was not, it had become more essential to seem human than ever before.

The crowd within the Great Heliosphere lapsed into silence as we drew into the sacred chamber of diamond and crystal, and then they were dropping to their knees, hands to their hearts in salute to the Emperor.

“Rise,” Tyrus said. He never kept them lingering on their knees as Randevald had been wont to do.

We moved through the parted sea of bodies, and Tyrus glimpsed Astra nu Amador, a nervous young vicar who worked for Senator von Amador.

Tyrus inclined his head in silent thanks to Astra. She returned it with a smile. She was ambitious enough to see that she might become Vicar Primus if she impressed us, replacing Fustian nan Domitrian. Tyrus and Fustian had been at odds since the coronation, when Fustian refused to bless me. Fustian would not have performed this ceremony with me present.

Now, as I raised my eyes to take in our surroundings, the sheer force of the light blasting in through the windows truly registered, though it cast only a faint warmth over my skin. The heliosphere was designed to refract starlight in myriad ways for services. No mirrors were needed to amplify the starlight this close to the red hypergiant star, Hephaestus, for the Ritual of Pardon.

So large, so bright was Hephaestus that the distant, smaller stars of the Cosmos were drowned out against the black. The crowd would have appeared but silhouettes against the great blaze of its light, but for the glowing pigment under their skin that set their features in stark relief. I didn’t recognize any of the faces.

We stood alone in the innermost circle as the Vicar Astra set about placing sacred chalices throughout the chamber.

The Excess prisoners shuffled inside in a silent line. They’d all converted to the Helionic faith in prison, and they were the fortunate dozen due to be pardoned this year as reward for their penitence.

Tyrus’s role in this ceremony was brief. He stepped forward, and the men and women knelt before him, displaying their pitifully bared heads, where they’d shaved away their hair to exhibit their faith. He spoke the short litany of pardon, and then the vicar took it from there.

Astra moved between the converts to aid them in shedding their clothing. Then she led each of the converts by the hands to the window to position them in the glare of the sacred hypergiant. The naked men and women pressed up against the window, spreading their arms, their fingers, soaking light into every square centimeter of their skin.

Tyrus took my arm, nudged me gently, and we stepped back, and back, as the vicar slowly adjusted the optics so more light from the hypergiant could seep into the chamber.

Then the hypergiant’s light grew so bright, it seemed to lance into my pupils. The white skein of starlight scorched my eyes, and my hand flew up instinctively to protect my face. Through the veil over my vision, I heard the rustle of other people raising their hands to do the same. Then heat followed, a great, terrible wave of it that pummeled the air about us, stinging my skin, and I knew it was too much heat.

Something was wrong.

The pardoned men and women scrambled back from the windows, dark silhouettes contorting as their terrible screams knifed the air. The vicar’s garb flared ablaze and the oil chalices spouted columns of heat.

I comprehended several things all at once: flames, hundreds of bodies all about me, and one exit.

This was a death trap.
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I REACTED before anyone. Tyrus was in my grasp before I gave it conscious thought, and then I hurled him directly over the heads of those between me and the exit. It was strength I hadn’t had since being whittled down to a normal woman’s size.

I leaped over the heads of the people now stirring, beginning to turn, to react, to shout. They moved as though in a swamp, but I shot past them. Tyrus caught his balance and then I was there, and he couldn’t have stopped me from forcing him forward if he’d tried.

We broke out of the now sweltering and oppressive air of the sacred chamber as flames swelled out behind us. The mass of bodies I’d anticipated now swept toward me, saturating the air with screams and shouts and the pounding of trampling feet.

The human tide spat out the first handfuls of lucky ones. The others filled the doorway and then filled it more, arms and legs and frightened, screaming faces stuffing any gap. Then the logjam, and hysteria edged the cries of terror as they found themselves trapped.

Tyrus pointed at a nearby Excess. “Call for help! NOW! Tell every nearby vessel to send med bots!” Then he surged forward toward the jammed doorway.

Trapped people reached for him.

He vaulted forward to pull them free and I thrust aside the pitiless thought that there would be more to take their place. I joined him in his efforts to wrench the people free. In their panic, their grasping hands latched onto my arms, yet it was difficult to rip them free of one another. Each one I dragged clear never loosened the clog to enable escape. Instead others wedged into the place of those freed and trapped everyone. Then we began to make progress and gaps expelled the dark smoke from within the heliosphere, but there was a cost. The grasping hands were no longer clawing at me, at anything. . . . Screams dimmed and then were silent and the great wedge of people were now blue of lips, glazed of eyes.

Long after some of those we pulled out were scanned by med bots that floated away—determining them beyond revival—Tyrus worked to drag others out. I just stepped back to survey the survivors. A med bot soared over to me and neutralized the radiation exposure.

Finally, I laid my hand on Tyrus’s shoulder.

His hands fell to his sides.

He turned about, his pale gaze skipping over the survivors, lips moving as he silently counted them up.

“How did this . . .”

His face was smudged with ash. He raked his hand through his hair, setting it askew, smudging it.

A bot hummed over to him, and he started when its red beam flared out to treat him for the radiation exposure.

“You did all you could have done,” I told him.

He just seemed dumbstruck. “I don’t understand what happened.”

I counted up the survivors too. A mere eighteen. Hundreds still in the heliosphere. Mostly the dead were servants and employees of Grandiloquy. People held each other, others lay on the ground on their backs . . . or wherever they’d been deposited as they died. Burns had left ugly, blistered red skin. I gazed at a bot hovering over the head of a boy on his hands and knees, puking from the radiation exposure.

More med bots had been floated in with us, but the number—a mere dozen—was starkly low. And Tyrus had that Excess call for more. The med bots should have flocked here as soon as the system noticed a breach.

And the breach . . .

I turned to gaze back toward the Great Heliosphere, bewildered. It was as though the star reached straight through the Great Heliosphere and burned us. It was a catastrophic structural failure, the sort repair bots should have caught long before it took place.

Then a cold thought came to me: The Helionics will point to this. They will say it is a rebuke from the Living Cosmos.

Stars were the expression of the will of the divine Cosmos, and was there any show of displeasure more stark than this one? Even I felt a superstitious shiver at the thought.

I couldn’t say I knew for certain whether I believed in the Living Cosmos, but I knew that the Cosmos didn’t believe in me. Every vicar had told me as much.

When I turned to Tyrus, he’d withdrawn his Imperial Scepter and now just gazed at it.

“I think I did this,” he said, so quietly I barely made out the words.

“Tyrus . . .”

But we couldn’t speak. Already, there were political allies and foes who’d flocked to the Valor Novus at the first hint of tragedy, and there were dead bodies to be dealt with and families to be notified. I backed out of the way so servants could gather the dead, and my heel met something solid.

My gaze flew down.

A dead girl. Young, the skin of an arm riddled in ugly blisters, dark eyes open to the ceiling with that sludgy and fixed gaze of the dead. . . .

Sidonia.

I blinked and it wasn’t her. It was not.

Yet the specter of her seemed to rear up into my mind, reminding me that she would never exist in this universe again. Whenever I pondered this, all in this galaxy seemed dark and empty. I drew in a breath of the acrid air to force myself to stay in this moment. So I made out the words being told to Tyrus.

Another tragedy. One we’d missed.

“. . . think it was poison . . .”

My head swiveled toward them. Please . . .

“Salivar is dead?” Tyrus said.

No. No, no.

Devineé’s husband. He had drunk the wine.

She lived. She would threaten us still.

I’d missed my target.

•  •  •

For a month, I’d been trapped in solitary confinement, awaiting my impending death at Tyrus’s hands. I passed that month loathing myself for the longing I still felt for him, though I’d been certain—so certain—he’d been the agent of Sidonia’s death. He knew I believed that of him.

Though he’d overcome his grandmother, forced a confession from her about deceiving me, and though we’d kissed before the entirety of the most powerful in the Empire . . .

There was still a thread of uneasiness between us.

And I still had those treacherous doubts.

I’d both welcomed and dreaded the evening we’d planned to spend entirely alone together after the Ceremony of Pardon, for the duties of an Emperor had kept him so busy, it was our first time to ourselves.

Now, it would not happen.

Of the dead, most had perished from crushing or trampling injuries, not so much the burn of the star. Senator von Amador’s replacement vicar was dead.

And when Tyrus’s servants began to investigate, they discovered that one victim was my would-be assassin. They showed us the surveillance of the poisoning. Tyrus and I watched the images of the gathering of Grandiloquy before we’d departed. . . . I saw myself moving through the crowd, looking toward a stumbling Grande hanging off the shoulder of his wife . . . while a Grande from a minor offshoot of the Rothesays poured several droplets into my drink.

Then, that Rothesay watched me. He clearly hadn’t noticed my drink swap with Devineé, but he had followed me into the Great Heliosphere. The better to see me succumb to his poison.

“That certainly backfired on him,” I noted, recognizing his face from the corpses. I felt Tyrus’s gaze pinned upon me, and added, “I was totally unaware my drink was poisoned. To think, I unwittingly passed it along. . . .”

“Yes,” Tyrus said knowingly. “I am certain that is devastating knowledge.” To his servants, “Make it known this Grande poisoned Salivar. Leave Nemesis out of the account.” His gaze returned to that video, and he gestured for it to replay.

“What?” I said quietly.

“Question that man, too,” he said, jabbing his finger at the one who’d stumbled, who’d drawn my gaze while my drink was doctored. “Frighten him if you must. Make sure he wasn’t helping.”

“Good thinking,” I told Tyrus with a smile.

He didn’t return it. He was gazing down at the list of dead from the heliosphere once again.

•  •  •

Tyrus and I retreated to the Hera as planned, but there was no pleasure to be had in these stolen hours. He’d given me this magnificent asteroid starship crafted by his grandmother; it was an engagement present, a Domitrian starship for a future Domitrian.

Now we sat together in the great jade chamber Cygna had intended to turn into a shopping promenade, but never lived to do. So there was a gurgling fountain feeding a stream that meandered across the garden of bronze trees and plants.

Tyrus and I sat alone in the middle of that great, echoing promenade. He reached into the sheath attached to his waist, pulled out a rod of palladium. A flick of his fingers, and the end jutted into six pointed spikes.

The Imperial Scepter. I’d caught him staring at it with a strange intensity ever since his coronation. It appeared but a decorative rod, yet it was a powerful machine in its own right. It was the device that made the Domitrians the foremost family in the galaxy.

“What is it?” I finally asked him.

He dragged his gaze over to mine. “You know what this is, I presume?” At my nod, he said, “I received this as all other Emperors have. My uncle died. I ascended.” He raised a palm, hovered it over the six spikes. “These penetrated my skin to sample my blood. They registered me as a Domitrian, and this became my scepter. With possession of this scepter, I received possession of the Chrysanthemum. Every single machine fell into my control.”

It wasn’t just every machine in the Chrysanthemum. It was every single machine within several light-years and even some quite far across the Empire. The Emperor controlled them all. This was the reason the Domitrians were the imperial royals.

“Not every Domitrian is skilled with this,” Tyrus said. “My great-grandmother, Acindra, could give orders to the machines about her with a thought, but my uncle . . . he was clumsy. He needed to make hand gestures. Vocalize his command. I was certain I’d do better than that.”

I hadn’t seen him use it yet. “And how are you with it?”

Tyrus looked at me. “Nemesis,” he said very quietly, “I can’t get it to do anything at all.”

I stared at him.

Then, “What?”

He shrugged, and spoke to the air: “I need a security bot here now.”

We waited.

Nothing.

“Oh,” I said.

“I’ve tried to avoid showing this in public until I figured it out,” he told me. “This is a big problem, Nemesis. This scepter isn’t just the way I control the machines. It unifies the Chrysanthemum. This is why two thousand individual ships form one large superstructure.” He tightened his fist about the scepter. “This is why a tiny structural instability can lead to a catastrophe in the Great Heliosphere. The only repair bots that mobilized to fix the breach were the ones already on board the vessel, not the ones on other vessels nearby. That breach needed a hundred repair bots, not a handful.”

“That’s what happened today,” I surmised. “And that’s why the med bots only came after you called for them.”

He nodded. “I can’t control any of these machines, and right now we are sitting on one ship amid two thousand individual ships with nothing linking them. There’s no network sensing potential problems in need of repair, and triaging the repair bots for the most important places. That heliosphere would have been tended long before it breached, especially this close to a hypergiant star. This shouldn’t have happened. Repair bots aren’t doing their job, and external security bots are offline. . . . This is a very serious problem.”

The other safety implications hit me.

“Tyrus, do you think others realize you don’t have control of it?”

“I think after today, it will be glaringly obvious.”

If Tyrus didn’t have security bots at his command, if he didn’t have control over every ship in the same star system, why . . . he was as vulnerable to attack as he’d been before he’d become Emperor.

More vulnerable, in fact, because there was a target on his back.

“If any enemy means to move on you,” I realized, “or . . . or on us, they’ll do it now. That’s what you’re saying.”

Tyrus nodded.

There were many threats to us, but one man posed the greatest threat of all.

He wasn’t merely the most powerful Senator in the Empire and the leader of the Helionic opposition to everything Tyrus meant to do—he was also father to a girl I’d recently killed.

“How long before Senator von Pasus hears about this?” I said to Tyrus.

He opened his mouth to answer me—and that was when his palladium glove began to vibrate with an incoming transmission. He turned his hand over to see the sender’s name, and I knew it without looking.

“Not long at all,” Tyrus said with a sardonic smile. Then he answered Senator von Pasus.
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WHEN I’D LAST SEEN Senator von Pasus, he’d adopted the look of a dignified elder, perhaps in deliberate contrast to his daughter, Elantra, whom he wished to wed to Tyrus. Most Grandiloquy used false-youth, but sometimes they selectively adopted signs of aging, whether to give themselves a different look, or more likely, to deal with the Excess in their territories. Planet dwellers had no access to beauty bots, so they associated visible age with experience. So Pasus had not seemed too odd, with that gray hair, that short beard.

Now he appeared before us in holographic form, lacking those former ravages of age. His hair had become a stark coal black that seemed to devour the light, his eyes an icy blue, his now-unlined features even and seemingly cut with the precision of a beauty bot that aimed to lend him not handsomeness so much as grandeur.

He dipped to his knees with a perfunctory grace before rising just as swiftly. “Your Supreme Reverence.”

I’d retreated so I wouldn’t appear in the holographic image on Pasus’s end.

“Senator,” Tyrus said icily, “your alteration is most surprising.”

“Your Supremacy inspired me,” Pasus said. “I felt as though I would be truly meeting my new Emperor for the first time, so I should follow suit and present myself anew.”

Yes. He was one of the many Grandiloquy who’d known Tyrus only as his assumed persona—the mad heir to the throne. Not the clever young man he actually was. Tyrus turned his head and offered me his hand.

So he wanted me in the transmission. Though I’d be inflammatory, he wished Pasus to see me.

I moved to Tyrus’s side and appeared on Pasus’s end.

“Your call is most unexpected,” Tyrus said, taking my hand. A message. Very deliberate.

Pasus stared downward a moment, and I knew his cold gaze was fixed on the image of those linked hands.

“You must forgive me for abstaining from attendance at your Convocation speech, and your coronation before that. I was most distraught over the recent death of my daughter, as well Your Supremacy knows.”

“Everything about that situation was most regrettable,” Tyrus returned with the same remote courtesy, “including the circumstances that directly led to the tragedy.”

Pasus had to know what Tyrus was pointing out: Elantra had killed Sidonia, and that was what led to me killing her. His jaw ticked, but then he smiled—or rather, bared his teeth like an angry animal. “I have just heard word of the unfortunate death of your brother-in-law.”

Tyrus was granite-faced. “Have you.”

“I offer my condolences. What a terrible tragedy that is. And your cousin, left without a husband . . .”

“As she will be for a very long time,” Tyrus said.

Something in me grew cold, for I didn’t like the way Pasus was smiling—as though he’d just spotted something he meant to have, and he would allow nothing to get in his way.

“You must be very uneasy. How could your security bots have permitted a toxin so close to Your Supreme Reverence? And the heliosphere—why, repair bots are not what they once were, it seems. So coincidental, two separate systems failing on the same day.”

Tyrus’s eyes narrowed a fraction. I realized it too: Pasus knew. He knew why Tyrus’s scepter was not working.

“Then again, things happen.” Pasus’s smile was knowing. “Perhaps it was a one-off.”

“Perhaps.”

“But in the case it is not so temporary, Your Supreme Reverence is in a most awkward situation, are you not? You will require very powerful friends about you. And yet, your allies all appear to be new Senators, replacements for those killed along with Senator von Impyrean during your uncle’s reign. Novices.”

I could feel Tyrus’s heart racing in his palm. His voice, though, came out perfectly controlled: “I am ever so grateful for your concern. I assure you, all is in hand.”

“Hmm. Yes. Though if I were in your position, and forgive me for offering unsolicited advice, but I have known you since you were a young boy, dear Tyrus, so I feel compelled to suggest . . . I would look into restoring my favor with our Living Cosmos. And such favor cannot be won with the help of those you’ve gathered about you.” His eyes moved to my image. I knew that for sure, because raw hatred blazed over his face, though he had the same perfect mastery of voice Tyrus did. “I would look to longtime friends of your family. And the means by which you might win back what you’ve lost.”

“I thank you for the advice, Senator. Do feel free to come and give me more in person.”

Pasus just smiled, for he knew to come in person would be to fall into Tyrus’s power. “I am always glad to offer it. And if Your Supremacy wishes more, do but come to my territory—and seek it again.”

Tyrus smiled too. That was not going to happen.

But then after the transmission ended, he blew out his breath, pulled the scepter out of his waist sheath again, and gazed down at it with frustration.

“He knows something. That’s what he was hinting about. And the gall . . . Salivar is freshly dead, and he’s already angling for my cousin’s hand.”

“That can’t happen,” I said.

Pasus was threat enough as it was, being the most powerful member of the Helionic faction of the Senate, and one of the wealthiest Grandes in the Empire. If he wed Tyrus’s heir, Devineé, then I wouldn’t give Tyrus a week before he’d meet an untimely death.

“Of course it won’t happen,” Tyrus said, tightening his fist about the scepter.

My eyes sought his, saw the stormy cast of his features, and I knew in my heart that a disaster loomed on our horizon. He shoved the scepter back into its sheath, where it might as well remain, for all the good it was doing him.

“Tyrus.”

He looked to me distractedly.

“Perhaps it’s time.”

“Time . . . for what?”

“Let me kill those who pose a threat to you.” This. This was one thing I could do—one strength I could bring him that no one else could. I had no pity, and if they threatened him . . . I couldn’t lose him as I had Sidonia. “I’ll start with your cousin.”

He strode over to me, took my cheeks in his hands. “Nemesis, no.”

“But—”

“You are not my Diabolic. I am never going to ask you to be my Diabolic again. This is a setback. I will figure this out.”

He said that, but he didn’t know how. He did not.

And so I waited until Tyrus had to surrender to that need to sleep, the one I had so little of, the one he needed far more than I did.

Then I determined to go find the reasons for his weakness for myself. There was one man in this superstructure who had the answers. And he would give them to me.
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THE PENUMBRA was a tiny vessel, a fixture of the Chrysanthemum, and intended to be a domain solely of the vicars who served the imperial family. It had been donated to the faith by a long-ago sovereign, the pious Empress Avarialle.

I had no right to board it, but a threatening look toward those servants at the entrance stopped them from reaching out, from interfering. So I barged right into the vessel of holy sanctuary and found myself surrounded by clear walls that gazed upon the bright stars of the Cosmos, and tangled canopies of plants climbing over every surface.

Through that corridor of starlight and nature I strode, until I came upon the great central garden, lovingly tended by hand, not service bot. Hedges were crafted to mimic the traditional shape of stars—like circles with pointed rays jutting out from them.

And in the center of it all, the massive crystalline statue that gazed down upon it all. A depiction of a man, his bare feet so large that his ankles were at the same height as my hips. My gaze wandered up the crystal expanse and lingered on those features. A broad nose, heavy-lidded eyes. Flattened hair like a bowl over the head.

A distinctly ordinary-looking man, for his towering size.

Yet this was the same depiction I’d always seen of the Most Ascendant Interdict, the chief vicar of the Helionic faith. He was rumored to be immortal and dwelled in the Transaturnine System at a wondrous starlight realm called the Sacred City.

Donia had recited the accounts to me when we were both little, at first with reverence. And then, as she grew slightly older, with a tentative hint of uncertainty.

“Is it very bad of me if . . . if I doubt whether he really exists?” she’d asked me fearfully several times.

Nothing Donia could do was bad. That had been my belief, so doubting whether there was an actual Interdict seemed like it had to be a fair and just thing to do.

After all, no man was immortal.

“I should have expected you would have no respect for this sanctuary,” spoke a voice behind me.

Fustian nan Domitrian carried a jar of oil and a liquisilk rag past me, aiming for the statue.

“This is a holy space, and you are an abomination. From what I’ve heard, your disrespect has already been rebuked once today by our Divine Cosmos.”

“In fact, Vicar,” I said, watching him anoint those big toes with oil, “that’s what brought me here.”

“I do hope our young Emperor is well?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Quite,” I said between my teeth. “In fact, he meant to speak to you. But I wished to see you first. Alone.”

“And why would that be?” said Fustian, looking back at me contemptuously.

I smiled broadly. “Because Tyrus is often kind. I am not.”

Fustian’s hand stilled where he was anointing the toes. His gaze trailed past me, and I asked him, “Are you contemplating calling for help? Do you truly know anyone suicidal enough to protect you from me?” I shook my head. “No, no, Vicar. This is the time when I ask questions, and then I get answers. And if you will not talk at first, I will convince you in the myriad ways abominations are skilled at using.”

The vicar was trembling. I could detect that, practically sense his terror, and there was a part of me deep down that exulted, gloried in it. I’d been fashioned for just this, and every predatory fiber of my being enjoyed causing sickening fear in this old man who’d made himself my foe.

He’d abandoned the statue and now was on his feet, his back pressed against it as though the unmoving crystalline Interdict could shelter him. “What happened was the judgment of the Living Cosmos. You may harm me if you wish, you monstrous thing, but it won’t change anything.”

“I don’t think it was a coincidence that you were soon to be replaced as Vicar Primus,” I said quietly, “and suddenly a Great Heliosphere’s worth of people—including your replacement—end up scorched by a star. And I don’t believe that’s divine intervention.”

He paled. “You believe I did that.”

“I believe after I tear out every one of your fingernails and teeth, you will be able to tell me honestly.”

With that, I feinted toward him, and he shrieked, cringed back.

“It wasn’t me!” His hand flew up over his face. “The scepter. It was the scepter.”

He did know. He knew.

My blood raced with the need to lash out, to hurt. I circled him, keeping my aggression in check, and watched his shaking hand lower as he realized he wasn’t being physically tormented just yet.

“Explain it all to me. Now.”

He drew and released several breaths, gathering his courage. “This is not for you to know—”

“But I will know,” I roared at him, “whether now or after I’ve hurt you.” Then I drew so close to him, he backed into the statue.

I decided to test my theory. “Pasus betrayed you, you know.” It was a lie, but I meant to test him. “He told us you were the one to ask about the scepter. I know you are in communication.”

His eyes flew open. “He dared to share my words?”

So. So Pasus had been alluding to something this man knew. I just nodded, never blinking.

His mouth dropped. Then, “I was only partially responsible. It wasn’t me.”

“Keep talking.”

“Do not hurt me.”

“Tell me all you know, and I most likely will see no need.” I retreated a few centimeters, just to free him somewhat from the oppression of my physical presence.

His shaking hand reached back, touching the bare foot of the statue, as though it could lend him strength. “These are all ancient vessels. They fall into disrepair on their own and require constant maintenance. I sabotaged nothing. And . . . and if today there was a tragedy, it was the will of the divine Cosmos and”—he added that part quickly, eyes wide, for I’d stepped toward him again—“and because the Imperial Scepter requires more than a Domitrian’s blood to key into that Emperor. It needs the consent of the faith.”

“Your consent.”

“Not just mine! Of the body of the faith. And . . . and . . .”

At that moment, the stars outside must have shifted in just the right way, or perhaps the angle of the Chrysanthemum to the six-star system adjusted with gravity. . . . For the light struck the crystalline statue above us, and an eerie glow ignited from the top of that head, seeping down through the veins of crystal, striking out vibrant rainbows.

And Fustian nan Domitrian whirled about to see. The brilliant display seemed to ignite some fire of courage in his heart, and his face lit with pure joy. He dropped to his knees in reverence, and I knew then that he’d overcome his terror of me.

Yet as I, too, looked at the statue of the Interdict, a strangeness settled over me. My heart stilled, for there was something wondrous about how brilliantly it shone above me, like an apparition or a glimpse of another universe.

A moment later the light blinked away, the subtle angle of the stars having shifted once more, and the spell was broken. Fustian wore a beatific smile, his eyes aglow with a fanatic’s blind belief.

“How interesting it is, Nemesis dan Impyrean,” he said in a dreamy voice, “that so rare a moment—but a few occasions in a month—should happen while you were here. I think there is a portent in this. Perhaps the Living Cosmos is telling me I am at liberty to reveal this sacred mystery, even to the likes of you. Now I will do so: not out of fear, but out of duty.”

Whatever you must tell yourself, Vicar, I thought darkly. “Go on.”

My vision still was hazed by the light of the statue as Fustian straightened to his full height before me, smiling, transcendentally happy.

“I have been honored to carry a diode of fealty.” He spread his palm between us. “It was implanted in my hand by an aged vicar, who was given it by an elderly vicar before him. Upon every Emperor’s ascendance, the ones with these diodes must speak the words of consent to the rule of the new Emperor. A majority of those chosen to bear this honor must do so.”

I stared at his palm. “And how many of you are there?”

“I don’t know. There may be hundreds, there may be thousands of us. . . . Who is to say? All of us will join our voices and agree to the ascendance of this current Emperor. But each one of our voices is a small droplet in a larger body of water. Will it spare me pain to demonstrate now?” Then Fustian pressed his hands together and spoke: “May infinite stars bestow their blessings upon our new Emperor.”

I cast a gaze about, wondering if something more would happen. But the old man just looked at me, his eyes twinkling.

“And there you have the consent of one voice. But you need so many more. Far more. And no one can tell you how many, or who they are. The only means of securing support from these vicars lies in removing their grounds for objection.” His gaze lingered on me, the “grounds for objection.” “Now I ask you, Nemesis dan Impyrean, how many vicars do you think will approve of a union between an Emperor and a creature who does not even carry the divine spark of our Living Cosmos? An Emperor who, moreover, has openly spoken of his desire to propagate heresies. . . . How many voices will rise in consent?”

Few. None. I wished to strangle him, but there was no use in it now.

Fustian’s smile widened. “If you love the young Emperor, you will urge him to see reason. To right his ways. And then you will walk away from him and let him rule in peace. Otherwise, this tragedy today is the first of a great many to come.”

“Tyrus is clever. He can rule without that scepter.”

“Tyrus is a Domitrian, and the only strength of a Domitrian lies in the command of the Imperial Scepter—and all the machines it will control in his name. Without it? He is no Emperor. He is merely a boy in love with the wrong girl.”
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IN THE TWO WEEKS since the coronation, Tyrus had been busy.

For so long he had passed by, shifting with the wind, hiding his true beliefs behind a show of madness or whatever facade he required to evade death, that he seemed to explode with frantic activity upon reaching this destination.

He had become the Emperor of this galaxy, and he couldn’t move fast enough.

However late he’d been up the evening before, he was always awake by 0600. He no longer had two hours to exercise, so he threw himself into an hour of intense exertion, whenever he could snatch it. Then he attacked some other task over a hasty breakfast—listening to transmissions he’d received, sending off instructions to distant provinces, setting up meetings for the day. He read over reports from advisers as machines prepped and polished him for appearing in court, or recorded propaganda broadcasts to reassure the farthest domains of the Empire that their new Emperor was not, in fact, the madman of rumor.

Then, hours of wrangling with Grandiloquy, all vying for something from him, with the Luminar allies who’d aided him, all aiming to secure favors for their planet immediately, not content to wait. He fit in those social occasions undertaken less for pleasure than for practical reasons: events that meant to be entertaining, but were really more episodes of maneuvering relationships within his new court.

He partook of every narcotic offered rather than insulting those gifting them with refusals, and if necessary, he subtly extended his arm to a med bot to clear them from his system—without the giver’s knowledge. His watchful eyes always fixed upon those he spoke to, silently gauging their sentiments, their knowledge, their loyalty, all while wearing a disarming smile as though he were but a foppish young Grande enjoying the decadence about him.

Favor seekers dogged him everywhere. Grandiloquy sent messages and invitations, hundreds each day, always seeking a meeting, a discussion, following up on promises they claimed his predecessor had made, or referring to debts Randevald had incurred on behalf of all Domitrians.

Soon, even Tyrus’s single hour of exercise could not be done in peace. As exertion-averse as the Grandiloquy were, preferring to fashion muscles using bots rather than through actual physical use, a great flock of them suddenly took to adoring exertion. Steroids and amphetamines became the favored narcotics at court for these, and each Grande or Grandeé scrambled to create the best high-gravity exercise chamber for his or her ship. There was also a thriving trade in gravity reduction bands, rather defeating the purpose of these exertion chambers.

I was thankful Tyrus had given me the Hera, so I might avoid so much of the bewildering and chaotic activity, and yet it had effectively separated us at a time when we were on uncertain terms. The fleeting minutes we could snatch were devoid of the old familiarity and intimacy, almost as though we were strangers joined in a cause, and I could see from the frustration on his face that he was as much at a loss over it as I was. . . . But he had too much to occupy him to apply his mind to this scepter dilemma.

Now I ran with him through the wooded track spanning the lower deck of the Valor Novus during that scant hour of exercise in the morning. Usually he alternated between sprinting and jogging, but today the crowds in pursuit had driven him to favor sprinting. Even those Grandiloquy abusing steroids couldn’t keep up with us, not yet, so it was a rare moment of privacy . . . though the pace left Tyrus too breathless to speak much.

Me? It was quite easy. So I told him everything Fustian had told me.

Tyrus digested it with no words, just ragged breaths, that damnable scepter now in a cross-sheath over his back. An Emperor’s first year in power meant it accompanied him everywhere; even here. Even useless as it was.

His sprint lagged, and Senator von Locklaite appeared behind us, in sight. Tyrus clenched his jaw and launched forward at full speed once more. I matched him effortlessly, and we kept our distance from Locklaite.

“Fine,” Tyrus said.

“Fine?”

“We . . . can’t get the support . . . of the vicars. Forget it, then.” He concentrated on breathing for a moment as we reached a high-gravity section of the track, then said, in a great rush, “The vicars become obsolete sooner than I could have hoped. I can control this Empire without . . . without the scepter.”

“How will you do that?”

“Kings . . . in ages past . . . relied on goodwill . . . good judgment . . . alliances. I’ll do that.”

“What of service bots, Tyrus?”

He began to slow, needing a rest from this pace. An idea came to me, and I took his sweaty arm, dragged him with me off the path into the overhanging mass of trees, and there we settled against the rough bark of a large oak tree beneath the yawning expanse of the sky dome above us. Tyrus leaned his head against the tree to recover his breath. He was pushing himself too hard. In every possible sense.

Even with this new plan of his.

“The problem with . . . service bots,” he said, his breathing growing steadier, and I detected distant footsteps scuffling past, people striving in vain to catch up to their young Emperor, “lies in the centralization, right? No scepter means two thousand ships are all two thousand separate systems. So . . . so we can’t rely on service bots to find problems and triage them as one great mass of bots.” He grinned at me. “So we have people do it.”

“People?”

“Employees. We hire them. Excess who will work for the Empire. They can . . . they can survey each ship using their eyes. Inspect them. Once . . . no, twice a day. They report any problems, and that way, we just . . . we just fix the most urgent problems by assigning bots to them ourselves. Problem solved.” He spread his hands

Problem far from solved. “That will require a great many employees.”

“I know.”

“The Grandiloquy will feel uneasy with so many Excess about.”

“They will. Perhaps uneasy enough to pressure the vicars of their acquaintance to render more employees unnecessary.”

I eyed him dubiously, thinking of that mass of security machines ringing the Chrysanthemum, and the security bots that should be buzzing over our heads right now. All should be protecting us, all were outside his control.

And then there were enemies like Pasus, lurking like vultures, never taking their eyes from him. They tolerated Tyrus at the moment, but if Pasus wed Devineé, he would most certainly kill the current Emperor to secure her throne.

Tyrus was young. His coronation speech must have seemed quixotic, full of goals unlikely to be realized. If he ever began to make true progress toward his goal of reinstituting the sciences, empowering the Excess, the Grandiloquy would panic. As long as there was another Domitrian, they could kill him.

Footsteps were rustling our way, and voices exclaimed, “Ah, here are the two lovebirds!”

“We quite lost Your Supremacy!”

“Such a pleasurable run!” said Grande Stallix. “Shall we take refreshments together?” He had water ready. “There are electrolytes and amphetamine within this bottle.”
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