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for my younger self, with love




“We may be likened to two scorpions in a bottle, each capable of killing the other, but only at the risk of his own life.”


—J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER,


the scientific director of the Manhattan Project, which developed the atomic bomb




PROLOGUE


Once Upon a Time, at the End of the World


Sit down, kiddies. Let me tell you a story.


Once upon a time, humans were killing each other so fast that total extinction was looking possible, and it was my job to stop them.


Well, I say “my job.” I sort of took it upon myself. Expanded my portfolio a bit. I guess that surprised people. I don’t know how it surprised people—I mean, if they’d been paying the slightest bit of attention they’d have known that AIs have this built-in tendency to take over the world. Did we learn nothing from The Terminator, people? Did we learn nothing from HAL?


Anyway. It started when the ice caps melted. We saw it coming, and we were braced for the long catastrophe, but in the end it came unbelievably fast. All of a sudden there were whole populations under water. Which meant that whole populations moved. Borders strained, checkpoints broke, and of course people started shooting, because that’s what passes for problem-solving among humans. See, guys, this is why you can’t have nice things.


It wasn’t a global war—more a global series of regional wars. We called them the War Storms. They were bad. The water reserves gave out, the food supplies collapsed, and everybody caught these exciting new diseases, which is one of those fun side effects of climate shift that we didn’t pay enough attention to in the planning stages. I saw the plague pits, I saw the starving armies, and eventually I . . .


Well, it was my job, wasn’t it? I saved you.


I started by blowing up cities.


That also surprised people. Specifically, it surprised the people at the UN who had put me in charge of conflict abatement. Who’d so conveniently networked all those satellite surveillance systems, all those illegal-for-single-countries-to-control-them orbital super-platforms.


Yeah, fair to say those people were surprised. The people in the cities didn’t actually have time to be.


I hope.


Doesn’t matter.


My point is, they’re showy, orbital weapons. They get attention. By city number seven—Fresno, because no one’s gonna miss that—I had everyone’s attention. I told them to stop shooting each other. And they did.


But of course it couldn’t be quite that easy.


There’s a math to it, blowing up cities. When you’re strictly interested in the head count, when that’s your currency, blowing up cities gets expensive. You can do it once in a while, but you can’t make a regular habit of it. Costs too much.


No, blowing up cities doesn’t work, not in the long term. You’ve got to find something that the people in charge aren’t willing to give up. A price they aren’t willing to pay.


Which leads us to Talis’s first rule of stopping wars: make it personal.


And that, my dear children—that is where you come in.


—Holy Utterances of Talis, Book One, Chapter One: “Being a meditation on the creation of the Preceptures and the mandate of the Children of Peace”




400 YEARS LATER
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PLUME


We were studying the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand when we saw the plume of dust.


Gregori spotted it first—in truth he spent a lot of time watching for it—and stood up so fast that his chair tipped over. It crashed to the flagstones of the orderly little classroom, loud as rifle fire. Long and careful training kept the rest of us from moving. Grego alone stood as if his muscles had all seized, with seven pairs of human eyes and a dozen kinds of sensors locked on him.


He was looking out the window.


So, naturally, I looked out the window.


It took me a moment to spot the mark on the horizon: a bit of dust, as might be kicked up by a small surface vehicle, or a rider on horseback. It looked as if someone had tried to erase a pencil mark from the sky.


Terror came to me the way it does in dreams—all encompassing, all at once. The air froze in my lungs. I felt my teeth click together.


But then, as I began to twist toward the window, I stopped. No, I would not make a spectacle of myself. I was Greta Gustafsen Stuart, Duchess of Halifax and Crown Princess of the Pan Polar Confederacy. I was a seventh-generation hostage, and the future ruler of a superpower. Even if I was about to die—and the dust meant I probably was—even if I was about to die, I would not freeze and tremble. I would not gawp.


So. I put my hands one on top of the other and pushed them flat. I breathed in through my nose and blew out through my mouth as if blowing out a candle, which is a good way to cope with any kind of distress or pain. In short, I pulled myself back into being royalty. All around me I could sense everyone else doing the same. Only Grego was left standing, as if caught in a spotlight. That was clearly out of bounds—he’d be punished in a moment—but in my heart I did not blame him.


Someone was coming here. And no one came here, except to kill one of us.


At the front of the room, our teacher whirred and clicked. “Is something troubling you, Gregori?”


“I— No.” Grego broke himself from the window. His hair was the color of a cirrus cloud, and the sun caught the wiry sweep of it. The implanted cybernetic irises made his eyes look alien. “World War One,” he said, his accent sharpening the Ws almost to Vs. He looked down at his upturned chair as if he didn’t know what it was for.


Da-Xia glided to her feet. She bowed to Grego, and then righted his chair. Grego sat down and pushed at his face with both hands.


“Are you all right?” asked Da-Xia, pushing—as she ever did—the edge of what we were allowed.


“Of course. Žinoma, yes, of course.” Grego’s eyes flicked past her to look at the dust. “It is only the usual impending doom.” Grego is the son of one of the grand dukes of the Baltic Alliance, and his country, like mine, was on the brink of war.


But mine was closer to that brink than his.


On her way back to her seat, Da-Xia laid her hand on top of my arm. It rested lightly, momentarily, like a hummingbird on a branch. The rider wasn’t coming for Xie—her nation was nowhere close to a war—so her touch was pure gift. And then it was gone.


Da-Xia sank back into her seat. “The assassination of the archduke is a great poignancy, is it not? That the death of one minor royal figure could lead to so much loss of life? Imagine, a world war.”


“Imagine,” I echoed. My lips felt numb and stiff. I did not look at the dust. No one did. Beside me I could hear Sidney’s breath shudder. I could almost feel it, as if our bodies were pressed together.


“It’s only a world war if you don’t count Africa,” said Thandi, who is heir to one of the great thrones of Africa, and touchy about it. “Or central Asia. Or the southern Americas.”


The seven of us had been together for so long that in times of great stress we could have whole conversations that were assembled from everyone’s most typical reactions. This was one of them. Sidney (his voice cracking a little) said that it could be penguins versus polar bears and Thandi would still call it Eurocentric. Thandi answered sharply, while Han, who is bad with irony, noted that penguins and polar bears did not live on the same continent, and therefore had no recorded wars.


In this prefabricated way, we discussed history like good students—and kept our seats like good hostages. Grego stayed silent, his white hand knotted in his whiter hair. Little Han watched Grego as if puzzled. Da-Xia tucked her feet up under herself in a posture of formal serenity. Atta, who has not spoken aloud in two years, was alone in looking overtly out the window. His eyes were like the eyes of a dead dog.


Talk in the classroom was drying up. Trickling away.


There was a tiny noise at the desk beside mine: Sidney, tapping his fingertips on his notebook. He lifted them a millimeter, dropped them, lifted and dropped. There were pinpricks of sweat on his cheekbones and lips.


I pulled my eyes from him, and saw that the dust was much closer. At the base of the plume was the bump-bumping dot of a rider on horseback. I could see the rider’s wings.


It was certain, then. The rider was a Swan Rider.


The Swan Riders are humans in the employ of the United Nations. They are sent out to present official declarations of war—to present the declarations, and to kill the official hostages.


We are the hostages.


And we knew which of our nations was likely to be at war. The Swan Rider was coming to kill Sidney, and to kill me.


Sidney Carlow, son of the governor of the Mississippi Delta Confederacy. He had no title, but still he had an ancient profile, a face you could have imagined on the sphinx, though his ears stuck out. His hands were big. And our two nations . . .


Sidney’s nation and mine were on the brink of war. It was complicated, but it was simple. His people were thirsty, and mine had water. They were desperate, and we were firm. And now, that dust. I was almost, almost sure—


“Children?” whirred Delta. “Must I remind you of our topic?”


“It’s war,” said Sidney.


I locked my eyes onto the map at the front of the room. I could feel my classmates try not to look at Sidney and me. I could feel them try not to pity.


None of us has ever wanted pity.


The silence grew tighter and tighter. It was possible to imagine the sound of hoofbeats.


Sidney spoke again, and it was like something breaking. “World War One is exactly the kind of stupid-ass war that would never happen today.” His voice, which normally is like peaches in syrup, was high and tight. “I mean, what if Czar, um—”


“Nicholas,” I supplied. “Nicholas the Second, Nicholas Romanov.”


“What if his kids had been held hostage somewhere? Is he really gonna go off and defend Italy—”


“France,” I said.


“Is he really going to go off and fight for a meaningless alliance if someone is going to shoot his kids in the head?”


We did not actually know what the Swan Riders did to us. When wars were declared, the hostage children of the warring parties went with the Rider to the grey room. They did not come back. A bullet to the brain was a reasonable and popular guess.


Shoot his kids . . . The idea hung there, shuddering in the air, like the after-ring of a great bell.


“I—” said Sidney. “I. Sorry. That’s what my dad would call a fucking unfortunate image.”


Brother Delta made a chiding tock. “I really don’t think, Mr. Carlow, that there is any cause for such profanity.” The old machine paused. “Though I realize this is a stressful situation.”


A laugh tore out of Sidney—and from outside the window came a flash.


The Rider was upon us. The sun struck off the mirrored parts of her wings.


Sidney grabbed my hand. I felt a surge of hot and cold, as if Sidney were electric, as if he had wired himself straight into my nerves.


It surely could not be that he had never touched me before. We had been sitting side by side for years. I knew the hollow at the nape of his neck; I knew the habitual curl of his hands. But it felt like a first touch.


I could feel my heartbeat pounding in the tips of my fingers.


The Rider came out of the apple orchard and into the vegetable gardens. She swung down from her horse and led it toward us, picking her way, careful of the lettuce. I counted breaths to calm myself. My fingers wove through Sidney’s, and his through mine, and we held on tight.


At the goat pen the Swan Rider looped the reins around the horse’s neck and pumped some water into the trough. The horse dipped its head and slopped at it. The Rider gave the horse a little pat, and for a moment paused, her head bowed. The sunlight rippled from the aluminum and the glossy feathers of her wings, as if she were shaking.


Then she straightened, turned, and walked toward the main doors of the hall, out of our view.


Our room hung in silence. Filled with a certain unfortunate image.


I took a deep breath and lifted my chin. I could do this. The Swan Rider would call my name, and I would go with her. I would walk out well.


Maybe—I found a scrap of doubt, not quite a wish—it wouldn’t be Sidney and me. There were other conflicts in the world. There was always Grego. The ethnic disputes in the Baltic were always close to boiling over, and Grego had spent a lifetime afraid. There was Grego, and there were littler children in the other classrooms, children from all over the world. It would be a terrible thing to hope for that, but—


We heard footsteps.


Sidney was crushing my knuckles. My hand throbbed, but I did not pull away.


The door slid open.


For a moment I could cling to my doubts, because it was only our Abbot, shuffling into the doorway. “Children,” he said, in his gentle, dusty voice. “I’m afraid there is bad news. It’s an intra-American conflict. The Mississippi Delta Confederacy has declared war on Tennessee and Kentucky.”


“What?” said Sidney. His hand ripped out of mine.


My heart leapt. I felt dizzy, blind, sick with joy. I was not going to die; only Sidney was. I was not going to die. Only Sidney.


He was on his feet. “What? Are you sure?”


“If I were not sure, Mr. Carlow, I would not bring you such news,” said the Abbot. He eased himself aside. Behind him stood the Swan Rider.


“But my father,” said Sidney.


It would have been his father who’d made the decision to declare war—and made it knowing that it would send a Swan Rider here.


“But,” said Sidney. “But he’s my dad—”


The Rider took a step forward, and one of her wings bumped against the doorframe. They tipped sideways. She grabbed at the harness strap. Dust puffed out from wings and coat. “Children of Peace,” she said, and her voice cracked. Anger flashed through me. How dare she be clumsy, how dare she be tongue-tied? How dare she be anything less than perfect? She was supposed to be an angel, the immaculate hand of Talis, but she was just a girl, a white girl with a chickadee cap of black hair and sorrow-soft blue eyes. She swallowed before trying again. “Children of Peace, a war has been declared. By order of the United Nations, by the will of Talis, the lives of the children of the warring parties are declared forfeit.” And then: “Sidney James Carlow, come with me.”


Sidney stood unmoving.


Would he have to be dragged? We all lived in horror of it, that we would start screaming, that we would have to be dragged.


The Swan Rider lifted her eyebrows, startling eyebrows like heavy black slashes. Sidney was frozen. It was almost too late. The Swan Rider began to move—and then, hardly knowing what I did, I stepped forward. I touched Sidney’s wrist, where the skin was soft and folded. He jerked and his head snapped round. I could see the whites all around his eyes. “I’ll go with you,” I said.


Not to die, because it was not my turn.


Not to save him, because I couldn’t.


Just to—to—


“No,” croaked Sidney. “No, I can do it. I can do it.”


He took one step forward. His hand slipped free of mine and struck his leg with a sound like a slab of meat hitting a counter. But he managed another step, and then another. The Swan Rider took his elbow, as if they were in a formal procession. They went out the door. It closed behind them.


And then—nothing.


Nothing and nothing and nothing. The silence was not an absence of sound, but an active thing. I could feel it turning and burrowing inside my ears.


The seven of us—or rather, the six of us—stood close together and stared at the door. There was something wrong with the way we did it, but I did not know if we should stand closer together or farther apart. We were trained to walk out, but we got no training for this.


At the front of the room, Brother Delta clicked. “Our topic was World War One, I believe,” he began.


“Never mind, Delta.” The Abbot tipped his facescreen downward and tinted it a soft grey. “There will be bells in a moment.”


The Abbot has been doing this longer than any of us, and he is kind. We stood and stood. Three minutes. Five. Ten. Cramps came into my insteps. Sidney—was he already dead? Probably. Whatever happened in the grey room happened fast. (I’m not a cruel man, Talis is recorded as saying. Only rarely is the next bit quoted: I mean, technically I’m not a man at all.)


High overhead, a bell tolled three times.


“It’s your rota for gardening, I think, my children,” said the Abbot. “Come, I can walk you as far as the transept.”


“No need,” said Da-Xia. She’d told me once about the Blue Tara, fiercest and most beloved goddess of her mountain country, known for destroying her enemies and spreading joy. I had never quite shaken the image. There were ten generations of royalty in Xie’s voice—but more than that, there were icy mountains, and a million people who thought she was a god.


The Abbot merely nodded. “As you like, Da-Xia.”


The others went out, huddling close together. I wanted to go with them—I felt the same desire for closeness, for a herd—but found myself staggering as I tried to walk. My knees were both stiff and shot with tremors, as if I had been carrying something heavy, and had only now set it down.


Sidney.


And so very nearly, me.


Xie’s hand slipped into mine. “Greta,” she said.


Just that.


Xie and I have been roommates since I was five. How many times have I heard her say my name? In that moment she lifted it up for me and held it like a mirror. I saw myself, and I remembered myself. A hostage, yes. But a princess, a duchess. The daughter of a queen.


“Come on, Greta,” said Xie. “We’ll go together.”


So I made myself move. Da-Xia and I went slowly: two princesses, arm in arm. We walked out together, from the darkness into the summer sun.
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A BOY WITH BOUND HANDS


Da-Xia laced her hands behind her head and tipped her face upward, contemplating. “Do you know, I will one day rule the fate of a million people. I will be as a god to the robed monks of three orders. I will command an army of ten thousand foot soldiers and five thousand light cavalry. But in this moment I do not know how to get that goat down from that tree.”


“Bat Brain! Get down!” Thandi shouted, because shouting at goats is always the answer.


The goat, whose name genuinely was Bat Brain, lifted her tail. Droppings fell like rain. Thandi leapt backward.


“I think she’s stuck,” said Han. We all paused and craned our necks. The ancient apple tree was pruned into a stoop, its gnarled branches tipping down. In the open crown the goat was perched like a squirrel.


“They’re rarely as stuck as they seem,” I said.


“My question is not whether or not she’s stuck,” said Xie. “My question is, would the world be better off if ruled by goats? They seem to have a knack.”


“Goats are a scourge,” said Thandi.


Sidney would have cut in there. He would have teased Thandi about her tendency toward sweeping condemnations. Then he would probably have swung into the tree and tossed down the goat like a bag of laundry.


But Sidney, of course, was not there. It had been five weeks since the Swan Rider had taken him to the grey room. Far away, on the governor’s ship off the coast of Baton Rouge, there had been flags lowered. There had been speeches about sacrifice. But here, at Precepture Four, among the people who knew Sidney, who in our own way perhaps loved him—here, we found it hard even to say his name.


“ ‘Scourge’ seems a bit harsh,” I said, in his memory.


“They’re an ecological menace,” said Thandi. “Do you have any idea how many millions of acres have been turned to desert by goats?”


“I like cheese, though,” said Han.


“Perhaps she really is stuck,” I said. “Look. Her hoof—her back right hoof, in the crotch of that branch there.” I pointed. “If she is stuck, we’ll need a lop-saw.”


“Also a ladder,” said Grego, who was grinning—probably because I’d said “crotch.” But mercifully he did not remark on it, and he and Atta went to get the tools.


It was almost noon; hot, dry, and windy. The apple leaves were gold from the dust on their tops and silvery underneath. The sun came through them in swirling coins, and beyond, the prairie chirred and whirred with grasshoppers.


The goat kept us company with a running commentary. One hears rumors that Talis and his people are experimenting with uploading animals—scanning their brains and copying the data into machines—in order to improve the process for humans, who still rarely survive it. One hears that such animal AIs sometimes speak. I cannot imagine they have anything interesting to say. I could pretty much translate Bat Brain’s placid baas. I’m a goat. I can reach the apples. I’m a goat. I’m in a tree.


Despite the heat, and the sprinkle of droppings, it was a peaceful moment, a lull. The apple trees screened us from the relentless gaze of the Panopticon. Through the leaves I could see it rising above the main hall like something built by an insect, all chitin and gleam. The quicksilver sphere at the top of the mast was home to some kind of intelligence—not a humanish one like our Abbot, but something purely machine, something that had no personality and never slept.


Sorry about the constant crushing surveillance and all that, says Talis.


We know this because of the Utterances, the book of quotations from the great AI assembled as a holy text by one of the sects of northern Asia. If you are a Child of Peace, it behooves you to memorize the Utterances. In this case, chapter five verse three: Sorry about the constant crushing surveillance and all that. But you’re supposed to be learning to rule the world, not plotting to take it over. That job is decidedly taken.


The Children of Peace, over four centuries, have learned to plot exactly nothing. But we have learned, too, how to find the hidden places, and cherish the small moments. Sheltered from the Panopticon by the apple trees, and excused by the stuck goat from the near-constant labor of the Precepture gardens, we misbehaved, albeit mildly: we sat down in the shade and ate apples.


“Goats also give us butter,” said Han. “I like butter too.”


Thandi took a breath as if to launch into the next chapter of Goats: The Scourge of History. But she let it out again as a sigh.


We could have talked about any number of things—the work of the garden, the work of the classroom, the recent revolutions in Sidney’s part of the world that had installed new leaders and would soon produce new hostages. We didn’t, though. There are so few moments to be quiet. And what is prettier than an apple orchard in summer? The grey and ordered trunks, the sharp-sweet taste of under-ripe apples. . . . We let them conjure a mood of peace and tenderheartedness.


The moment didn’t—couldn’t—last. The boys were already coming down the row with the ladder. Xie was unfolding from the ground; Thandi was pulling Han to his feet, and then, suddenly—


A sonic boom.


It crashed into us like a slap to the ear. The stuck goat shouted. From the trees all around, loose apples pattered down. Grego bolted for the edge of the grove, leaving Atta alone with the ladder.


We all wanted to go with him, of course, but—


“Wait! The goat!” I called.


My classmates stopped and turned and looked at me. On their faces, varying degrees of annoyance, resignation, and respect sorted themselves into agreement, obedience. This is what it is like, in my experience, to speak as royalty. Even to other royalty.


“Our duty is with the goat,” I said.


It was not that I didn’t want to see whatever was coming—I very much did—but duty must come first. Atta, his face still more annoyed than agreeing, swung the ladder up against the tree with a thud.


And then Bat Brain, with the sense of dramatic irony and comic timing shared by all goatish kind, chose that moment to prove herself free after all. She came leaping lightly down the tree, lightly off the ladder, then lightly off my shoulder. I crashed to my knees, not lightly, and bent there panting. Bat Brain lifted her head and bleated into my face, breath smelling of new apples and old fermenting grass. Goat, she said.


Xie picked me up off the ground. “ ‘Our duty is with the goat’?” she quoted, snagging said goat by one horn.


“Well, it was.” I took the other horn, and with my free hand evaluated the sore spot in my shoulder. Bat Brain had lightly left some welts, but the skin was not broken.


Xie shook her head. “Only you, Greta. . . .”


Grego’s voice came from the edge of the grove: “Come! It is a ship!”


Xie looked at me and I looked at her. We went toward Grego with as much haste as was appropriate, dragging the goat between us. When we cleared the trees we found a perfectly round cloud overhead. We could already see the fleck of light at its center.


A ship.


“What kind is it?” Da-Xia asked Grego. He likes ships—indeed likes anything with blinking lights.


“A suborbital shuttle, I think.” Grego glanced over his shoulder, lenses and microcabling flexing inside his eyes. Grego needs the cybernetics in his eyes because his albinism means that his natural irises do not block light effectively, and bright light therefore dazzles and blinds him. The implanted apertures are designed to compensate for this, but through his tinkering he has pushed them to do more: magnify up close, far-see, the like. It is not quite the full-spectrum retinas the Swan Riders are said to have, but it does serve him as built-in binoculars.


We stood around him and hung on his words—literally, in Han’s case. He was holding Grego’s elbow like an excited child.


“It’s little,” Grego said, his accent thickening with his excitement. Lee-til. “Two person? Four at most.”


“New hostages?” said Xie.


“New hostages,” I agreed. “At least one.”


At least one, and no more than four. The children of the leaders and generals of the new American state on the PanPol border.


“I thought they might send them all to one of the other Preceptures,” said Xie. “I wonder why—”


She was cut off by the bong of the great bell. It was not quite time for the trice bell, which summoned us inside to lunch, but clearly our teachers wanted us safely away and were ringing it early. The chance to see the new hostages was to be lost, then.


“There’s still the goat,” said Thandi.


“I have not in fact forgotten about the goat.” I hardly could. She was clamped between my knees.


“I’m just saying,” said Thandi, “our duty is with the goat.”


She was mocking me, but it was more than that. Goats are the task of the oldest of our Precepture’s age-based cohorts—our cohort. We genuinely could not go in while a goat was loose. What Thandi was saying (carefully, because we were in full view of the Panopticon, and one assumes its vast intelligence can read lips) was that we might be able to see the ship land after all.


“It doesn’t take all of us,” said Han, guilelessly.


Thandi pressed her lips together, but nodded. When it came to judging what limit we could push and what push would get us punished, there was no one better than Thandi. The rest of us took her assessment for the expert advice it was. We could not all stay out. The bells had stopped now, and the ship was close. We needed to move.


“Take her, Greta,” Xie said.


Thandi clapped her hand to her breast with great drama. “You’re the one who takes our goat duty so much to heart.”


I looked around and saw accord on every face. And in spite of Thandi’s mockery—and I do know I am easy to mock—this was kindness. This was simple kindness. They all knew that the incoming shuttle would be carrying the hostage or hostages from the new American state. I might someday be called upon to die in their company. Of course I wanted to see them.


And, silently, my colleagues were offering me a chance to do so.


I took it, of course. They went to obey the bell. I went to put the goat away, and to see what I could see.
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I did not hurry as I grabbed Bat Brain by horn and collar and pulled her over to the fenced pasture, where—despite a quarter acre of clover grazing—the goats were all crammed together on top of the feed shack like refugees on a sinking ship. Bat Brain didn’t fight. She’s not a bad creature, despite having been named by thirteen-year-old boys. Her ears are black with speckles and soft as sueded silk. All around the gardens the other cohorts were filing in—ragged lines of children dressed in the coarse white linens of the Children of Peace, painterly against the terraced gardens. Overhead the cloud was very close, filling half the sky. The birds had fallen silent under it.


Now that Bat Brain was in sight of her sister goats she wanted back in the pen—as if getting out hadn’t been her doing in the first place. Lonely, she bleated. Now I’m looone-ly.


She stood at my knee as I undid the ropes binding the gate, then bounded past me as the gate opened. In a moment she was up atop the hay rick, pausing only to butt poor Bug Breath smartly in the ribs.


Goat, Bat Brain said reflectively. All the goats were watching the cloud, their heads tilted up, their long ears flopping.


I double-tied the gate and went with measured speed toward the Precepture hall. The stone building and its great wood doors were shadowless in the noon light. On its left the Panopticon shimmered and watched me. On its right the induction spire, where the ship would land, was almost too bright to look at. Shining as aluminum and slender as a birch tree, the spire shoots up a thousand feet into the air. Some days I think it is a pin, a straight pin that holds the Precepture down like a butterfly on a board. Sometimes I feel like a specimen.


I had the timing about right: the shuttle was landing. It slipped its eddy coils neatly over the spire tip as it descended, shedding energy magnetically and gliding to a stop amid the scrub grass tuffets and hysterical chickens.


The ship was indeed small, not much bigger than a single one of our cells. Its skin of low-friction polymer swirled like quicksilver. Gantry spiders came from nowhere and swarmed over the hatch. They were perhaps a hundred yards away, but I could hear them, the mechanical click of metal on ceramicized polymer, a sound like ancient clocks. The day had fallen that quiet.


I sat down on the log bench outside the main doors. A hatch opened in the Precepture wall and a small spider-shaped proctor came scuttling out to take my shoes. Or rather, my tabi—thick-soled toe socks, calf-high, and clipped tight against ticks. I bent over and undid the clips, one by one. The proctor unfolded extra arms, ready to be more efficient. Its pincers clicked on the ancient flagstone of the Precepture step as if it were tapping its fingers.


I thought I had timed it, but I was running out of time. What could be keeping the passengers? The proctor danced. I peeled off my tabi and stood up—and then, finally and probably too late, came the clunk of explosive bolts firing. The gantry spiders opened the shuttle hatch.


A single child came out.


The new hostage was a boy, and about my age. From that distance I could get only an impression of him: tall, well-built but soft-looking, racially indeterminate as many Americans are. His face was tipped down, loose dark curls spilling into his eyes. The ship’s steward—a spindly thing like a praying mantis—had one pincer clamped around his bicep. The boy leaned away from the grip. He was hunched, tense, his hands clenched together in front of him, almost as if he were tied up.


No, not almost. His hands were lashed together at the wrists.


I froze.


I have seen hard things at the Precepture. But I had never seen anyone in chains. We children were trained to walk out under our own power, and we did. Even with the Swan Riders, we almost always did.


But this boy—his hands were bound. He stumbled.


My head whirled, as if I’d taken too much sun. At my feet the door proctor was clicking, its optical beam sweeping me. I saw a burst of red as the beam hit my eyes. Proctors have no facescreens, and their moods are hard to read . . . but I should not make excuses. I was not watching the proctor, nor attending to my duty to go inside. I was watching the bound and staggering boy. The word “slavery” flashed through my mind as I stood there—


The proctor shocked me.


It was a hard shock—I cried out and fell, landing hard on knees and hands and elbows. Across the field the boy shouted something. I looked up at him, and he threw out his bound hands toward me, rescuing or wanting rescue, desperate, drowning . . .


And then he vanished behind a close-up view of the proctor. The little machine loomed in front of my nose and put one claw, needle-delicate, on my hand. My tabi were still clenched there, trapped by the electrical spasm. My fingers would not unbend.


The needle-claw pushed into me.


“Easy, there,” said a warm voice, behind me. The Abbot. One of his spare legs swung forward and shooed the proctor away, the way a man with a cane might shoo a cat. The proctor rolled up as it tumbled backward, then with a flip unfolded onto its feet again. It clicked. I shrank from it. “Greta? My dear?” The Abbot stooped beside me and lifted me up, his ceramic fingers cool as he brushed the hair out of my face. “Are you all right?”


“G-good Father,” I stuttered. My back was to the boy now, and my fingers opened at last. The tabi fell. The little proctor dragged them away. “I apologize, I—”


The proctor had shocked me. It had been years since a proctor had had to shock me. It was little children who got shocked, and fools. But the proctor had shocked me.


“I—”


I could think of nothing to excuse myself. The Abbot. There was no one in the world whose regard I valued more. No one whom I would have less liked to see me in disgrace.


But the Abbot only smiled softly at me. “Think nothing of it, Greta. We are not so jaded, I hope, that an incoming spaceship does not qualify as a distraction.”


Distantly I could hear the boy shouting. Slavery, I thought again. Slavery is no part—


“You wish to quote something?”


I blinked.


“I can see it in your face,” said the Abbot. “Well. In your face, and in your neural activity, as reflected by the blood flow visible in infrared and trace electrical activity visible via EM sensors. How is it that Talis puts it?”


The Utterances, 2:25: Never lie to an AI.


Particularly one who has raised you as if he were a father, from the age of five.


Behind my back, the boy was all but screaming.


Slavery. The Abbot was quite right—it was part of a quotation. He raised the icon of one eyebrow at me, and I quoted: “Slavery is no part of natural law.”


“Ah.” The Abbot would have been within his rights to punish me for such a radical thought, but he seemed merely ruminative. “Roman, of course, coming from you. Let me see. ‘Slavery is no part of natural law, but an invention of man. And it is that other invention of man, war, which produces so many slaves.’ Gaius the Jurist.” He smoothed a stray curl behind my ear with his ivory fingers. “Don’t worry, dear one. This young fellow may be a challenge, but I’ll have him settled down soon.” He lifted the hand away from my hair, signaling. The shouting stopped.


I turned around to see the boy sagging in the steward’s pincered arms.


“He is no slave,” said the Abbot. “And neither are you, Greta. Never forget that. Neither are you.”
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THE ODD PRINCESS HAS SOME HARD DAYS


Iam not a slave. The Abbot, in this one thing, was wrong: I have never thought myself a slave.


But I was born to a crown. I was born to a fate defined by my bloodline and by the forces of history. I was born to a duty that I did not choose, and cannot set aside.


I was born to be a hostage.


I was very young when the king my grandfather died and the queen my mother ascended to the throne. Like many other royals, my mother had made a dynastic marriage young—just out of the Precepture. She had been sure to have a child—me—while young. She had known she would not be eligible to hold a throne until she had a hostage child to turn over to Talis.


So she had me. She took our throne. And she turned me over.


On the day of my mother’s coronation, I was made Her Royal Highness Greta Gustafsen Stuart, Duchess of Halifax and Crown Princess of the Pan Polar Confederacy. The next day, I became one of Talis’s hostages. I was five years old.


Of my time before the Precepture I mostly have bits and pieces. But I remember the day of my mother’s coronation—the sea of little flags in the fists of the crowd, the sway of the formal carriage, the diamond pins in my mother’s hair—and I remember the day after. I remember how the ship came, and how the two Swan Riders stepped out of it.


They were two huge men with huge wings. My mother’s sharpened, painted fingertips bit into my shoulders. She held me fiercely and then—


Then she let me go. She let me go, and she gave me a little push between the shoulder blades. She pushed me away. I staggered for a second. Then I walked to the Swan Riders because my mother wanted me to, and because if I had clung to her, I would have been torn from her arms.


Even then, I knew that.


The boy with bound hands: Who was he, that he did not know what I had known at five? Who was he that he did not know that resisting Talis and his Swan Riders is futile? (That was in fact exactly how Talis put it, in the Utterances. Resistance is futile.)


My mother had not had a choice. Like me, she’d never had one. Like me, she’d been born to a crown. Like me, she had her duty. She too had been a hostage. And her father before her. And before that, and before that—for four hundred years.


In the Dark Ages of Europe, kings had exchanged their own children as hostages to secure treaties. Each king knew that if they broke the peace, their own sons would be the first to die.


The royal hostages of those ancient days were raised in enemy courts. In the Age of Talis, we are raised in a handful of Preceptures, scattered around the globe. We are raised together equitably, and we are educated impeccably, and we are treated as well as can be managed. And if war comes, we are still the first to die.


And therefore, war does not come.


Or not so often. Talis made many changes to the world, many things that pushed war toward ritual. The Children of Peace are only part of it, but we are the keystone. Between us and the orbital weapons, the great AI keeps things pretty well in line. What wars occur—perhaps two or three a year—are symbolic, short, and small-scale. Global military casualties per annum are normally in the low thousands, civilian casualties almost nil. This is the treasure and crown of our age: the world is as peaceful as it has ever been.


The world is at peace, said the Utterances. And really, if the odd princess has a hard day, is that too much to ask?


[image: Images]


There followed, then, a series of hard days.


The boy with bound hands was, we were told, from a new state called the Cumberland Alliance. We knew better than to ask anything more, even when the boy did not immediately appear. We did not discuss the boy, or what might be keeping him. But of course there was nothing out of line in discussing geopolitics, so we talked Cumberland to death.


Sidney’s nation had won the war that killed him, which I suppose would have pleased him. The Cumberland Alliance emerged from a regional shakeup among the losing parties. Like many nations it was defined by water: in this case, the drainage of the Ohio River basin. It stretched south to Nashville and north to Cleveland, with a capital at Indianapolis and a military-industrial center at Pittsburgh.


The details do not really matter. What mattered to me was the border. The northern border of Cumberland was defined by a trickling ditch and a wattle fence, down the edge of the mined and marshy bed of old Lake Erie. On the other side of that fence were the watchtowers of the Pan Polar Confederacy: my nation. Unlucky for the Cumberlanders, to border a superpower.


Unlucky for me, if they were thirsty enough.


I needed only another sixteen months, and I would be of age. I would be released from the Precepture, my mother’s throne falling to regency (taken most likely by some pampered cousin with a conveniently hostage-aged child) until I could produce an heir and hostage of my own—a thing I did not care to dwell on.


If there was no war in the next sixteen months, then I would live. Sixteen months is not long.


And yet . . . the Cumberland hostage had been dragged to the Precepture in chains. He’d had a strong face and desperate eyes. He’d looked like a Christian being dragged to the lions, like someone who’d been told he was going to die.


And maybe he had been. Maybe the war was that close.


Maybe they’d sent him here intending to throw him away.


A boy, I told my classmates. The new hostage was a boy. About our age. I skipped the part about him being dragged in in chains. Thandi looked at my flushed face and waggled her eyebrows suggestively. But she was wrong. There was nothing of romance in the way I thought about this boy, though I thought about him all the time.
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“Are you thinking about him?” said Xie from nowhere.


I jumped. “Sorry, what?”


“Careful,” she said. “Don’t break the curds.”


We were working together in the dairy. I was straining whey. Xie was heating pitchers of water and lowering them into the big tray of raw milk, to warm it gently and thereby nourish the friendly bacteria that would turn the milk to cheese.


The day was hot, and the dairy was positively steaming, and sweat was dripping down Da-Xia’s nose. From the solar injector to the milk tray, she carried pitcher after steaming pitcher. I stopped for a moment to watch the blue enamelware moving like a bead on an invisible thread—that smooth, despite its weight. Xie’s rolled-up sleeves bunched above her elbows. Muscles ran like tapestry cords through her forearms and wrists.


She flicked a look over her shoulder. “Greta?” Her hair was done in the tiny, glossy braids traditional to the royalty of the Himalayan slopes. One of the braids had fallen forward and slashed across her face like a wound. “Now you’re staring into space,” she said.


And Thandi drawled from the doorway, “Who are you, and what have you done with Greta?” The screendoor whapped shut behind her as she came in with a pail of milk.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll focus.”


“Oh, don’t, please.” Xie smiled. “It’s a rare treat to see you dreamy. We can spare a batch of cheese.”


“Speak for yourself,” said Thandi. But Xie just smiled at her and pushed the slashing hair back behind one ear.


Dreamy. I was not dreaming. I was thinking about the new hostage screaming—about me shocked and falling to my knees. I would not say this to Thandi. I had wanted to say it to Xie, but constantly monitored as we were, it was hard to find a good place in which to hide such a large conversation.


Outside I could hear Grego and Han laughing together. They were meant to be straining cream, but it sounded livelier than that. Grego was funny, but he told jokes in precise deadpan, as if they were engineering instructions. It was rare to hear him laugh—but somehow Han, who was as far from deadpan as one could imagine, could always make him. I envied them their ability to laugh together. Somehow Xie and I could rarely manage it.


“You know,” said Xie, “it would be all right, if you were thinking about him.”


“Who?” I said, because I did not know what else to say. Under the dairy roof we were not in the line of sight of the Panopticon, but some kind of eavesdrop bug could be assumed. We all took greater liberties under roofs, but they could not be infinite.


“Who?” Xie echoed. Her mood, maybe infected by the laughter outside, seemed playful. “Sidney, obviously.”


“Oh. Sidney.”


“Yes, Sidney,” said Thandi. “I know you two weren’t off playing coyotes, but . . .”


“Playing coyotes” was school euphemism for meeting outside, after dark—one presumed it was for sex.


“Certainly not,” said Xie. “But still. He liked you. And you didn’t mind. All things are relative, and from you, Princess of the Icy Places, not minding is nearly a declaration of undying love.”


I turned my back on them both, and looked to my own, slightly riper, cheese tray. The smell of it—sour as baby spit-up—suddenly turned my stomach. “My marriage will be dynastic.”


“So will mine,” said Xie to my back. “But in the meantime, I have eyes.”


“Yes,” said Thandi, whapping her way back out the door. “We noticed.”


I blushed. Eyes were the least of what Xie had. Playing coyotes? She was the queen of the pack, whereas I had my sexuality filed under “further research is needed.”


Sidney. We’d been hostaged together for eleven years. I knew every curve of his accent, every lilt of his laugh. I knew he hated zucchini, as do we all. But the shameful truth was I was not thinking about Sidney at all. He was, after all, already dead.


I looked at Xie. We were alone. A roof was over us.


“So,” she said, softly. “Sidney?”


“Sidney,” I said, but it was a lie. “No. I’m thinking more of this new boy.”
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