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PART ONE 


1. GALTITO 


I stood with my hands clasped behind my back. From the shadow of
an arch, I watched the mourners talk quietly amongst themselves.
The pews were full but for the first rank. It waited for the
dignitaries.



 The advisors entered through the front doors from the square,
each lord in his or her black dress uniform. The sages strolled
in from elsewhere in the Temple, each sage in the same heavy
cream robe.



 The salt and pepper of the kingdom sat in the pews reserved for
them, advisors on the left of the aisle and sages on the right.



 What was left of my father lay in the flag-draped, black metal
casket on the trestle before the altar. I gazed at the box and
knew that I was supposed to feel grief, but I did not. I felt
anger. My father had undermined our dynasty when he had died.



 My brother was unfit to rule. Most of these people would support
him right up until it was clear that they had made a mistake.
Then they would abandon him to save themselves. Some of the
advisors must have an opinion similar to mine that they
didn’t dare voice. Would they support me if I removed my
brother from the throne? Perhaps. Would I have to kill my
brother? Most likely. Certainly all of his supporters. No. I
would have to kill my brother for sure. Mercy would be foolish.
Time to make two lists and divide up the nobility between them.



 The Chief Sage walked up to the casket and bowed low to it. The
congregation quieted.



 I turned and walked down the side aisle. Funerals are boring and
pointless.



 “Welcome, advisors, sages, family, and friends of His
Majesty our late King Galto,” the sage said behind me in
the warm, practiced tone of someone used to speaking in public
and used to comforting the bereaved.



 I exited the Temple.


——


The sun hovered high in a blue sky. The square was empty but for
armed sentries. I strolled to the palace. The king’s
standard flew at half mast above the gate. The sentries there
saluted me as I passed inside.


——


I locked myself in my quarters and viewed the funeral service via
the security feed. I muted the sound and zoomed in on the
occupants of the front pew. They all had the same short
hairstyle. My father had insisted upon a pure military appearance
for his advisors. He allowed none of the laxity in hairstyles and
uniforms that previous regimes had allowed.



 Lerno sat at the aisle. He stared into space and listened to the
Chief Sage or tuned him out, probably a bit of both. Lerno was
the brightest of the bunch. He was loyal, but he knew who my
brother really was. We had exchanged glances over the years at my
brother’s less impressive outbursts. Lerno believed that he
could guide my brother into a more mature leader. That put him on
the, “maybe not,” list.



 Next to Lerno sat Kelka. She stared into her lap and was probably
bored. I zoomed in on her head. She looked up as I did so. Her
eyes were red. Kelka had had a soft spot for my father, and he
had had a soft spot for her. She was the daughter he never had.
What did she think of my brother? Would she join with me? I put
her on the, “maybe,” list.



 Beside Kelka sat Runo with his arms crossed. My governess trained
that habit out of me when I was an adolescent. She claimed that
it communicated impatience, disdain, or boredom, sentiments that
a prince should not display in public because it let people into
his mind. I never trusted Runo. He was a loose cannon. I put him
on the, “maybe not,” list.



 Next came Delto and Brina. They would bend whichever way the wind
blew them. He was highly competent but unambitious. She was a
survivor. I needed them on my side. I put them both on the,
“maybe,” list.



 I panned to the sages, bureaucrats all. At the aisle sat Wintio
wearing an imperious expression. Beside him, his son Wintito
smiled absently. Wintita sat beside her brother and gazed upward.
Definitely, “maybe.”



 didn’t know much about the rest. Not expecting to be king,
I hadn’t paid close attention to them.



 I zoomed out and pressed the, “identify,” button.
Every face was centered in a rectangle of fine yellow lines.
Names appeared beside each head. Where was cousin Kelda?



 I found her. I zoomed in on her face. She looked as bored and
tired as I felt.



 I put the tablet on my desk and lay on my bed. I had not slept
for twenty-four hours because of the overnight vigil my brother
and I had kept on the floor of the Temple. The vigil was a custom
that had no purpose that I could divine. It was a kind of false
filial loyalty. What does it mean to be loyal to the dead?
Clearly, I was supposed to pretend that I was a decent person
with normal feelings. My father did not care a whit about me, and
if the public knew my childhood, the public would forgive my
coldness. The sages had taken several candle-lit photos of my
brother and me and released them to the press. In the pictures,
my fatigue and discomfort appeared to be grief.



 From strangers, I had received many messages of condolence that
mentioned the propaganda photos. Each message received an
automated response composed by the Chief Sage that said that in
this time of sorrow, I could not respond personally.



 The custom that I did like was that those that performed the
vigil were not expected to attend the funeral service. We were
expected to join the burial party with our mother. This part of
the protocol was designed to allow us to keep our formal distance
from the court. Part of leadership is knowing the strengths and
weaknesses of your subordinates without letting your
relationships with them become casual. Part of royal leadership
was maintaining distance and mystery.



 Royal funerals did not include personal reminiscences. The Chief
Sage would present a rosy summation of my father’s life and
works. The dignitaries would applaud. The only personal moment
would come at the interment, delivered by my brother.



 My mother did not attend the service. She had withdrawn into her
apartments, only coming outside for her daily carriage ride
around the palace grounds in her black frock, hat, and veil. She
drove to the gazebo by the lake, took a little stroll along the
shore, and then she returned. She had her carriage shoot a little
video of her and post it on the palace’s news node each
day. She was not grieving so much as avoiding the courtiers and
planning her future. They did not know that. Neither did my
brother. I knew, and she knew that I knew.



 I grabbed the tablet and checked her whereabouts. It was blocked.
That meant that she was in her apartments. Yes. There was a
timestamp marking her entrance. Once she left those rooms, the
cameras would catch her, and the system would identify and track
her. If she left the grounds, it would record the time of that
event and the time of her return.



 I kept an eye on Mum. You never knew what she was up to unless
you tracked her movements. If she got out of hand when I usurped
the throne, I would forcibly send her into exile. She played the
part of the grieving widow well. I was sure that I could convince
the kingdom that she had fled of her own accord to get away from
a place of sorrow for her. People are saps. As long as my
usurpation appeared to be accidental, all would be well.



 So, how do I end my brother’s life? I’m certainly not
going to get my hands dirty doing it myself.



 My tablet played a somber melody. That would be a sage calling me
to join the burial procession.


——


We rode out to the royal tombs in our mother’s carriage,
one brother on each side of her. She wore her standard black
outfit, and we wore our night-blue uniforms. The carriage
projected our trajectory onto a road map on the bottom of the
bulbous smoked canopy and above the map, a view of the entrance
to the Precinct of the Dead. The gate was open, but sentries
barred the way. Our estimated time of arrival ticked down over
the image.



 We rode in silence. After greeting us formally with,
“Galtio. Galtito,” our mother had said nothing more.



 On the display, the sentries parted to admit the funeral
procession. The black hearse floated into the Precinct of the
Dead followed by the mourners in two long grey buses that
belonged to the palace guard. Our ETA was timed so that everyone
would be arranged where they were supposed to be before we
alighted from our carriage.



 After our vigil, my brother had worked on the speech with our
mother, an advisor or two, and a sage for good measure. I know
this because I had watched them enter his quarters. I was curious
to hear the speech.



 And I was eager to move from my quarters to his once he took up
residence in the king’s apartments. Protocol said that we
had to inter father with his fathers before the move could
happen.



 As we drove up to the gate, I resolved to be buried somewhere
else. I would start a new dynasty. I would re-invent this
kingdom.



 The sentries saluted and moved aside.



 The tomb doors were open wide. I could see them in the distance.
I had never seen them open before. The tomb was large enough that
we could drive inside it if we wanted. Two rows of mourners
flanked the lane. The grey buses sat parked among the monuments
and mausoleums of lesser nobles. The hearse waited in the middle
of the lane before the open doors. The canopy of the hearse had
been lowered. The black casket gleamed in the morning sun.



 Our carriage stopped. The stairs extended. Our canopy rose. My
brother and I exited. I walked to the opposite side. Galtio
helped mother down the steps.



 I stood with my hands clasped behind my back, which is my
princely stance for those situations when I have nothing to do
but look important.



 With mother in the lead, we walked together to the spot where the
Chief Sage stood. He smiled broadly and beckoned to us. The crowd
applauded politely, softly.



 The sage bowed to my mother. He continued to smile his insincere
smile. Mother and I stood beside the sage. Galtio stepped forward
and held out his hands.



 “Nobles, Sages, and family. We are gathered here to say
farewell to my father, the late King Galto, an honorable man who
led this kingdom through a period of peace and prosperity, a
period I intend to extend by the continuance of his
policies.”



 A bit of pleased mumbling spread through the mourners. Lerno said
stiffly, “Hear, hear.”



 We’ll see, Lerno.



 “But changing times call for changes to our
approach.”



 Ah, yes. Here it comes: the royal contradiction. My mother
coughed into her hand. Never a good sign.



 “Today we inter not only my father, the late king, but an
old way of ruling.”



 My brother stepped back.



 What? That’s it?



 My mother stepped forward. The Sage’s face widened. Oh no.
This is a breach of protocol. What was she about to do?



 “I declare Galtio to be the new Galto. I declare that the
Galtito will stay the Galtito. I will assume the role of Galtia
for my son.”



 Jaws dropped around me. The Chief Sage was supposed to make the
Declarations of Advancement, and Mum definitely wasn’t
supposed to usurp the place of Galtio. I kept my expression
neutral as if I had been made aware of these decisions in
advance.



 Mother stepped back. The new King Galto stepped forward.



 “I have decided to send my dear brother Galtito to
Tantomilia as my personal emissary to repair our strained
relationship with our neighbor. He will leave to take up his new
post immediately after our coronation.”



 Polite applause followed.



 My jaw dropped. My dear brother! They were one step ahead of me.



 My brother nodded to the Chief Sage. He motioned to the sentries.
Four of them came forward and positioned themselves beside the
casket. King Galto motioned for me to join him. He walked to the
head of the casket and stood at the right side. I took the left.



 “On my word,” said my brother, “And
lift.”



 We lifted the casket, and the hearse slowly withdrew behind us.
My brother led us into the open doors of the family tomb.



 A spot on a shelf had been cleared of dust for us and marked with
our father’s title, “Galto XIV.”



 The sentry in the middle of the left side removed himself. The
rest of us guided the casket onto its black marble shelf. When we
had slid the casket in place, the sentries left the tomb.



 My brother and I came to attention and saluted the casket. We
turned and walked out. The sentries closed and locked the doors.


——


The coronation ceremony started at noon the next day. I spent the
morning packing for my trip.



 According to protocol, the chief sage crowned the king. Would
Galto — I hated calling him that — change protocol
again? I wondered if Galto intended to have mother crown him, or
if he intended to crown himself.



 I decided to risk a couple of provocative calls. I contacted the
lackey Delto on my tablet.



 “Good morning, Galtito. To what do I owe the
pleasure of this call?”



 “Good morning, Delto. What do you think of my brother? Do
you think he’ll make a good king?”



 “If this is a test, it’s a little obvious.”



 “I think he’ll get us into a war we can’t win
with Tantomilia, and that I will be the first casualty.”



 “Then it will be your duty to die for your king.”



 “And it will be your duty to die with him. Well.
I’ll see you later today, Delto.”



 “Good day, Galtito.”



 I called Brina.



 “Galtito?”



 “Brina, is my brother a warmonger?”



 “If he were, why would he make you his emissary to the
Tantomilians?”



 “To get me out of the way. To prevent me from working
against him here. To keep me in the dark.”



 “Maybe he wants both peace and you out of the way. Maybe
you should avoid being a nuisance. That’s what I would do
if I were you. You only have yourself to blame. If you want
peace, work for peace when you get to Tantomilia.”



 “I will. I assure you.”



 I terminated the call.



 They both would have recorded the call and would forward the
recording to Galto. They knew that I knew that they would do
this. They needed to dissociate themselves from me and my
treasonous talk.



 I would be on the road in a matter of minutes. I had decided to
skip the coronation. A minor advisor had brought me my travel
documents. The king did not want to have a final chat with me
before I left. I was to show my face at the ceremony for the
cameras and then depart. My absence would be noted and
interpreted in different ways by different advisors.



 I headed for the rooftop parking lot.


——


I entered my own carriage, not the one that waited for me, and
ascended into the sky. No debriefing with Galto and his advisors
meant that this was not a sincere peace mission. They had decided
to get rid of me long in advance. I drove my personal carriage
because I had a vision of the state carriage conveniently
exploding over the mountains in, “a tragic accident.”
If it did arrive safely, it would return on its own to Galtonia.
I was supposed to be stranded in Tantomilia. Only our carriages
could prove to the border sentries that they were Galtonian. I
was reasonably sure that my carriage had not been tampered with
and did not have surveillance equipment beyond the standard
tracking devices.



 I made it through the security barrier without incident and
headed for the border checkpoint. No drone had followed me. Mum
and brother dearest did not know that I had murderous,
usurpatious designs. They had not yet become paranoid. They just
wanted an influential nuisance out of the way. It would have been
better for them if they had killed me. They would track my
journey by satellite data later in the day, and they would assume
that I had left in a huff, my pride wounded by not being promoted
to Galtio. They would assume that I had got the message and had
decided that there was no point in waiting around.


——


I’m always a little surprised how orderly the world appears
to be from the air. The grids of buildings and rectangles of
farmland suggest the people who live below are reasonable,
industrious people, because the people who made the grids of
buildings and rectangles of farmland are the people who are
industrious and reasonable. The wretches have little visible
impact on the world during times of peace.


——


I arrived at the mountains around noon.



 I watched the broadcast of the coronation from the satellite feed
with the sound muted so that I did not have to hear the daft
commentary about the glory and the splendor and the ancient
traditions and the symbolism.



 Just as I suspected, the Galtia crowned Galto, her favorite son,
protocol be damned. Predictable. The Chief Sage anointed Galto,
handed him the Rod of Rule, but then the sage presented the crown
to Mum, and she placed it over Galto’s anointed brow. I was
so glad that I had the sound muted so that I didn’t have to
hear the applause. The same people who were at the funeral would
be at the coronation with some school children to sing a sappy,
patriotic song. Save me from the patriotic, sappy song.



 I shut off the stream. The mountains were a more pleasant
spectacle. The peaks were black and grey and white with snow. The
valleys were green and brown with vegetation. Rivers flowed high
with spring runoff.



 The canopy display indicated the position of the mountain pass
that linked our kingdoms. A glint of light reflected off
something metallic.



 That bright dot in the distance caused me to consider what I
would do in Tantomilia. I had been across the border twice. Once
as a child on a state visit. Once as an adult during the last
outbreak of hostilities as a negotiator of the current peace. I
was sure that I would be received politely, but we had no
political advisors there, no trade advisors, no formal presence
at all. What had been arranged behind my back? I wasn’t
worried. Duclo was no friend to the new Galto. I was curious, but
I knew that I would be safe there.



 Then it occurred to me that the time had come to be bold. I would
convince Duclo of the threat that my brother was. I would reveal
whatever I needed to reveal to provoke Duclo into invading
Galtonia and killing my brother in a preemptive strike. Duclo
would place me on the throne as a reward. I would conduct the
necessary purge of loyalists, and we would secure a lasting
peace. Simple. Difficult but simple.



 I sat back and watched the bright dot refuse to grow in size. I
was still a long way away.


——


The canopy display showed that the border checkpoints on both
sides tracked me.



 The glowing dot grew brighter and bigger.



 My display turned red.



 I scanned the data. My own people had fired on me without
warning. That meant that I had already been officially and
secretly declared a traitor.



 The carriage sank low automatically seeking a place to land. Not
being a military craft, the carriage could not outrun or shoot
down a surface-to-air missile.



 The bright dot suddenly grew larger. The blast shield swung over
the canopy and left me in darkness.



2. MARDO 


I pulled up to the closed gates.



 The coronation played out on giant screens that stood above the
palace walls. A few pedestrians stood and watched. What was the
point? Didn’t they have somewhere that they needed to be?
They could watch the whole thing repeatedly when they got home
tonight because it would be on the palace’s node forever.



 I watched the show because this was where I needed to
be.



 The Sages drew the canopy over the throne. This was the part
where they anointed the king with oil. It was supposed to be a
holy moment and not to be viewed by mere mortals such as us. What
was so holy about slathering fat on a guy’s forehead? He
was marked, I guess, by the Creator, through the agency of the
Chief Sage, for kingship. Hey. That sounded good. Only the mark
didn’t last. They washed it off later. Once marked, always
marked. That’s what the sages would say.



 I wasn’t sure about this Galto. He was a vain and fearful
man. He could be trouble.



 Extra sentries stood in front of and behind the gates. I got out.



 “I have deliveries,” I said.



 I passed my manifest and ID to the sentry in the guard box. He
pushed both away without scanning either.



 “The palace is closed for business today because of the
coronation.”



 “Why wasn’t this posted on the schedule for the day?
It would have saved me a trip in from the suburbs.”



 “Sorry. We posted it late. We’ve been unexpectedly
busy for the last week because of the death of the king.
I’m sure you understand.”



 The sentry smiled at me. He was having a good day. The sentries
must have had a big party planned. Maybe they got bonuses to
celebrate the coronation.



 “Yeah. Of course. All right. Thank you.”



 I got back in my truck and backed into a break in the traffic.


——


When I got to my warehouse, I parked the truck inside but did not
unload it. I plugged the refrigerator unit into a wall outlet.
The palace was my only scheduled destination for the afternoon. I
had finished all my other business in the morning deliberately so
that I could spend more time twisting the arm of the Procurator
General to try a wide range of my products. The palace had
potential. If I could get the Procurator to feed all my wares to
the palace garrison, my business would be listed on the palace
node, and I would be a much richer man as a result. Mardo the
merchant would come one day closer to retirement.


——


I took an unplanned nap in my office. I drifted off in my big
leather chair.



 My tablet woke me with a fanfare. I looked around suspiciously. I
knew I had been woken but not by what or whom. The tablet played
another fanfare.



 That would be the official palace account of the coronation with
video.



 I picked up the tablet and smiled at it. It unlocked. The fanfare
did not presage coronation news but Galtito news. His crest
topped the message. He had been killed in a, “tragic
accident.” I read the article.



 He had been made Special Emissary to the Tantomilians at the
interment that morning. I did not know that. I hadn’t
watched the video. I knew that his mother had made herself the
Galtia. My morning customers had spoken about that. That was
unusual. Did that mean that if her son died, she would be both
king and queen? The article said that Galtito was not happy with
being Galtito, so he left for Tantomilia early instead of
sticking around for the coronation. He got to the border and the
sentries there shot him down because he took his own carriage
instead of a state carriage. He did not answer several
challenges, so the sentries suspected a trick and fired before he
got too close.



 That was too bad. I liked Galtito. He was reasonable like his
father. Stupid way to go, but what do you expect of royals?
They’re not in power because they’re smart.
They’re in power because they’re ruthless and
violent.


——


I ate my dinner at my desk. Chicken and wedges. Is there anything
better than fried chicken and crispy potato wedges? No. There is
not. That’s why I supply them cooked, frozen, ready to heat
and eat. Order in bulk on my network node, and have them
delivered directly to your door. “Mardo’s” is
the Mark of Quality. Sing it with me, “Marrr-dooos! Your
Frozen Food Fantasies made real!”



 while I ate, a message arrived from the Office of the Procurator
General. My appointment had been postponed due to the sudden
death of the king and the coronation of the new king. There you
go. Busy week for the palace support personnel. Next week,
they’ll be in shortage. Might work in my favor. Feed those
hungry sentries quickly and efficiently with Mardo’s Frozen
Food Fantasies.



 I put a tray of frozen peas in the microwave.


——


When I had finished my dinner, I made a mug of tea. I shut off
the lights and muted the tablet.



 I unlocked the top drawer and brought out the cube. I put it on
the desk and pressed a thumb onto a side.



 The hologram appeared. Ama stood on my desk.



 I sat back and watched her play with her hair and tell me about
her day at school.



3. GALTITO 


The carriage simultaneously dived and released hard chaff. The
missile exploded directly above me with a crashing sound.
Shrapnel struck and dented the roof.



 I had the carriage designed to take a lot of punishment. I could
have had the weapons pod attached, but that would have delayed my
departure and aroused suspicion at the palace, and it would
definitely have prevented me from crossing the border at the
checkpoint.



 I descended into the protection of the mountains. I manually
reset the blast shield. It did not retract all the way due to the
damage. I lost connectivity. I shut off network access on the
carriage and on my tablet. They would give me away if they
managed to find a remote host node.



 When I could see, I found an island of dirt and brush in the
middle of a mountain stream, and I brought the carriage down. I
got out and removed the black boxes. They were duplicate tracking
and instrument recording devices. I opened them up so that they
were no longer waterproof, and I threw them into the stream.



 I got inside and took the carriage up over the stream. I did not
know where it led, but water flowed downhill. Eventually, the
stream would lead me to the border. The mountains divided the
land. On the east side of the divide, the rivers flowed into
Galtonia. On the west side, the rivers flowed into Tantomilia.
This stream flowed west.


——


After a few minutes, it became clear to me that the
carriage’s fuel tank had been punctured in the attack. I
had to land. I found a clump of young trees in the valley and
descended into them carefully.



 I got out. If I put something white or grey on top of the canopy,
the carriage might look like a big rock from the air.



 I got back inside. I checked the map on my tablet to find the
nearest Tantomilian settlement. The tablet couldn’t
retrieve the required data because of the lack of network access.
The device used our geolocation satellites to indicate my
coordinates on the globe, but the map data ended at the border. I
tried the carriage. It had some cached data for the other side of
the border, but the data was sparse and no town of any size
appeared to be anywhere near me. I decided to trust to the water.
People settled near running water. If this stream merged into
another as mountain streams often did, I would find myself
following a river. Sooner or later, rivers pass through towns and
cities.



 I took my tablet, some bandages, and disinfectant from the
carriage’s first aid kit, and exited. I left my luggage
behind. It contained only clothes and toiletries.



 I took a last look at the blue and white carriage. If I could
extend the blast shield, the vehicle would look more like a rock,
but the shield could not be activated from outside, and when
activated from inside, the shield trapped you inside. When the
trees grew more foliage as spring progressed, they would obscure
more of the canopy. I needed to make it into Tantomilia before
anyone learned that I was alive.



 I headed downstream on foot.



 The air was cool and fresh in the mountains. A breeze blew. I
smelled green growing grasses and resinous trees. Tiny flowers
with white and pink petals lined the bank on the opposite side of
the stream. The ground under my feet was firm but spongy. It
caused me no trouble, for I wore my travelling boots.



 Overhead, the mountains loomed up dark and light. Evergreens
carpeted the partly shaded lower slopes. Bare grey rock thrust up
high into the sunlit blue sky. Slabs of snow lay on the oblique
slopes between.



4. KELDA 


An official statement on the palace node said that a funeral
would be held once the Tantomilians found and returned the body.
The new Galto killed his brother. It was no accident. I was
filled with a sense of helplessness.



 I sat up. I would make the Galto pay for this. I would not allow
him to reopen my old wounds or our country’s old wounds. I
would find a way to bring him down before that happened.



 I sat back and took a deep breath. I had no power. I was no
longer the daughter of the king. I hadn’t been one for many
years. I was the new king’s cousin. I was as disposable as
the Galtito was. My promises were empty.



 I pondered our recent history.



 The border dispute that killed my parents ignited over water.
Both sides piped water from the mountain streams into their
cities, tapping the streams in the foothills before the water had
a chance to become polluted downstream. Galtonia claimed the
entire width of the mountain range. When we started tapping
rivers that drained west into Tantomilia, the Tantomilians were
outraged. They attempted to take possession of the mountains on
their side of the divide in the name of water security. We
believed that our larger population justified the expansion of
our water sources.



 My parents had been the king and queen of Galtonia for eleven
years when the dispute occurred. I was ten years old. My parents
had approved of the new diversions, but they were not the
instigators of the project. The instigators were the advisors who
owned the rights to deliver water from the mountains.



 The Tantomilians lodged protests. We explained our need, but they
already knew as well as we did that we were only spreading our
water demands amongst various mountain streams so that no one
stream was bled dry. We could have taken water from the Stoora
and the Steera and run it into conduits. The two giant rivers
would have supplied enough water for the whole kingdom and still
have been viable but smaller rivers. The Tantomilians suggested
this idea. We rejected it. They suggested we tap streams farther
north and south instead of crossing the divide. We said that we
had already started tapping streams across the divide and would
finish what we had started. We would consider moving north and
south in the future. Clearly, enough clean water flowed from the
mountains to supply both kingdoms for ages to come. We assumed
that the Tantomilians would lose their water paranoia over time.



 They attacked us. We had assumed that they weren’t capable
of penetrating our defenses. Our intelligence was out of date.
The Tantomilians stormed our mountain checkpoints and pushed back
our frontier to the divide. The Tantomilians destroyed our
cross-divide water-diversion works and threatened to poison our
water supply. We came to the negotiating table and concluded a
peace treaty.



 During the conflict, my father and mother observed the battles
from the air from an armored carriage. My father insisted on
being there, and my mother joined him out of curiosity. The
battles were fought by war-carriages over the mountain slopes. At
some point, my parents’ carriage disappeared. No black box
signal was ever received. We could not search the other side of
the divide because it was so well-defended.



 My uncle, Galtito, succeeded his brother, my father, Galto XIII,
to become Galto XIV. The new king negotiated the peace treaty.
The Tantomilians found my parents’ remains them and
returned them. They rest in our dynasty’s tomb in the
Precinct of the Dead.



 I did not become Galta because I was too young. You cannot
inherit the throne unless you are at least twenty-five years old.
Galtonia does not have a tradition of regency. If you are
underage, the next in line inherits. I went to live with my
uncle, the new king. The first chapter of my life ended, and the
second chapter began. My cousin, the new Galtito, became my
protector. He was more of a father to me than his father was.



 And now my protector was dead. The second chapter of my life had
ended. The third chapter had begun. Was I still welcome in the
palace? I would soon find out. Did I want to stay there? I did
not. Did I have anywhere to go? I did not.



 I would ask Mardo the Magnificent for advice.


——


In the morning, the palace opened for business. I made my way to
the stores where I worked as the assistant to the Procurator
General to whom I was distantly related. Mardo had pestered me to
secure him an interview with the PG, and I had managed to do so,
but it had been postponed due to the coronation. I sent Mardo a
message rescheduling the meeting in a gap in the PG’s
schedule. I did not bother to confirm with the PG. He had
approved the meeting once. That was enough. If I wanted a favor
from Mardo, I needed to stay on his good side.


——


I received a reply.



 Mardo the Magnificent is
grateful to Your Highness
for your efforts on
his behalf. He confirms
his availability at the
scheduled time and place.
Remember, “Mardo’s”
is the Mark of
Quality.



 Mardo the merchant had been Mardo the Magnificent, a touring
hypnotist, before he founded his frozen food business. He called
himself a psychological illusionist. When I was a teenager, he
released several recorded shows on his node. I watched them all
and tried to duplicate his tricks on the palace servants to no
effect. They told me that he used actors. The tricks
weren’t real.



5. GALTITO 


I sweated slightly, but it was pleasant to exert myself in the
cool morning air.



 When I got to the end of the valley, the ground dropped away, and
the stream fell over some rocks. I crawled backwards down to the
lower level.



 A wide, sunlit meadow of knee-high, green grass spread out before
me. I knew that the grass would grow chest high by the height of
summer. In the distance, something metallic stood up from the
grass and glinted in the sun. I suspected that the object was a
crashed drone that had buried itself on impact. Was it one of
ours or one of theirs? I headed for the glint.



 It was one of ours, and it was upside down. I climbed on top of
the wreckage. It was too big to be a drone. My tablet could not
waken any sleeping electronics. The carriage had been stripped by
the Tantomilians.



 My curiosity was aroused. I searched for and found the service
tag on an edge. I looked the serial number up in my notes on my
tablet. Yes. This was it. This was the king’s carriage that
I had sabotaged to enable my brother to take the throne and end
that stupid war.



 I felt the sense of pleasure that you receive when you are able
to accomplish a secret objective without anyone discovering that
you did so. If the Tantomilians had the black boxes, the
Tantomilians would know of my treachery, but they would not know
it was my treachery. They had never revealed to us that
they had any suspicion about the crash of this vehicle, and no
one on our side had been suspicious enough to ask. The
Tantomilians had not claimed to have shot down the vehicle.
Clearly, it had not been shot down. No evidence of an explosion
appeared on the parts of the carriage that were visible.



 My only regret about my actions was orphaning cousin Kelda, but I
had done my best to make up for that. The king had been an idiot
and so had been his queen. They would have made decent citizens,
but they were vain, incompetent rulers. Vanity begets
incompetence. When you know everything, it prevents you from
learning anything. They should never had been on the battlefield.



6. KELDA 


Mardo’s truck appeared outside the gates on the screen that
displayed views from the security cameras. Then, after the
sentries admitted it, the truck appeared in one square after
another on the screen.



 The only items that we purchased from Mardo were frozen sprouts
in butter sauce and frozen meatballs in tomato sauce. No one in
the palace wanted to eat frozen food, and the head chef
wouldn’t touch it, but it was acceptable to feed it to the
garrison. Mardo wanted to sell us a greater variety of goods, but
each had to be approved individually by the Procurator General.



 How did a popular and unique entertainer become a seller of
frozen food? From what was on the public nodes, I learned that
his daughter Ama had died when she was a pre-teen from a
condition whose name I did not remember. It had a long medical
name. Her death had broken up his marriage and had made Mardo
want to stop performing. The frozen food business was a family
business. He had taken it over from his father. The family had a
factory and a warehouse on the outskirts of Steeraton. During the
harvest, they bought produce which they cooked, froze, and stored
for sale during the rest of the year. Mardo’s Frozen Food
Fantasy items were all prepared, cooked dishes, “ready to
heat and eat.”


——


Mardo sat in the waiting area where the transactions for
deliveries were processed. I watched him fidget with his hat on
the monitor.



 When the time came, I went and fetched him in.



 “The PG will see you now. Follow me.”



 “Thank you, Your Highness.”



 Mardo carried a canvas bag over his shoulder. The sentries would
have searched it. I led him to the open door of the PG’s
office.



 “Close the door, please,” said the PG.



 I returned to my desk.



7. GALTITO 


As I stood on the crashed carriage, a white drone flew into the
mountain meadow. I was found. Out in the open and elevated as I
was, the drone would have immediately detected my heat signature.
Would the operator fire on me?



 I waved my hands over my head.



 “I am the Galtito! I am the Special Emissary!”



8. KELDA 


Mardo had had connections in the nobility. When he had been a
performer, he had often played private shows at the noble houses
including the palace. I didn’t believe that he maintained
any of those connections from his past life, but he might know
something that I didn’t know that could help me find a new
placement.



 Where did his loyalties lie? Did he support the new king? Had
Mardo supported the new king’s father? Had Mardo supported
my father? Did he have any loyalty to any particular
advisor’s house? What exactly should I ask? Would he
casually mention to others that I looked for an escape from the
palace, or would he be discreet?



 The Central News Agency released a bulletin while Mardo made his
pitch to the PG. The same fanfare played from various tablets and
consoles on desks all over the office.



 I brought up the CNA’s node on my console.



 The Galtito has been
found alive.



 For the CNA to have this story meant that the Tantomilians had
published it. If they had contacted the palace first, it would
have suppressed the story. What was the political purpose of
circumventing the palace? Did the Tantomilians know that our
Galto had tried to kill his brother? Were they attempting to
embarrass the Galto? Did he attempt to murder his brother, or was
it a legitimate accident? The palace had declared the Galtito
dead without searching for him because it wanted him dead.



 I would ask Mardo to help me get to the border with Tantomilia. I
would rescue the Galtito before the Galto had a second chance to
kill his brother.



9. MARDO 


The Procurator General agreed to purchase our fried chicken
dinners in bulk. That justified the machinery I had built to
process chickens. This was our family’s first non-vegetable
venture, and they thought it would fail, but I controlled the
purse strings, and I knew it would be a major money-maker. I left
the PG’s office satisfied.



 When I got back to my truck, Princess Kelda stopped me.



 “Can I speak with you, merchant Mardo?”



 “Yes of course, Your Highness.”



 “Can I sit in the passenger seat? This matter requires a
little privacy.”



 I looked at her with concern, but she smiled, and I agreed. I
motioned to the passenger door, and I got in the driver’s
seat.



 “Now. What can I do for you, Princess?”



 “Do you make deliveries to the mountain checkpoints?”



 I paused and considered the question. She knew the answer was
negative. What was she really asking?



 “Princess, Mardo’s nutritious and delicious Frozen
Food Fantasies are the ideal way to feed the personnel who run
our isolated mountain checkpoints, but we make our deliveries to
the palace. Actually, I make them personally, but where they go
is up to the PG or whomever he reports to as you know.”



 “No. I don’t know. I’m just a bookkeeper. I
need to get there unofficially.”



 The princess paused. She wondered if she should risk telling me
something that she should not tell me. She did not remember that
I could read people better than most. I could read the tiny
movements of the neck and face that betrayed the words people
said in their minds. She did not speak internally. She waited for
a sense of urgency to force the words out.



 “The Galtito has been found. He’s alive, and I want
to help him to repay him for helping me when I was in trouble,
but there’s no way the Galto will let me go.”



 I considered the princess’s words. They were horse manure.



 “I see,” I said. “You want me to smuggle you to
the mountain border. Then what will you do?”



 “I don’t know.”



 She intended to sneak into Tantomilia, a brave and misguided
thing to do. An utterly foolish thing to try, the sort of thing a
naive, young, sheltered princess would want to do.



 “Princess, you’re not thinking clearly. Frankly, you
need to calm down. It’s noble of you to want to help him,
but it’s not practical. I can be of no help to you in this
matter as you know, and as for this conversation, it never
happened.”



 I smiled insincerely, and she exited the vehicle without
replying.



 The Galtito was alive. Why had the palace been so quick to
declare him dead? I had deliberately not asked the princess why
the Galtito needed her help. He was expected in Tantomilia. He
had an official mission to conduct there. Now he could conduct
it, and no one was better suited to conduct it. Her manner and
mien implied that his discovery was not a happy event but a
troubling one for her. Was this palace politics, or was the
princess crazy? It happened now and then. Inbreeding took its
toll. Poor girl.



10. GALTO 


My brother was alive, and he was in Tantomilia. Mother would not
be pleased. We had made a mistake. We had tried to sabotage the
saboteur. Galtito would know now that we had tried to get rid of
him. Would he betray us? Yes. Was he beyond the reach of an
assassin? Perhaps not.


——


My mother surprised me with her reaction. She entered my study
while I read reports on the readiness of our military forces.



 “Kelda must be the assassin,” the Galtia said.
“She was his most loyal friend in the court. And she must
be purged.”



 “I hadn’t thought of her loyalty being suspect. Does
it matter? I don’t want loyalty from people. I want fear.
It’s more reliable. What could she do to threaten us?
Nothing. I doubt she has it in her to kill anyone.”



 “She won’t know that she’s the assassin. We
will send her to him to be his assistant. We will say that he
requested her. We will give her a bomb disguised as a package for
Galtito and blow it up remotely with a satellite signal.”



 “You won’t get that past the border. There is no
diplomatic immunity for our diplomats. All packages are examined.
Also, the Galtito is smarter than both of us. You’re not
going to get away with a suspicious package.”



 “We will infect her with a disease that will kill them
both.”



 “And lots of Tantomilians.”



 “Do you care?”



 I shook my head. “Only if it causes me problems. Where will
you find the disease, and how will you infect her without
infecting us?”



 “Give me time to think about this.”



 The Galtia left me alone in my study.


——


She returned a few minutes later.



 “Poison. It’s the most popular method of
assassination in history. I did some research. Easy too. I
don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.”



 “How do you poison them from a distance?”



 “I’m working on it. You leave this to Mummy Galtia.
She’ll figure it out.”



11. KELDA 


I had done some mountaineering when I was young. One weekend in
the summer for a number of years, I had been forced to join a
troop of royal children at a sentry station in the mountains.
There, we were taught the same lessons every year in how to read
topographical maps and use a compass.



 Then we were forced to don mountain clothing and hike in groups
of three through the valleys to a royal lodge. We ate a delicious
dinner of chicken, carrots, sprouts, and potatoes that had been
roasted on the hearth. We slept in bags on the floor of the
lodge.



 In the morning, we ate porridge and walked on to another lodge
where we enjoyed a fruit and pancake lunch. We bathed in a cold
mountain stream, were given back our court clothes, and were
flown home in a royal carriage bus.



 When you live in a palace, you can tell when something important
is about to happen. The manner of the palace servants changes.
You can tell when something is about to happen to you because you
see more of the palace servants. It is apparent when they have
been ordered to report on your activities.



 Something was about to happen to me, so I decided to leave the
palace. At dusk I planned to take a palace carriage and head west
for the mountains. I would leave the carriage near the sentry
station that I had visited as a child, and I would walk into the
mountains until I reached Tantomilia. I hoped that the border
sentries on both sides wouldn’t shoot me.



 I went to the palace pantry. Into a school backpack, I packed a
bottle of water, four small cans of cured pork, four apples, and
a small loaf of heavy rye bread that I had sliced and spread with
butter and mustard.



 Back in my rooms, I found my old paper map and compass, both
still in serviceable condition, and packed them into a jacket
pocket. I found my thermal poncho. It would be uncomfortable to
wear it in the springtime, but the garment partially masked my
heat signature. I would sleep under it during the day and walk at
night.



 I put on a light summer uniform to appear to be heading out for
an official function.



 I took my gear and walked up to the rooftop parking lot. The
sentries would not stop me unless they had been instructed to do
so. In that case, it was too late for me to effect my plan.



 The sentries let me pass. I chose a carriage and stowed my pack
in the cabin out of view. I waited for clearance and then joined
the traffic flow at level one.


——


When I reached the edge of the city, I ascended to level five and
joined the long distance, high speed traffic.



12. GALTO 


I did not like it that mother called herself Mummy Galtia. It was
disrespectful. I would remind her not to do it in public. She did
not understand the need for decorum with the advisors because she
did not understand our reliance on them. We ruled at their
sufferance. Some of them were conservative on matters of
protocol, and they were not happy with her usurping the role of
Galtia. For them, this was religion not convention. If she
alienated them, they would overthrow us. The sentries were still
more loyal to their commanders than to the new Galto. I was an
unproven leader.


——


The Galtia came into my study after I had fallen asleep reading.
She shook my shoulder.



 “She’s gone.”



 “Who? Kelda?”



 Mother nodded.



 “The sentries told me she was dressed formally as if she
were going to a public function.”



 “Then why are you worried?”



 “How often does she go out? Hardly at all, so where is she
going? Someone needs to follow her.”



 “I can tell her that she needs a bodyguard because her life
has been threatened, but she will be suspicious.”



 “No. Right now. She’s not coming back. She’s
gone to join him.”



 “If that’s true, I’ll order her shot down at
the border.”



 “Like last time? A drone needs to be sent out to find her
and bring her down now.”



 I conveyed Mummy’s order to the sentries. I ordered a drone
operator to find Kelda and follow her, and to shoot her down only
if she tried to enter the mountains. I ordered the mountain
sentries to do the same. Kelda was not a threat to anyone.



13. KELDA 


I parked the carriage on scrubland far enough away from the road
that the carriage could not be seen by ground traffic. After
determining my route on my map, I donned my poncho, put up the
hood, and began to walk. I could see a light in the distance up
on a near mountainside. That was the sentry post where we began
our childhood hikes. I would pass directly below it in the hope
that the post’s sensors paid more attention to the air than
the ground and that my poncho would mask my heat signature
significantly.



 The air was cool. If it weren’t for the squidgy ground, the
walk would have been congenial. As it was, my ankles ached. I
made my way across the uneven land and realized that I was not in
good shape.



 I came to the first substantial hill and decided to climb it. I
breathed heavily and sweated all the way to the top, but I did
not stop and catch my breath until I was on top. I gazed up. The
stars had emerged from hiding.



 I looked back on the way I had come. A black dot moved across the
sky against the faint glow of the distant city. I recognized a
stealth drone. It hovered over the approximate place where I had
left the carriage. I sat down. I lay flat. I rolled over and down
the opposite side of the hill. At the bottom, I curled up under
my poncho and turned my face down. How wide a radius would the
drone search for me? How far into the mountains would it venture?
Did I leave faint traces of heat on my trail? Would the drone
follow them directly to me? Would the operator shoot me?



 It was quiet enough where I was for me to hear the purring of the
drone. It approached the hill and passed to the left of it. The
purring receded into the ambient white noise as the drone entered
a valley. The drone followed the low lying land because the
operator assumed that a pedestrian would take the path of least
resistance. I don’t know why I climbed the hill.



 I turned my face to see the stars. My thoughts wandered.


——


Galtito had been like a protective older brother to me. The other
members of his family had ensured that I was appropriately
trained and educated for my station, but he ensured that I had
fun. He organized birthday parties for me. He took me to see
concerts and theater. He took me into the city once a week so
that I could get out of the palace and buy things that I wanted
even though I could have had anything that I wanted delivered. We
ended our excursions at a place that served chocolate desserts.



 I smiled as I remembered chocolate investing itself in the sparse
mustache that he had affected when he was younger but eventually
shaved off on my advice. I remembered him carrying me on his
shoulders during the Festival of Lights so that I could better
see the marching bands that accompanied the fireworks.



 In the summers, he took me to beach resorts. We stayed at a royal
cottage on a secluded royal preserve. Neither of us were
interested in lazing in the sun. We spent our days walking along
the tops of the cliffs and out on the bay in boats. We both
learned to dive.



 During the winters, he took me to the mountain resorts. I
remembered screaming with pleasure and fear as we raced down a
steep slope in an open ski-carriage to a curved ramp. We raced up
the ramp and into the air. For what seemed like a minute, we flew
over the tree tops and the bare slope below to land with a jolt
and race to the bottom of the mountain.


——


The humming returned. I turned my face to the ground. The humming
passed. I waited for good measure.


——


I remembered falling in love with Galtito. It was just a
schoolgirl crush, but that did not make it any less powerful.
When I daydreamed, I imagined everything from my wedding dress to
our future three children to the grand balls that we would attend
to where we would live in the palace and how grand our furniture
would be.



 Then he found a girlfriend and broke my heart.


——


After twenty minutes, I considered myself to have been
undetected. I stood and began my trek to Tantomilia.



 The mountains were nothing more than vast black spaces
unpunctuated by stars. There was no moon to light my way, but I
found the River Tringo where I expected to find it. I had walked
its banks several times. It would lead me into another lower,
wider valley and there I would have to use my compass to go
overland to find one of the cabins. From there, I would find my
way north to a low pass that led to a crooked valley that
eventually crossed the border. My map ended at the western side
of the mountains.



 I was amazed at my audacity. If I weren’t sure of a welcome
from Galtito, I would have stayed in the palace. If I had never
hiked there before, I would never have had the confidence to come
there alone.



 Who were the Tantomilians? Theirs was a closed society. We knew
little about them. We had no media contact. Their information
systems did not interact with ours. They looked like us, but they
spoke a slightly different language and had a somewhat different
culture. I learned that much in my lessons. The consensus was
that we had more freedom than they had, but we didn’t
really have much freedom. You couldn’t say that, of course,
which proves that we didn’t really have much freedom.
Galtito had been to Tantomilia during the peace talks, but the
Galtonian delegation had stayed in an isolated compound away from
the general population.



 He told me that the Tantomilians ate spicy, lightly cooked food.
Every dish was covered in a strongly flavored sauce. They chopped
each ingredient into large pieces and speared them with pointed
sticks. Galtito praised some dishes that he said were both sweet
and sour. That increased the mystery of the Tantomilians for me.
Who eats sour food? Galtito said that he wanted the cooks at the
palace to make the dishes, but that was politically impossible.



 Would we be safe in Tantomilia? Would they accept us? Could we
claim political asylum? Would we want to stay there? Where could
we go? Did he have money of his own? I had a little. I assumed
that he had a little more.



 The drone would return, so I stayed close to the river. If I had
to, I could get in the water and submerge, and my heat signature
would be invisible.



 I got out my water bottle and drank a draft.



14. MARDO 


In the morning, when I had finished balancing the books, I took
up my tablet and unlocked it. Two new headlines had appeared on
the CNA node.



 The Galtito has defected
to Tantomilia.



 The Princess Kelda has
disappeared.



 That was shocking. I breathed a sigh of relief. So it
was politics. I was so glad that I did not get involved.
I had a suspicion that all hell was going to break loose in the
near future. Galtonia rarely experienced a clean transition of
power. This might put my contract with the palace in doubt.



 The tablet played a royal fanfare. I switched to the palace node.
An official notice filled the main page.



 The Prince Galtito and
the Princess Kelda are
suspected of treason and
are at large. Persons
knowing of the prince
and princess’s whereabouts
are ordered to contact
their local sentry detachment
immediately. Both are hereby
stripped of their titles
and citizenship.



 If he’s defected, how can he be at large? If he’s
defected, how can his treason be merely suspected? The Central
News Agency would not get away with contradicting and preempting
the palace news for much longer. Was the CNA deliberately
provoking the royals? Were the Tantomilians behind this?



 I thought about the holographic projector in my top drawer, but I
let Ama be. The hologram would only make me more sad on an
already sad day.



 After a moment’s hesitation, I opened the drawer and took
the cube into my hands. I turned it over absent-mindedly while I
thought about what could lay ahead for the Kingdom of Galtonia.



 I put the cube back in the drawer and locked it.



15. DELTO 


Why had Galtito contacted me? Had it been a test? What was the
correct answer? Had it been a test of my openness to an
usurpation, or had it been a test of my loyalty to the Galto? The
safest answer was the loyal answer, so that’s what I gave
him. I didn’t want either of them as my king, but it
wasn’t up to me.



 What was he doing in Tantomilia? Had he really defected? What did
that mean? Was he one of them now? That didn’t seem likely.
And what was this business about his cousin going missing? What
was the link? It could only have been the flight of the disloyal.
I had made the right decision. The hammer was about to fall. I
could feel it in the palace. The air was heavy. These two had got
out in time to save themselves. I would have been the one tasked
with taking them down, and I wouldn’t have liked that.



16. BRINA 


No one had confronted me, so I assumed that I was safe for the
present. Why the Galtito had approached me was beyond my
understanding. I was a bureaucrat and hadn’t aroused the
slightest suspicion of disloyalty before his call, but attitudes
toward me had clearly changed. I decided to get as far away from
the court as I could. It was my time to bow out and retire. I
couldn’t afford to be executed for treason when I was so
close to the good life.



 I smiled at the blackness of my joke.



 I didn’t know how I had ever become an advisor. If they
only knew the real me, people would never fear me. It was time to
go back home. I had always planned to return to the province of
my birth. I had not been drawn to the capital by romantic
notions. People were the same everywhere. You go where you must
to find the work that you want to do. I would go back and live a
secluded life away from everyone but family and friends of the
family.



17. LERNO 


I listened in silence while the Galto detailed the Tantomilian
threat. He had failed to build an argument for a preemptive
strike. That was a stupid and dangerous obsession, compensation
for a sense of inferiority that he did not know that possessed
him. His father had put a giant monkey on his son’s back.



 Runo’s face could not hide his contempt for the new Galto.
I smiled slightly whenever he scowled. We weren’t too far
apart in our estimation of the new Galto and his expansionist
ambitions, but Runo was too much of a hot head to hide it. He
would be the first to be purged now that Galtito was out of
reach. Runo didn’t have a clue what was coming his way.



 I wondered what influence I could have over the new Galto.
Probably little, but I would try. His brother would have been a
much saner Galto. This Galto can be influenced if you encourage
him to claim your advice as his own ideas.



 Delto and Brina were lost in thought. They were not interested in
the catastrophe that was the new Galto. They had the luxury of
knowing that they were not important enough to purge. They did
not have to pay attention to the political games playing out at
court let alone worry about them. Functionaries only had to do
what they were told to do and collect their pay. They were good
at what they did and therefore useful and difficult to replace,
and they knew it. Like cockroaches, functionaries survived all
catastrophes.



 Kelka showed up late. She obviously didn’t want to be
there. What had she been doing? She was also on thin ice. Having
been a competitor for the attention and affection of the
Galto’s father had been sufficient reason for the new Galto
to resent her. By opposing his paranoia she unknowingly directed
it at herself.



18. RUNO 


I could not hitch my wagon to this ridiculous horse. I would not
help this idiot. He did not have a strategic mind. He would kill
us all. So what was I to do? How long would I keep my mouth shut?
Why hadn’t Lerno said something? This new Galto would
listen to Lerno. He had faced the Tantomilians in battle just as
I had, but he was the author of our success. He was the hero of
the Tantomilian Incursion. He knew what we were up against.



19. KELKA 


This fool wanted to break a long-lasting peace out of pure
paranoia. Did anyone here honestly support him? The new Galto
considered his father to have been a fool, and he had considered
his son to be a fool. I do not believe that the old Galto had
wanted his Galtio to succeed, but the old Galto had died before
he could plan a different succession. There was no reason to fear
the new Galto if we stuck together.



 Runo wore his angry heart on his face. Did he flush easily
because he was a light-skinned ginger?



 Lerno was unconvinced. His face was always neutral or tense, but
I read his body language. He adjusted his stance more when he
listened to talk that he did not agree with.



 I hated them all.



20. GALTO 


I had presented a convincing argument for a first strike to take
out the Tantomilian capacity. I am sure that my chief advisors
wondered where I got the intelligence that they had never seen
before. They would doubt it as a consequence of its lack of
provenance. I would reveal my secret source in due time. Then
everyone would agree that the threat was too strong to ignore. It
would unite the advisors despite their differences just as it
would unite the Galtonian population.



 Lerno wore his night-blue dress uniform just as I did. His
loyalty was obvious. His professionalism was obvious.



 Runo was much like Lerno, but Runo was a hot head. He played his
part, but he did not enjoy the politics of the court. He wore his
green battle-dress because it better suited his character. The
battle-dress said, “I am not a diplomat.” He chomped
at the bit to get in harness. I would let him loose on the
Tantomilians.



 Delto and Brina were useful, but I doubted their zeal. Did these
two have the moral courage to know the right thing to do when
they heard it? Did it matter? Did they have the courage to do
anything against me? What could they possibly do but their duty
when the action got underway? Flee. They were powerless to
anything else. I would contrive the circumstances that would keep
them in line with the fear of consequences, and I would keep an
eye on them. They wore their grey work-dress uniforms to indicate
their inferior status at the court. The work-dress said,
“Please don’t kill me.” Well, I’d think
about it. They were useful and obedient for the time being. Why
had the Galtito spoken to them before he fled? Why had he tried
to gauge their loyalty? Because if he overthrew me, he would need
the functionaries as much as I did.



21. LERNO 


When the Galto had finished speaking and basked in the glow of
his self-love, I spoke. “What has become of the Special
Emissary, Your Majesty?”



 He scowled and then hid the scowl. “No news.”



 “No news at all?”



 The Galto sighed. He waved the functionaries out of the room.



 When they had gone, he replied.



 “This is a big surprise to me. Hardly believable. Any of
it.”



 “Not to me,” I said.



 The Galto did not recognize my chiding. Fear of his brother had
made him suddenly pensive and tone-deaf.



 Runo caught my eye, sighed with disgust, and left the room.



22. KELDA 


The cool, spring air felt pleasant against my cheeks. The air was
still in the valley. The stars glowed brighter there away from
the light of the city.



 Sweat ran down my neck. I put down the hood of my poncho.



 I found my way to the end of the valley without incident. I
half-slid, half-walked down the pebble incline into the wider
valley beyond. The sky spread out above me to reveal more stars.



 I stopped and drank the last of my water. I refilled the bottle
from the cold, dark Tringo.



 I got out my compass. The markings glowed. I got my bearing and
headed across the valley toward the cabin. I looked forward to
opening one of my cans of cured pork. I intended to eat a
sandwich or two and one of my apples under the stars.


——


The drone purred high above me.



 I dropped and curled up under my poncho. I pulled the hood over
my head and faced the ground.



 The purring got louder. The drone must have seen me.



 The staccato fire of a machine gun broke the suspense. I cringed.
My heart beat fast.



 Something crashed into the ground nearby. I jumped in place. The
impact threw dirt and plant matter on top of me. The ground
vibrated. A wave of heat washed over me as if a gigantic oven
door had been opened and closed.



 I lay still.



 A spotlight illuminated the ground around me. I pulled my hood
back and turned to the light. A white globe hovered at
tree-height. I held up a hand to shield my eyes.



 “Is that you, Kelda?” said the amplified voice of the
Galtito.



 I nodded and breathed a sigh of relief.



 The carriage landed in the grass.



 Flames and black smoke rose into the air above the crashed
stealth drone. Fumes from burning fuel and plastic nauseated me.



 I rolled to my feet and walked toward the carriage. The Galtito
walked toward me.



 The fire reminded me of the camp fires of my youth in this very
valley.



 We embraced in the flickering light. I was safe. He was safe.



23. MARDO 


I sat at my desk and slowly turned over the holographic projector
in my hands.



 “I know what it’s like to have the wind taken out of
your sails, young Kelda. I know what it’s like to be driven
from one life into another where no one has your best interests
in mind. I don’t blame you for following him. He was your
only friend, and you’ll be safe with him.”



24. GALTITO 


Minto and I found cousin Kelda easily, but so did a drone that
had been sent to stop her. Minto shot it down, and we brought
Kelda back to Likeen. Minto had trusted me from the start, and he
had proved himself trustworthy with this act of aid.



 Minto was my minder from Tantomilian Intelligence. He knew all
about me and my brother. He was in contact with the new Galto and
had been for some time. He had been feeding my brother false
information about non-existent Tantomilian technology. Instead of
intimidating the new Galto, Minto had fueled his paranoid need to
act preemptively.



 The Tantomilians feared our technological superiority. We had
satellites that observed their kingdom every hour of the day.
They relied on strong cryptography to keep us out of their
affairs, but they feared that it was only a matter of time before
we surpassed them in that field.



 They had a huge standing military force, and it was better
trained than ours. They feared that with our tech we were on our
way to changing the balance of power in our favor. They feared
the inevitable assimilation of the weak by the powerful.


——


After I had been discovered in the mountain valley, I had been
brought into Likeen by carriage. I was immediately taken to the
quarters that had been prepared for me. My rooms were in the same
military facility that had hosted the peace talks. The
Tantomilians treated me with the respect appropriate for an
emissary. I had the impression that as far as they were concerned
my mission was a continuation of the previous one, but I had no
specific brief from the Galto because he had not expected me to
arrive alive.



 I enjoyed a meal of spicy, sweet, and sour Tantomilian
delicacies. After the remains of my repast were taken from me,
Minto summoned me to his office in an administrative building on
the other side of the complex. I walked there under escort. The
interview was more of an interrogation than a debriefing.



 Minto guided our conversation over the important points in recent
Galtonian history. He confronted me about my role in the demise
of cousin Kelda’s parents.



 I came clean. I told him of my concern for Galtonia and its
incompetent, warmongering leaders.



 “They’re paranoid about you,” I said.



 “Me? We Tantomilians, you mean?”



 “Yes.”



 “So you kill for peace?”



 “If necessary.”



 “I see.”



 “I love my country.”


——


On the day of her parents’ death, I took Kelda to see a
matinée performance of her favorite performer, The Magnificent
Mardo, at the New Century Playhouse. I wanted to give Kelda a
last happy memory before I broke her world in two.



 Mardo was a hokey hypnotist with a little girl for his helper.
She was supposed to be his daughter, but I suspected that she was
a dwarf. She seemed to be more mentally focused and physically
coordinated than the average little girl.



 I went out to the lobby during the performance to check the news
on my tablet. I paced nervously until I learned that the king and
queen were missing. Then I knew that we could make peace with
Tantomilia.


——


“The Galto wants glory. You can’t have glory as an
administrator. That’s all the king in peacetime is: the
chief administrator. If you want glory, you must become a
conqueror.



 “That’s the problem with leaders. They are unwilling
to make a positive contribution to the world by pursuing a
constructive challenge, but they are hungry for achievement and
recognition, so they disrupt the world to save themselves from
boredom and irrelevance. I’ve made it my business to kill
these people whenever I can.”



 “I see,” said Minto.



 “Someone has to do it. It’s a responsibility.”



25. KELDA 


Galtito had come with a man named Minto who worked for
Tantomilian Intelligence. They knew about my flight to the
border, but they did not tell me how they knew. They had
intelligence, obviously. Minto flew us to a military base on the
outskirts of Likeen.



 The carriage ride over the city was my first glimpse of
Tantomilia. In the dark, Likeen appeared to resemble a Galtonian
city. The only visible difference was that the light cast by the
streetlights was a golden color rather than the Galtonian white.
The buildings appeared to be styled in the same manner as our
buildings. The streets and the vehicles on the streets appeared
to be similar to ours. I had expected exoticism.



 When we reached the military compound, Minto landed the carriage
inside a fenced-in area that held a lone, single-floor building.
Galtito lodged there, or rather Minto held Galtito there. Was he
kept in this location for our security or for Tantomilia’s
security? Was this some kind of holding facility? It was too nice
to be a jail, or was it? The rooms were clean and pleasantly
appointed. Was this where the Tantomilians held political
prisoners?



 Minto installed me in a suite of rooms beside Galtito’s.
After giving me some time to settle in, Galtito came to my rooms.



 “Are you going to eat your supplies?” he asked
jokingly. “I could use a pork sandwich. As much as I like
Tantomilian food, I miss Galtonian culinary simplicity.”



 “We can have sandwiches and apples although I want to try
this sweet and sour dish that you raved about.”



 I brought out my supplies from my bag and dumped them on the
table in my sitting room.



 “You’ll have all that you want,” he said.



 Galtito picked up one of the cans of cured pork.



 “I used to steal these from the pantry when I was a child
and take them to my room. I kept a couple under my bed.”



 He pointed to the pull tab.



 “These were the only canned items that you could open
without a can opener.”



 “That’s why I took them,” I said. “Now
tell me what you’re doing here and how I can help.”



 “Ah, cousin Kelda. I don’t know how much I can tell
you. You’re probably safer knowing little of my situation.
Minto will probably send you back after he talks to you.”



 “Then you’d better tell me before that happens. A
sandwich will loosen your tongue.”



 I smiled at Galtito.



 He smiled back, and he sighed.



 I opened a can of cured pork. I proceeded to make sandwiches.



 “Cousin Galtito, I can’t go back,” I said.
“Something was about to happen to me. The staff watched me,
and everybody looked at me with a somber face, so I left before
your brother could do anything. He knows that I don’t like
him, and he never liked me.”



 “Hmm. I believe you. He knows that you are the way to get
to me. I can’t go back as well. I’m a traitor.”



 “So what do we do?”



 “I’ll talk to Minto. If he believes that you are in
trouble, he’ll let you stay. The Tantomilians are
reasonable. He may know what was intended for you. He knew that
you were coming.”



 “Does he have spies in the palace?”



 “Kind of. I can’t tell you more.”



 “I think I should know if it concerns my safety.”



 “It’s not my decision to make.”



 I frowned.



 “Yes it is,” I said.



 “Trust me on this.”



 We ate our sandwiches.



 “Do you remember The Magnificent Mardo?” he asked me.



 “Mardo the Magnificent,” I replied. “I was
obsessed with him.”



 “Do you remember the day I took you to see him?”



 “That was the day my parents died. Why do you ask?”



 “No reason. Whatever happened to him?”



 “I don’t know,” I lied.



 “What did you like so much about him?”



 “He controlled people. He made them do his will. I had no
control in my life. I still don’t.”



26. GALTITO 


I had my first interview with Duclo after Kelda had joined me in
Likeen. I was ushered into a conference room in my building.
Duclo entered from the opposite side of the room with two guards.
He was in his sixties by my estimation. His posture was erect.
His hair was white, and his face was lined. He wore a green
uniform similar to my night-blue uniform, but his had no
insignia.



 I stood and saluted Duclo.



 “Your Majesty,” I said.



 He waved for me to sit. I waited until he had sat and resumed my
chair.



 As per protocol, I waited for him to speak first.



 Minto entered the room and stood with his arms crossed beside the
king. Our governess, Lisa, had insisted on me and my brother
never adopting that pose because she said that it communicated
impatience, disdain, or boredom. The list was incomplete. In this
case, the posture communicated suspicion.



 “Galtito, Where do your loyalties lie?” Duclo asked
me.



 “With my country, but I have no animosity to yours. I want
peaceful coexistence.”



 “I believe that, but I doubt that we can trust you fully.
So does Minto.”



 “That is a wise attitude to assume.”



 “You are loyal to yourself above all.”



 I did not reply.



 “You want to be Galto.”



 “I would be a better Galto than my brother, better for
Galtonia and better for Tantomilia.”



 “I believe that’s true. We are willing to help you
become Galto.”



 “Excellent.”



 “Of a vassal Galtonia.”



27. GALTO 


Mother looked odd to me in her new night-blue uniform with gold
Galtia stripes on the epaulets. Her hair was formed into a new
shorter cut that was intended to resemble but not comply with
father’s regulations. She looked like she was dressed up
for a costume party.



 “They are beyond our reach for the moment,” she said.
“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”



 “Frankly, Mother, I’m glad to have them both out of
the way. Now I don’t need to purge them. They will never
return.”



 “Yes you do. They’re even more dangerous in
Tantomilia. You need to purge them, and you need to consider
purging Runo. He’s unpredictable.”



 “Father thought highly of him, and so do I. He is
definitely not unpredictable. He’s entirely predictable in
fact.”



 “I never liked him.”



 “Mother, that’s not a reason to purge him. Advisors
aren’t there to be liked, but to serve the Galto.”



 “He doesn’t like you.”



 “Well, that’s another matter. Loyalty is
everything.”



 Mother smiled broadly. That irked me. I was not a child to be
tricked into eating his vegetables.



 “You know, Mother, the Sages consider you to be a heretic
for taking the title of Galtia. They want me to remove
you.”



 Mother frowned.



 I relaxed. I had the upper hand.



 “Has the Chief Sage said this?” she asked musically,
mockingly, clearly challenging me.



 “No mother. He doesn’t have to. I have reliable
sources of information.”



 “You do? Secret sources? Imaginary sources?”



 “It’s none of your business.”



 “It’s the business of the Galtia,” she said
matter-of-factly.



 “I’m the Galto. I am the sole judge of what is and
what isn’t the business of the Galtia. I expect loyalty
from my Galtia. I expect my Galtia to know her place.”



 Mother raised her eyebrows.



 “I see. You’re putting your foot down. I changed your
diapers.”



 Her tone still mocked, but it was less obvious. She thought that
I didn’t recognize it.



 “If you don’t attend the conferences of the Circle of
Advisors, you openly display contempt for the Galto.”



 “I have other business to attend to. They’re not the
ones you want to listen to anyway. Whom can you trust more than
your mother?”



 She had a point.



28. LERNO 


If Galtito hadn’t fled, over time, I could have convinced
Galto to make his brother Galtio and get his mother out of the
Circle of Advisors. She was a bad influence. She hated everyone.
If she could, she would replace us all with herself.



 She had attended the afternoon briefing for the first time today.
I watched her watch Runo and frown. I knew that frown. She
schemed against him or at least considered how to scheme against
him. She knew that Runo would become her foe sooner rather than
later. Did she know that she was my already my foe? No. She did
not understand me as well as she believed that she did. The
members of this family that had my loyalty had fled or had died.



29. BRINA 


I had composed a letter of resignation disguised as a request to
be released from my duties and to be allowed to retire, but I had
not submitted the message. I had to consider the repercussions.
Would my resignation be interpreted as a declaration of lost
confidence in the Galto? Perhaps. Would I be purged? In that
case, yes I would. Mummy Galtia would insist on it. What if my
resignation were not interpreted as treason? Would my resignation
be refused? Would I keep my job? Perhaps. Would I be kicked out
of the Circle of Advisors? Certainly. Would I be demoted? No. Who
would replace me?



 Or was that vanity?



 Perhaps I should flee and go into hiding.



 Galto would find me and have me publicly executed for desertion.



30. KELKA 


I was incensed to see the Galtia at the afternoon conference. She
was even more vain than her son.



 “Galtia,” I asked her. “What do you think of
the Galto’s plan for a preemptive invasion?”



 “The sooner the Tantomilians are restrained, the
better,” she replied. “Their militaristic culture
means that it is inevitable that they will invade us.”



 “What makes you think that we are better prepared to defeat
them now than the last time?”



 The Galto spoke. “I have intelligence that will enable us
to strike at the heart of their military first and cripple
it.”



 “What about our militaristic culture? Aren’t we as
bad as they are if we do this?”



 “We can’t afford to live in the hope that we can
coexist peacefully,” said the Galto. “We have to make
it happen by force.”



 “Surely you understand that the world is an ugly place,
Advisor Kelka?” said the Galtia, “And that we must
sometimes do unpleasant things out of necessity?”



 I nodded. I kept silent for the rest of the meeting. These two
were as stupid as a bag of rocks.



31. RUNO 


I found Lerno at the square. He stood on the Temple steps with
the tourists and watched the changing of the guard. I stood
beside him.



 “Your troops look good,” I said. “Mine
don’t shine on the parade square, only on the
battlefield.”



 Lerno gave me an amused look. He knew that I attempted small
talk, and that as a rule, I didn’t engage in small talk.



 “You wish that the Galtito was the Galto,” he said.
“Don’t answer that. This way I can honestly answer
that you never said a word to that effect. I feel the same way,
but we can salvage this regime if we can get the Galto out of his
mother’s influence.”



 “Are you sure there’s nothing more that we can
do?”



 “Oh there’s more, but it’s treason.”



 Lerno smiled at me. It made his salt-and-pepper goatee appear
less menacing.



 “His mother isn’t the real problem,” I said.
“It’s the mysterious source of his
intelligence.”



 “It doesn’t exist,” Lerno stated flatly.
“It’s a means to silence our opposition.”



 “He’s too stupid to make it up himself, and the
Galtia lacks the expertise. It’s convincing, so it’s
coming from somewhere significant. I’m going to find out
where.”



 “Keep me informed.”



32. LERNO 


Runo had a limited time to find out what he could before the
Galto ordered Runo’s arrest. It would be a test of my
loyalty. I had until the order was issued to consider my options.
I would not run off to Tantomilia to join the Galtito. If I
turned, I would not contrive, “an accident,” to
remove these two. I would personally shoot the Galto and the
Galtio. I would invite the Galtito to return home and become the
Galto. Runo would support me, and the army would obey Runo. If I
did not turn, I would shoot Runo and assert that he died
resisting arrest.



 In the meantime, I would double the number of sentries on the
palace guard, and I would put the palace on alert.



33. RUNO 


After I spoke with Lerno, I was convinced that he could not be
trusted. He had attempted to draw out my intentions by admitting
his own doubts about the new Galto, and it had worked. He knew
that I wanted to act. He knew that I was amenable to treason.



 Who was the Tantomilian asset? My people could intercept and
decode any stream in the kingdom, but our attention was directed
at our own citizens. I would instruct the Communications
Department to collect data from all streams with an endpoint in
the palace.



 In the meantime, I would mobilize enough of the army to overwhelm
the palace sentries, and I would spread it out inconspicuously
away from the city’s borders.



34. MARDO 


All hell was about to break loose in the kingdom of Galtonia.
Soldiers were everywhere in the countryside. I passed hundreds of
them on the roads while I did my deliveries. The military node
said that the army was conducting exercises, but it didn’t
seem to be exercising much. It was moving around in big circles
in tracked vehicles.



35. KELDA 


A guard led me to a room where Minto waited for me. I was a
little nervous. This obviously wasn’t going to be a harsh
interrogation. The Galtito would have prepared me for that. If
this was an interrogation, the Galtito would not have
been allowed to see me before it. I didn’t know anything
important about anything anyway.



 The room was a small one with a little white table and two metal
chairs. The walls and ceiling were featureless white. A glowing
lamp sat on the table. The lamp provided the only illumination in
the room.



 Minto sat in the opposite chair with a table in hand. He motioned
for me to sit in the unoccupied chair. I sat. The guard closed
the door behind me.



 “Hello,” I said in an attempt to establish friendly
relations from the start. My voice sounded loud in the small
room.



 “Good morning, Kelda. Did you sleep well?” Minto said
quietly.



 I nodded. “Yes. I’m looking forward to breakfast. You
eat different things than we do in the morning.”



 “Breakfast will have to wait.”



 “Oh?”



 “You’ll be on a carriage in a few minutes.”



 “I want to claim asylum. I can’t go back. I’ll
disappear.”



 “I don’t know about that, Kelda. You are not of any
importance politically or militarily. We don’t have any
reason to grant you asylum.”



 I grew nervous.



 “I’m a daughter of a Galto. I’ve committed
treason by coming here. They know I came here because I’m
close to the Galtito. He’s my uncle, but he’s like a
father to me. They won’t let me live if I go back.”



 “I know. I’ve spoken with the Galtito about this. He
thinks you shouldn’t go back and you shouldn’t stay
here. I agree. I’m sending you to a mountain refuge where
you will be safe until the war is over. You’ll have your
breakfast with the crew of your carriage. They eat when they get
to their destination. Food is good in the mountains. The refuge
is entirely self-sufficient.”



 “What war?”



 “The Galtonian civil war that is about to erupt.”



 “How do you know that a war is about to erupt?”



 “Intelligence. The Galtito will fetch you home when the war
is over.”



 “How will he do that? It’s not safe for him to go
home no matter who wins. No one will trust him.”



 “Not even if he wins?”



 “Oh. Does that mean he’ll be the Galto?”



 Minto nodded. “We are going to help him make that
happen.”



 “That would be nice. That would solve all my
problems.”



 “And his. And ours.”



36. GALTO 


“They’re moving against me. I’ve ordered the
sentries to arrest them both. I’ll hang them in the square
side by side!”



 “Don’t be so dramatic, Dear,” said Mother.
“Lerno is the last person to take part in any rebellion.
I’ve already spoken to him about Runo. Lerno will see to
him, and the army will stand down.”



 “Will they? They’re loyal to Runo, and he’s
surrounded the city.”



 “Lerno has reinforced the sentries. They will keep the army
out of the palace precinct until Runo is in custody.”



 “They’re just there to contain us while he bombs the
palace to dust!”



 “The security barrier will protect us.”



 “If Runo hasn’t sabotaged it. Why isn’t it up
now? It should never have come down this morning. I gave orders
for the night-dome to be raised. It’s still down! And
where’s Lerno now? I want to speak to him myself. I’m
the Galto not you, Mother.”



 “Have you ever heard of the phrase, ‘grace under
pressure?’ A leader who cannot show it is a loose cannon.
Lerno’s searching for Runo, and they’re working on
the barrier. Today was a scheduled maintenance day. It
hasn’t been sabotaged. Mummy Galtia is one step ahead of
you, and Lerno is one step ahead of Runo.”



 “I should have arrested Runo immediately when he showed me
contempt, but I thought that would make me look paranoid, but now
that I think about it, what was I going to do? Accept contempt
from my subordinates? That would be weak. Where would that end?
Open rebellion. I’d wake up one day under arrest
myself.”



 “There it is now, Galto. Look out the windows.”



 She was right. In the near distance, the vast black metal
framework of the security barrier raised itself from its
collapsed underground state and slowly climbed the sky to form
the night-dome. The structure already blocked out some of the
morning sun.



 “If they had put it up before the maintenance checks were
finished, it might have failed when we needed it the most.”



 “They can still starve us to death in a siege. They can cut
off our power and communications and wait for us to die.”



37. WINTIO 


The night-dome had closed over us. I knew this by the difference
in the light inside the Temple. The building was indirectly lit
by mirrors and roof windows. During the day, solar panels charged
batteries. At night, a bank of high-efficiency electric lamps
replaced the sun. The quantity and quality of light was similar,
but the electric light did not vary. Steady electric light had
replaced the varying light of morning.



 What did the raising of the dome mean? The army roamed the
countryside around the city. What threat did they prepare for?
More sentries than usual patrolled the palace precinct. Rumors of
a new war with Tantomilia floated through the palace and the
Temple, but the Chief Sage scoffed at the idea. Neither side had
a motivation to engage the other, he said. He said that if the
Galto had plans to attack Tantomilia, he would be removed by the
Circle of Advisors. The Chief Sage thought that this was more
likely to be a civil war to prevent a Tantomilian war.



 A Tantomilian functionary named Minto had contacted me and
expressed a desire to connect with individuals on our side who
were interested in preserving the peace between our kingdoms. I
thought that I was being tested by the Chief Sage, but Minto
revealed to me activities in the palace that no one on our side
would reveal to me because the information was deeply
embarrassing to members of the court. Everything Minto had told
me had turned out to be true.



 He knew that I was the Chief Sage’s secretary. Minto wanted
me to send him documents from the Chief Sage’s office. I
told Minto that wouldn’t spy for his kingdom, but he
convinced me that it would help Galtonia and Tantomilia. I
refused to steal documents for him, but I sent Minto short
messages every time that I heard the Chief Sage say something
significant about the court.



 It was clear to me that although the he used diplomatic language,
the Chief Sage would support the army if it revolted because he
did not trust the Galtia. His official position was that the
Galtia had broken protocol when she had prevented the
Galtito’s advancement. The Galtia frightened the Chief Sage
because the new Galto preferred his mother’s advice, and
his mother was antipathetic to sages in general.



38. RUNO 


My usual ground carriage was bound to be a target for the
sentries, so it amused me to become a tank commander. I made my
assistants take a crash course in how to be a tank crew. My
driver drove the vehicle, and I stood in the cupola. I had all
the communications equipment from my mobile command post
installed in the tank. We would not ride the vanguard but the
rearguard. I would command the battlefield in a mobile command
post from the rear of the battlefield as usual, but from the
outside, the tank would appear to be just another tank. We would
keep our radio traffic to a minimum.



 I directed the entire armored brigade to keep slowly circling the
city while the army dug itself into defended ground positions at
the major intersections.



 Before noon, the night-dome stood over the palace and Temple.



39. KELDA 


Layers of tunnels and rooms with barrel-vault ceilings formed the
mountain refuge. To keep their presence secret, the residents
grew their food in greenhouses in the tunnels. Shafts from the
surface brought natural light to crops that grew in rows in
hydroponic beds. Most of the mountain-dwellers ate a vegetarian
diet with lots of egg dishes. Game was available but not popular.
Deer, goats, and small game roamed the valleys. Where did the
eggs come from?



 This was not a refuge. Only a handful of people lived and worked
here. If there was accommodation for more, it was not part of
this complex. This was an intelligence gathering facility. Men
and woman worked on upper levels to which I had no access. I
suspected that the mountain top was a false construction that hid
antennas. I was free to wander where I wanted on the lower
floors. I could even wander the valley below. Certain places were
protected by locked doors opened by iris scanners. Some of the
doors opened for my eyes. Some doors did not. When had the
Tantomilians scanned my eyes?



40 LERNO 


I stood on top of the night-dome and waited. I had ordered the
city to be blacked out, but not everyone had complied. Dots of
light speckled the dark oblongs of the city towers. The moon was
not visible.



 Stealth drones flew overhead. I looked up at their grey
undersides as they passed. In a war of the palace against the
army, the army would win unless I took out Runo. I knew Runo. He
would be on the battlefield, and he would give himself away
sooner or later, and then my drones would find him and kill him.



 My carriage landed beside me. I climbed inside. I had to find the
Galtito.



41. GALTITO 


The mountains remain beautiful when terrible things happen in
them. It awed me to see a Galtonian carriage lose its lift and
tumble into a canyon as if the carriage were a toy that had
slipped out of a giant child’s hand. The machine crashed
into the ground and rolled end-over-end to stop with no explosion
and no smoke.



 Who was on the carriage? What were they doing over the border?
How had the carriage been disabled? Had it failed on its own?



42. LERNO 


Shortly after we crossed the divide, several systems failed. My
carriage’s thrust, lift, and stabilization forces ceased.
The carriage became a ballistic projectile and fell into a dark,
rocky canyon. I saw the bare stone walls in the glow of our
running lights.



 We rolled over in the air, landed hard, and continued to roll.
Our harnesses and seat-cages protected us from direct impact, but
we were injured by the sudden jolt against our restraints. Brina
and I cried out in unison.



 When the carriage came to rest, it seemed unlikely that we had
survived, but we had. That implied that we had not hit as hard as
we would have in free-fall. The carriage had still exerted some
lifting force. Brina was unconscious, but I heard her breathe. We
had to exit the carriage in case the fuel caught fire, but my
abdomen hurt too much for me to crawl out of my chair. My mind
failed to overpower my matter.



 The carriage lay on its side. I opened the canopy so that I could
smell any leaking fuel to motivate me. If we had been seen, the
movement of the canopy might draw fire, but I hoped that if no
one emerged from the wreck, a Tantomilian observer would consider
the movement to be a side effect of the crash.



 Nothing fired on us.



 Cool air bathed the interior of the carriage.



43. KELDA 


Something crashed. I heard a rustling in the air followed by a
rumble that echoed in the distance. Wherever it was, the impact
was nearby, but it was not in our valley.



 Voices above me spoke quietly.



 “Who was that?”



 “I do not know.”



 “It was one of ours. Were you expecting someone?”



 “You mean a returning spy?”



 “Yes.”



 That voice sounded like Galtito’s, but I couldn’t be
sure that it was his. Was he in the same facility as I was? Why
wasn’t I told? Was he not allowed to see me?



 I stood on a recessed balcony halfway up the mountain and had not
known that the others were above me. They stood on a level to
which I had no access. I looked up, but I could not see them.



 The other speaker answered the question. “No.”



 I remembered standing on my bedroom balcony in the palace when my
father was Galto and I had a larger set of rooms. Every week, I
waited for a delivery boy who passed under my windows at the same
time. Our eyes locked, and he smiled.



 I constructed an imaginary life for us to live together. I knew
somehow that he could be more than a mere delivery boy. He just
needed a chance. I would beg my father to give my love a job in
the sentries. He would rise through the ranks, and when he was
the commander, my love would ask my father for my hand in
marriage. This handsome young man would be my faithful consort
and personal bodyguard when I was Galta.



 When I thought of my love, I imagined him in the night-blue
uniform of the sentries, and when I caught my weekly glimpse of
him, I was disappointed to see that he still wore the unadorned
green uniform of his employer. I decided that if I wished it hard
enough, my love would join the sentries of his own volition
because the same plan for us to be together would form in his
mind.



 “I don’t believe you,” said the suspected
Galtito’s voice.



 “Whoever it is, the drones will find them.”



44. GALTITO 


Minto changed the subject.



 “My sources tell me that the army has the palace surrounded
and that the Chief Sage supports the army.”



 “That’s worrying.”



 I changed the subject back.



 “Why did you bring me here if not to witness this?”



 I gestured to the canyon below.



 “I did not bring you here to see this,” Minto said
flatly. “I believe that was Chief Advisor Lerno’s
carriage. I brought you here to meet with him at his request. I
don’t know what happened to the carriage. I suspect that it
was sabotaged by his own side. We will soon know.”



 “Lerno. Hmm. I hope he’s alive.”



 “So do I.”



45. LERNO 


As I lay in my seat in the carriage, my thoughts wandered over my
recent decisions. The pain in my gut cast them in a different
light.



 I had broken into the royal quarters and used the hotline to
Tantomilia to ask to meet with the Galtito. I had been connected
to someone named Minto who had invited me to rendezvous in the
mountains.



 Then I had gone in search of the Galto and the Galtia with the
purpose of shooting them, but I could not find them. There were
many places to hide in the palace. I did not have time to search
them all.



 I had been rash. Runo and I wanted the same thing. I should have
joined him.



 I lost consciousness.



46. WINTIO 


I gathered my children together and told them.



 “I have been in contact with someone from the other
side.”



 “You’ve talked to the dead?” asked Wintito,
incredulous. “That’s heresy.”



 Wintita’s eyes widened.



 “No. That’s not what I meant. I have been in contact
with someone in Tantomilia.”



 “That’s treason!” Wintito declared.



 Both of my children looked at me with surprise and fear in their
faces.



 I sighed. “I’m not a traitor. I’m not on their
side. I’m not working for them.”



 “Whom are you working for?” asked Wintita in
a serious and quiet tone that communicated distrust.



 “The Chief Sage supports the army. I work for the Chief
Sage.”



 “We’re under siege by the
army,” said Wintito. “Aren’t you on
the wrong side of the dome?”



 He was clearly disappointed and appalled by his father.



 “I’m going to let them into the dome. You need to
prepare yourself for the assault.”



 Wintito threw up his arms and walked out of the room.



 His sister bit her lip and stared at me. I found it hard to meet
her eyes. She shook her head.



 “I know the sages don’t want a female Galtia, but is
it worth a war?”



 I made eye contact.



 “There’s more to it than that. The Galto and Galtia
are warmongers. I’m working with Tantomilia to preserve the
peace. You’ll understand when you’re older.”



 “I’m a sage not a soldier. I’m not hiding
anywhere. I’ll be in my room.”



 Wintita sighed and left the room.



47. MARDO 


I poured the last of the wine. I drained the bottle into the jar.
I placed my tablet onto my lap, picked up the jar, and put my
feet up on my desk.



 The CNA node pretended that the army were conducting war games
that simulated an attack on the palace. The CNA advised people go
about their business as usual and to pay no regard to the tanks
on the streets.



 “Let’s get this revolution over with. I have frozen
food to sell.”


——


I thought of Ama, and tears ran down my face.



48. GALTO 


The royal bunker was comfortable and clean. The only amenity it
lacked was windows, but we had video screens to show us the
outside world for as long as the cameras above were undamaged and
remained powered.



 The large screens displayed grey tanks parked at all the
intersections near the palace precinct. The tanks faced away from
the palace as if they were defending it.



 I passed the time looking at home videos. My father taught me
that a dynasty is at its weakest when a new ruler comes to power.
The ambitious are emboldened. Alliances change. The risk of
usurpation is constant when the ruler is underage, which is why
Galtonia did not allow minors to ascend the throne. A new ruler
had to purge the high-ranking disloyal. If you couldn’t
discourage and dis-empower them, then you had to kill them.



 I believed that I was a capable Galto, but I should have killed
Runo. I saw that clearly in retrospect. Lesson learned. No Galto
was powerful enough to fight the army if it turned against him.
My father had said those very words. Why didn’t Runo like
me? He was a strong supporter of my father, and I was my
father’s son.



 I asked Minto if he thought that any of his people would help me.
He replied, “Tantomilia does not care to interfere in your
internal disputes.” I considered using the hotline to
officially ask Duclo for aid, but I feared triggering a
full-scale invasion. The Tantomilian capacity would lead to our
enslavement. We were on our own.



49. BRINA 


I woke with pain in my gut, shoulders, and neck. The carriage was
on its side. Lerno was dead beside me, slumped in his harness. I
was so close to retirement. Lerno should never have brought me
with him. I suppose that he needed a witness to prove his loyalty
on our return.



 I lost consciousness.



50. RUNO 


I had tried to contact the palace and the Temple. I gave the new
Galto a chance to go into exile with his brother. Only the Temple
had responded with a veiled message of support.



 I watched from the cupola of my vehicle as all the guns in my
phalanx rotated to face the night-dome. At first light, I would
order the first salvo.



 I turned my viewpiece to the dome. Something moved on the top,
barely visible against the slightly lighter sky.



 I zoomed in.



 A figure in the robe of a sage stood and waved its arms over its
head.



 I zoomed in more.



 Wintio waved a white flag.



51. MARDO 


I watched the hologram Ama feed her dolls. She made them eat a
plastic roast dinner, holding plastic food items to plastic
mouths.



 “No, Mr. Mardo, you have to eat your vegetables.
They’re good for you.”



 I heard my younger voice in the hologram. “Is that supposed
to be me? He’s much better looking than I am.”



 Ama laughed.



 “He thinks it’s weird to eat things that are green
and orange. He doesn’t understand that peas and carrots are
good for him. He’s a meat-and-potatoes man.”



 I chuckled. “I like my vegetables,” I told the
hologram.



 In the distance, explosions rumbled.



52. WINTIO 


I held the white flag over my head with both hands.



 “Creator, let them see me before the cameras do. Let this
go smoothly without unnecessary violence.”



 A smoking canister hit the surface of the dome beside me. Tear
gas.



 I dropped the flag and ran to the trap door.



 As soon as I had sealed the door, a shell hit the dome. The
ladder shook, and I fell to the landing below.



53. RUNO 


I loved those new tanks. The commander could operate the gun from
the cupola, or if he was busy, he could let the gunner work the
gun.



 I targeted a spot beside Wintio and fired a can of sorrow to make
him cry.



 He jumped. I laughed. It felt good. I wanted more action.



 I spoke into the radio. “All right. Let them have it, boys
and girls. One shell only.”



 I spoke to myself. “I wonder how good that dome really is?
What the hell is it made of anyway?”



 Shells whistled to their destinations and exploded with a
satisfying bang. Each produced an orange flash on the composite
material of the dome.


——


In the emerging light, I saw that we had inflicted no damage to
the dome.



54. GALTO 


“It’s all over. We can’t win now. We’re
surrounded. They’re firing on us. Soon, they’ll find
a way inside.”



 “Your father would never give up so easily. The sentries
will keep the army outside for a long time yet.”



 I opened my mouth to reply but stopped.



 “Your father would have taken care of Runo.”



 “I know that. I realize that now. I thought that
you were going to take care of Runo and Lerno and
Galtito and Kelda? That’s what you said. Leave
them all to Mummy Galtia.”



 “Things got out of hand faster than I anticipated.”



 “Exactly. You don’t have a clue what you’re
doing, and you can no longer be Galtia. You have failed
me.”



 Mother looked at me with surprise and contempt in her face.



 “I’m not staying down here,” I declared.
“I’m going up top to command the sentries
myself.”



55. DELTO 


The most dangerous bullies don’t appear to be bullies. They
appear to be allies. They sweet-talk you into being well-disposed
toward them. Then they play the devil’s advocate and
undermine you with criticism. You don’t want to be someone
who can’t take criticism, so you doubt yourself just enough
to hesitate. You become crippled with perfectionism. The bullies
defeat you.



 The worms eat your bud. You cannot bloom.



 Perfectionism is fear of failure. You must be bad at something in
order to learn to be good. Perfectionism prevents success.
Success breeds confidence. Confidence breeds ambition. Ambition
breeds growth. Growth furthers success.



 I walked among the sentries that lined the paths and guarded the
gates, ready for the dome to come down. Only I knew that Lerno
would not be coming back. Only I knew that I was the new
permanent Commander of the Sentries. I had got the better of him
for once and for all time. What satisfaction I felt!



 I gave the signal.



 The machinery began to hum.



 The elaborate steel superstructure folded into itself.



 A gap appeared overhead, and the sunlight of spring shone in on
this newly-emerged flower.



 “I’m an imperfect, black rose!” I shouted.
“And I’m getting the job done at long last!”



 Several heads turned.



 Let them stare, I thought. I’m not crazy.



56. GALTO 


I tried to open the massive, sealed blast-door from the control
panel. The lock did not disengage. I tried to turn the locking
wheel manually. I could not move it.



 “We’re locked in. What is wrong with these people?
Who put in a door that can be locked from the outside? What is
the purpose of this? Who locked us in?”



 I considered the situation.



 “It’s a palace coup. Someone on the inside is helping
Runo. They have me where they want me. I am so
stupid.”



 “Whom are you talking to?” asked Mother.



 She stood at the bottom of the concrete stairs. I ignored her.



 What now?



 I turned and trod down the stairs. I brushed past mother without
making eye contact.



 “I changed the combination,” she said to my back.



 I did not believe her. I kept walking.



57. KELDA 


Galtito found my little room and me in it. He knocked on my door.
I opened it.



 “There you are,” he said.



 “Hello,” I said warmly. “I wondered where you
were.”



 He stepped inside and closed the door. We embraced. He held me
still and whispered in my ear.



 “They may be listening, so I have to whisper this. Be ready
to follow me when I motion for you to do so. That will be the
moment when we make our escape. You cannot trust Minto or Duclo.
They want to make Galtonia a vassal of Tantomilia with me as a
puppet Galto.”



 “OK,” I whispered.



 He stepped back and spoke in his normal voice.



 “How are you? You look healthy.”



 “I’m fine. What’s going on?”



 “The army is besieging the palace. We’re waiting for
the best moment to invade.”



 “What moment is that?”



 “The moment when the army has removed my brother and mother
to save me the trouble. The moment when Runo thinks he has won
the day and lets his guard down.”



 “You mean the best political moment for you because you
don’t want to be seen usurping your own family.”



 He nodded.



 “Something like that.”



 “Something a lot like that. You want to be seen as the
rescuer of his country who was too late to save his poor
family.”



 Galtito raised his eyebrows in surprise.



 “You horrible hero,” I said.



58. DELTO 


“Who knows everything?” I asked my sentries.



 I looked around.



 “The guy in charge of the satellites,” I answered.



 I put a thumb to my chest.



 “That’s me, the Black Rose. If you’re important
in this kingdom, I know your every move. That’s how I know
that Lerno is a traitor.



 “Lerno ran to Tantomilia just like the Galtito, and he
crashed just like the Galtito. If he’s alive, he
can’t come back just like the Galtito can’t come
back.



 “The Black Rose commands the sentries now. I know that you
think that I’ve gone crazy, but I’ve been given a
second chance. I did not know what I was capable of before today.



 “You wonder why I have partially opened the night-dome. All
will become clear in due time.”



 I skipped in place. Hot damn. It was my day at last.



59. RUNO 


Someone opened the carriage portal. What were they doing? I could
lob a shell right into the gap.



 Several armored carriages emerged like bees exiting a hive. One.
Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten. Eleven.
Twelve.



 Here they come.



 I spoke into the radio. “Shoot them all down.”



60. GALTO 


Mother and I watched the bunker’s video screens.



 “Who is doing this?” I asked.



 “Lerno,” said mother. “Who else?”



 “Would Lerno lock me down here? Why hasn’t he been in
contact?”



 “He’s busy with the defense of the palace.”



 “Busy doing what? Would Lerno launch drones without bombs
against tanks? What are they going to do against tanks?”



 I watched the army’s carriages rise into the air in the
distance.



61. RUNO 


Each drone moved out from the dome in a different direction.



 Two for each phalanx. Good luck with that, tiny under-powered
surveillance buggies.



 Our carriages passed overhead and fired on the drones.



62. GALTO 


Mother and I stood and stared at the video screens.



 The drones anticipated and avoided the fire of Runo’s
carriages. The little spheres dropped down and exploded amidst
the tanks. The clanging of shrapnel on armor was audible from a
distance.



 Had the drones done any damage?



63. DELTO 


I stood below the giant video screen. The sentries stood before
me with their faces turned upward.



 Each drone exploded on impact with the cupola of a particular
tank. The drones could detect tanks that contained the extra
communications equipment of a forward command post, the tanks of
company leaders.



 I clapped my hands over my head. I laughed heartily. I jumped up
and down.



 “Whiskey Chickens! Whiskey Chickens! Whiskey Chickens!
Wide-range, Target-Keyed Charges! Bam! Bam! Bam! You didn’t
think we had any! Did you, Runo! Ooh. That’s got to hurt.
Did I get you? Ouch.”



64. WINTIO 


I used my communicator to summon my children to help me down the
scaffolding. I was sure that I had broken both my ankles.



 When I closed the connection, the scaffolding moved.



 Is the dome coming down? Is the siege over? Can I survive this?



 The platform on which I lay lowered several meters then stopped.
The carriage portal opened above me. Fresh air and light
descended into the space below the dome.



 Who’s coming? An emissary from Runo to make peace? To
negotiate our surrender? Good. A prolonged siege would only
starve us into submission. The Galto will summon the Galtito to
take the throne and step down peacefully. I sighed deeply despite
the pain in my ankles.


——


Someone spoke below. Was that Delto? Yes it was. I couldn’t
make out what he said, but he was there to greet the emissary,
obviously. Lerno must be out of favor now.



 Several drones zipped past me and out the portal.



65. DELTO 


“In a dictatorship, decapitation strikes work. Whom are
your fighting for, sentries? Me? Are you? Do you feel any loyalty
to me? I’m just the boss. Aren’t I? And if something
or someone took me out, you would not attack that entity out of
loyalty to me. Would you? You would wait and see what new leader
emerged. You would support the strongest contender.
Wouldn’t you? You would fight to defend yourselves. You
would fight to defend your families. You might fight to defend
the peace if it were threatened, but you wouldn’t fight to
defend me personally, and you wouldn’t fight on in a battle
if I were killed. The same is true of the army. The Whiskey
Chickens killed Runo. The army has called off its siege. I told
them to go back to barracks, and I’d forget this incident
occurred.



 “It’s been a sweet day so far.”



 I rubbed my hands together and smiled with satisfaction.



 “So where is the Galto? Does anybody know? I have to give
him his kingdom back.”



 I laughed.



66. GALTO 


I switched the monitors to the video feeds from the cameras
around the square. Delto spoke to sentries massed in night-blue
ranks before him.



 “We need to get up there. Delto’s running the show.
Was Lerno killed? That’s a terrible blow. I thought
he’d always be around. I can’t remember a time before
him.”



 I got angry.



 “Look at them! What are they doing? Do they even know that
I’m down here? Don’t they wonder where I am? Why
aren’t they looking for me? I’m their Galto!
I’m the one they’re fighting for!”



 “They don’t know where we are,” said Mother.
“Only Lerno knew of the bunker’s existence.”



 “Then how do we get out of it?”



 “I told you, Galto. I changed the combination on the door.
We can leave at any time.”



 “You were serious?”



 Mother nodded.



 “Then open the door!”



 Mother stepped back from me.



 “Now!” I shouted. “Or when we get out of here,
I’ll arrest you for treason!”



 Mother directed an expression at me that combined contempt with
amusement.



 “Who will believe you? Who will follow your orders?”



 “My loyal sentries will. Delto will.”



 “Am I still Galtia?”



 “No. You’re not. Stop playing at power. You
don’t have what it takes to wield it.”



 “I don’t have what it takes?”



 “Yes. You don’t have what it takes.”



 “In that case, we’re staying down here.”



 I took a swing and punched mother in the jaw. She stumbled back
beyond arm’s length.



 She took a short run at me and slapped my face.



 “Go to your room.”



 I did as I was told. What else could I do?



67. DELTO 


“Hey folks, I’m just spit-balling here, you know,
just talking out loud, but if the Galto doesn’t show up,
maybe I should be Galto?”



 I scanned the faces of the sentries. That got their attention.
Some of them smiled. I heard a few chuckles.



 “There’s no harm in saying that just between us. Is
there? It’s just words. You’re not going to tell
anyone that I said that. Are you? Whom would you tell anyway? I
mean Galto’s nowhere to be found. Doesn’t that make
him a coward?”



 I paused to let that sink in. I walked to the one end of the
video screen.



 “A real Galto would have taken command of the situation and
not run away with his mommy.”



 Some of sentries nodded. I walked to the center of the screen.



 “Think about it. Lerno’s gone. Runo’s gone. Why
don’t I just take over everything? It’ll be simpler
that way. After all, I am the savior of the
day.”



 I clasped my hands over my head and shook them.



 “Do I have your support, sentries of the Palace Guard? Are
you ready for a new dynasty? Are you ready to be led by someone
who is not a spoiled brat? My parents were farmers. I know what
hard work is. If you’re with me, make the sign of the House
of the Black Rose.”



 Some of the sentries returned the gesture, just a scattered few.
They may have been mocking me.



 “Where are the media? Why hasn’t the Central News
Agency contacted me for an interview? Galtonians must be anxious
to know what has happened. I suppose I have to contact
them.”



 I turned to my adjutant.



 “Let’s get on that. And let’s bring the dome
all the way down.”



68. WINTIO 


It was echoey where I lay, and the echoes made me angry. My
ankles ached, and the pain made every minor annoyance a source of
anger. I gritted my teeth and rolled to the edge of the platform
to better hear Delto.



 I saw him from my new vantage. He stood below the video screen,
jabbering and gesticulating. What had happened to the sullen and
secretive Chief of Intelligence?



 What did he say? He should be Galto? I chuckled. The motion
pained my ankles. My anger grew intense. Galto! The stress of the
day had got to him. Poor sod. He was having a full breakdown
before the Palace Guard, talking delusional nonsense.



 The platform moved. My end angled downward. I rolled off it.



 I fell through the air.



69. MARDO 


The CNA pretended that nothing unusual was happening in the
capital. A sidebar on their node assured the public that rumors
of revolution were, “inaccurate.” The military was
conducting, “exercises to test the integrity of the
night-dome.” The exercises were necessary due to an,
“increased threat from Tantomilia.” They may be a,
“minor convenience,” until they were completed. Until
then, the palace precinct was closed.


——


The tanks blew up, and no mention of it appeared on the CNA node.
Ordinary people posted homemade videos that the Network Node
Authority took down.


——


This fellow named Delto appeared in a video and announced that a
coup had been suppressed and the coup plotters killed in battle.
Lerno was the advisor who usually appeared in announcements on
security matters. He was Chief of Security in the Circle of
Advisors. This Delto fellow was new to me. An overlay described
him as Chief of Security and Chief of Intelligence. So Lerno was
dead? A fellow named Runo was the head of the army. Did he put
down a rebellion among the sentries led by Lerno? The army
besieged the palace because Lerno had taken it over? Where was
Galto?



 Delto announced that a woman named Kelka was the new head of the
army. Never heard of her. She did not appear in the video. So
Runo was dead? He and Lerno were the leaders of the coup attempt?
Where was Galto?



 “More information will be released later.”



 I didn’t care as long as the PG was alive and honored our
contract.



70. GALTO 


Mother had locked herself into a study filled with couches and
lined with shelves crammed with physical books.



 I dug around in her things and found a tablet. I had assumed that
this bunker would be filled with communications equipment, but it
held only video screens, comfortable furnishings, and preserved
food. Mother had told me not to bring my communicator or tablet
because they could be used to trace our location. Was that why
there was no communications room? Why did we not have access to
the satellite feeds? What kind of bunker was this? It was more
like a posh holding facility.



 I sent messages explaining where I was to several court
functionaries and to Lerno and Delto. “Come and get me out
of here immediately!” I told all of them.



 “Galto, we don’t know where this bunker is,”
said the first reply. “We will search the lower levels.
This may take some time. Be patient.”



 Lerno did not reply. He was dead then. If he were alive, he would
have replied before the others.



 I waited to be rescued.



71. DELTO 


The Galto waited in a bunker somewhere in the bowels of the
palace, trapped by some unspecified means. I told myself, let him
rot there, but it was clear that the officers and men of the
sentries felt a duty to rescue their Galto and his mother.


——


When she learned that the Galto was alive, Kelka was as
disappointed as I was. She joined me in my office for a late
lunch. She had exchanged her night-blues for a green battle-dress
uniform and cap. He rank was prominently displayed on the
epaulets and sleeves of her tunic. She had wasted no time in
assuming her new role.



 “I may have blown it today,” I said, “when I
suggested that I start a new dynasty. I hope that the Galto is
calm enough to note that I suggested this when I thought that he
was dead. If he turns against me, I need an ally, and I do
believe that means you and only you. And he may not want you to
be the head of the army, so I say we need each other if
we’re going to survive this transition period.”



 “I will take him out,” Kelka told me, “and I
will make it look like an accident. I won’t go to the
trouble of besieging the palace. Then you can be Galto. I will do
this whatever happens, and I will do it soon, so be prepared. I
will warn you. Runo had the right idea but the wrong method. I
wish I knew what Lerno was trying to do when he fled to
Tantomilia.”



 “He was trying to raise an army to put the Galtito on the
throne. What else?”



 “Then what was Runo trying to do? Whom would he have put on
the throne? Himself?”



 “I think so. Maybe he didn’t think that far
ahead.”



 I changed the subject.



 “Wintio was found crushed in the machinery of the dome when
it came down.”



 “What happened to him?”



 “We don’t know. Neither do his children. Well, they
know something, but they’re not talking about it. Whatever
he did, he won’t do it again, so I’m not worried. The
Chief Sage is nowhere to be found.”



 “Winto will come out of hiding when the smoke has cleared,
when he’s sure that the new power structure has stabilized.
He’s shrewd.”



72. KELKA 


Five levels down, on a service walkway that ran beside a large
sewer drain pipe, the sentries found a massive secure door that
they suspected to be the entrance to the Galto’s bunker. I
had the army engineers bore a tunnel into the concrete beside the
door.



 When they got through, an hour later, I crawled inside the hole
myself. The space beyond was definitely a bunker, and people had
definitely been there recently. The kitchen garbage receptacle
was full, and two of the five beds were unmade, but the Galto and
the Galtia were gone.



 The engineers widened the hole so that the sentries could move in
and out easily. It was up to them to search the space for
possible escape routes. Not my jurisdiction.



PART TWO 


1. GALTITO 


Lerno and Brina had been found dead in their carriage.
Apparently, animals had got at them, and it wasn’t a pretty
sight. I suspected that Minto had purposefully waited long enough
before searching for the crashed carriage to lower the chance of
Lerno and Brina’s survival if they were injured.



 When the surprising news of the disappearance of the Galto and
Galtia reached us in Tantomilia, Minto informed me that the
government of Tantomilia no longer saw a strategic purpose in
invading Galtonia. The Tantomilians considered the two to have
been assassinated although Delto had not declared himself Galto.
A story on the CNA node proclaimed that Delto would act as Regent
until the Galto could be found. Both Minto and I believed that
this was a ruse. After a year or so, Delto would force the sages
to make him Galto so that he could keep up the pretense that he
was not an usurper.



 Kelda and I were requested to leave Tantomilia as escorts of the
remains of our colleagues. I would not agree to a diplomatic
transfer because I had no idea what sort of welcome waited us
over the mountains. On my request, we were given some supplies,
flown to a valley close to the divide, and allowed to walk out of
Tantomilia.



2. KELDA 


Everything that had happened was a surprise. Runo was dead. Lerno
was dead. The Galto and his mother had disappeared. Galtito was
sure that they were dead. Delto was the new Galto. He had been
the Chief of Intelligence.



 Now Galtito wanted to walk back through the mountains to my
carriage if it still waited where I left it. We were to sneak
back home to avoid arrest.


——


Minto dropped us in a narrow valley that ran at an angle into
Galtonia. He gave us food and water and a small tent. I had my
map and compass. I had my thermal poncho. We would be at risk of
detection by drones once we crossed into Galtonia.



 I stood and watched the carriage lift itself into the air. I
didn’t like Minto, and he didn’t like me. We
didn’t trust each other naturally. I didn’t feel safe
until the carriage had flown over the mountains behind us and out
of sight.



 I showed my map to Galtito. I pointed to an area off the edge.
“We’re here.” I pointed to a location on the
map. “This valley is this valley here.”



 “Where’s your carriage?”



 I pointed to its location.



 “Do you think we should walk in day or at night?” I
asked.



 “Drones with infrared cameras will see us either way. We
may as well walk in the light. The tent will diffuse our heat
signatures while we sleep.”



 “We should be able to cross in two long days of steady
walking, but we need to push ourselves.”



 “I’m up for it if you are.”



 I nodded. “That way, we arrive at the sentry post at
night.”



 We walked.



 “What do we do once we get there?”



 The Galtito coughed and rubbed his nose. “I don’t
know. I’ll figure that out before we get there. I know
places we can go.”



 “Why would Delto kill your mother? She wasn’t a
threat to him.”



 “I don’t know. Why does anyone do what they do in the
heat of the moment? Fear, baseless or not.”



 “They may still be alive. If they were dead, wouldn’t
it be easy to make some excuse for it such as they were killed in
battle?”



 “Yes. It’s not a good strategy to pretend that
they’re missing if that’s what Delto is doing. The
sentries will turn against him for that even if they don’t
turn against him for usurping the throne. People prefer an honest
strongman who comes to power by force over a dishonest man who
comes to power by cleverness.”



 We both became lost in thought. I could tell that Galtito had
something on his mind that he did not want to share with me.
Perhaps he had a risky plan in mind for our future.


——


We walked all day. We had had a good breakfast, so we agreed to
stop only at sunset to eat and sleep.



 I told Galtito about my youthful treks in the mountain valleys
with the other children of the nobility. He told me that he and
his brother had watched us from a carriage.



 “Seriously? Why?”



 “We refused to walk, but we didn’t want to be left
out.”



 “Wow. That is spoiled.”



 “Yes. It is. I didn’t know it at the time, but it did
dawn on me over time. My brother and I were terrible
brats.”



3. MARDO 


Who was this guy, Delto? Where did he come from? How did he come
out on top? Never heard of him. Never seen him before. Seemed
like a clown to me, smiling like a schoolgirl on my tablet in his
first address to the nation.



 “I want to assure all Galtonians that the threat from
Tantomilia has been defused. I have established cordial relations
with Duclo, and our respective militaries have stood down from a
stance of confrontation. I want to stress that our Galto was
mistaken in his opinion of our neighbor’s hostility toward
us. Thanks to my intervention, we have narrowly avoided a
disastrous war that would have resulted in a draw at best,
foreign occupation at worst, and thousands dead.



 “As your Regent, I declare tomorrow to be a day of
celebration. The palace will host a concert and fireworks to be
broadcast throughout the nation.”



 I was glad then that I had got out of show business because I
would have been corralled into that propaganda show had I still
been working. I used to be popular at the palace. I did good
business with the nobility. They liked to come on stage and ham
it up.



4. KELDA 


The mountains loomed up on both sides all day. Green grasses and
brush lined the valley floor. It was not easy walking, but the
surroundings calmed me.



 The morning was cool. Once the sun rose up above the mountains,
it warmed my forehead until it beaded lightly with sweat.


——


Galtito and I walked until sunset as we had planned.



 We found an area where the ground was dry and pitched our tent.
Minto had given us sealed metal containers of sweet-and-sour pork
and spicy chicken with noodles and vegetables. Once I began to
eat, I became ravenous and ate a whole large container’s
worth of food. Galtito did the same. Minto had supplied us with
bottles of sparkling water that were flavored with lemon and lime
juices. The bubbly, slightly acidic water cleansed the palate of
spices and fat. The piquancy of the dishes was a new experience.
It was a lovely meal. Food is more delicious and satisfying when
you are hungry.



 After we ate, Galtito surprised me with playing-cards. He held
them up and smiled.



 “You brought cards?”



 “I remembered how we use to play when we were younger, and
I thought that it would help pass the time.”



 “Good idea. I had no one to play with once you got
busy.”



 “We should have kept it up.”



 “We should have.”



 “We’re going to lose the light soon,” Galtito
said.



 “We’ll play a quick game. If the moon comes out, we
can play outside.”



 “That’s an idea.”



 The moon did not appear.



 The night passed without incident. It was comfortably warm in the
tent with two bodies to heat the air. The base of the tent was
padded, which ameliorated the hardness of the uneven ground
beneath. We used our packs as pillows. After the long day’s
effort, I slept soundly.


——


The spicy food processed through us overnight. In the morning,
Galtito dug a latrine trench with a knife and we buried our dung.
That was a new experience, one that I hoped would remain unique.
Galtito surprised me again with toilet paper from his pack.



 We ate apples for breakfast while we walked.


——


We came to a saddle-shaped pass at the end of the valley. We
climbed to the top. While we recovered from the exertion, I got
out my map and compass and verified where we were and where we
were headed. A stream came down a mountainside and flowed toward
Galtonia. I found the stream on the map. This was the source of
the Tringo, so we followed it.


——


Other streams joined the nascent Tringo along the way.



5. MARDO 


I received a message from the PG’s office, I suspect from
the PG himself, but I could not be sure. Certainly the message
was not from Princess Kelda who had absconded to the Galtito. The
palace was open. Mardo’s Frozen Food Fantasies were needed
quickly and in great quantities until the kitchens were staffed
and productive again.



 I heard rumors from my clients. It seems that the most skilled of
the palace kitchen staff had fled to the countryside to one
particular manor house. These people had brought with them a
variety of quality ingredients that they did not wish to see go
off in the besieged palace. An unnamed advisor had seized an
opportunity to improve his own kitchen. Now he had to give
everything and everyone back. This story was most likely
inaccurate. My clients were fools.



6. GALTITO 


The second day of our trek led us across the divide into
Galtonia. We had to take care from then on to avoid detection by
drones although it was unlikely that there were any scouring the
mountain valleys. If anyone was looking for us, the satellites
would have already spotted us and a carriage would wait our
arrival.



 I wondered if Minto had alerted any of his contacts on the
Galtonian side to our passage? Would that help the Tantomilians?
I didn’t think so. I would be a threat to Delto, but I
believed that he would still welcome me in his guise of Regent.
It’s easier to kill someone if you keep that person close
to you. Would he attempt to make Kelda and I disappear? Would the
sentries tolerate that? I had cultivated a good relationship with
them. I could convince them to follow me and oust Delto.



 I grew sure of this as I walked.



7. KELDA 


Galtito said that we could not risk connecting to the network
because this would instantly give our locations away. He was so
paranoid about this that he took my communicator from me in case
I forgot.



 It was an easier walk on the second day. The land sloped gently
downhill.


——


Close to noon, we came to a partially-overgrown, crashed
carriage. It lay upside-down in the middle of the valley.



 I pointed to it in the distance.



 “Is that one of ours or theirs?” I asked.



 “Could be either,” answered Galtito.



 “My parents crashed somewhere in the mountains.”



 “Hmm.”



 Galtito nodded.



8. MARDO 


The guard waved me through. I drove onto the palace grounds.
Nothing had changed, but the grass needed cutting.


——


The palace cleaned me out. It was a wonderful feeling. Profit
meant security. I felt so good that I hypnotized the guy that
drove the forktruck.



 “You’re going to feel good all day long,” I
told him, “and when you get home, you’re going to do
something nice for your family so that they know how much you
appreciate them.”



9. GALTO 


Mother put something in my water, and when I was out cold, she
put me over her shoulder and took me out of the bunker through a
hidden tunnel. She didn’t want me to know about the tunnel
just as she hadn’t wanted me to know about the bunker, but
at least she let me walk there.



 I wasn’t awake for the journey, but we landed in the
mountains at a facility located at one of the water collection
points. In a concrete building, a solar-powered pump pushed water
into a pipeline. Another room held a metal bunk bed with thin
mattresses, and an alcove behind a wall held a toilet and sink.
This was temporary accommodation for maintenance crews.



 I had the top bunk. Mother made me leave the room when she used
the facilities, but she did not leave when I used them. It was OK
for me to be embarrassed.



 Mother said that she had a plan, but we had no food.



 “We escaped in the nick of time, thanks to Mummy
Galtia,” she said. “You can go a few days without
food, but you can’t go a few days without your life, you
ungrateful brat.”



 I was still groggy, or I would have said, “They were
rescuing us.”



10. MARDO 


On my way out of the palace precinct, I drove down a different
road that led in the general direction in which I needed to go. I
wanted to have a look around. If the sentries confronted me, I
would claim that I had got lost.



 I got a glimpse of the square. A stage had been set up for the
celebration. Someone stood on it. I stopped and watched.



 “Testing. One, two, three. Testing. Can you hear me out
there?”



 The amplified voice echoed off the surrounding buildings. I was
fifty percent sure that this was the Regent, Delto.



 “Your girlfriends are mine now. I’m drunk. I’m
horny. And I have ultimate power. I’ve arrested your family
and thrown them into the dungeon, or the holding cells as the
prosaic like to call them. I know we’ve got some somewhere
below this very square. I should check them out sometime.
Apparently, there’s a whole mini city down there. Testing.
Testing. Regent to Galtonia. Attention. Attention. Is that good?
It’s good? All right, then. My work here is done.”



 He walked off the stage. He was clearly drunk. That explained
everything that seemed odd about the man.



11. KELDA 


Galtito pointed to the top of the mountain on our left.



 “Do you see that little building?” he asked. “I
know what that is.”



 I peered up. “No.”



 “It looks like it’s part of the rock.”



 “I don’t see it.”



 Galtito took the map from me. He peered at it for a moment.



 “Yes. That’s it. It’s part of the water
collection system. On the other side of that mountain, in the
valley, are the pipelines that bring water into Galtonia. Most of
them start in the foothills. That one brings water into the
palace precinct. It has its own dedicated water supply.”



 I looked at the map.



 “It’s not on the map,” he said, “for
security reasons.”



 “Oh. That makes sense.”



 I think Galtito tried to take my mind off my memories of my
parents’ deaths. I peered up at the mountain, but I saw no
artificial structure.



12. KELKA 


I avoided watching Delto through the window in my office, but I
heard every amplified word. What was he doing out there? They
didn’t need him to do a sound check.



 “I’m drunk. I’m horny. And I have ultimate
power.”



 When I heard those words echo in the square, I decided to
overthrow Delto and invite the Galtito back from Tantomilia. If
the Galto showed up, the two of them could figure it out between
themselves. Delto had to go.



13. GALTO 


I was exasperated.



 “How do you even know about this place?” I asked
Mother.



 “Your father had it built. It’s vital to the palace.
This is our water supply. This is where the Tantomilians will
release the poison when they finally decide to invade.”



 “Galtito used to say that he didn’t think that anyone
had enough poison to poison a whole country. It was a bluff. It
was impractical.”



 “They would infect the water with something. It would breed
in the water.”



 “What kind of disease breeds in water?”



 Mother sighed. “I don’t know. Some do.”



 “Why are we here? What are we going to do? Why did we leave
the palace? Where was the sense in that? They want us back at the
palace. Delto saved the day for us. For me. Why are you
preventing me from being Galto?”



 “It’s not over yet.”



 “How do you know?”



 “Mummy Galtia has her sources that you don’t need to
know about.”



14. GALTITO 


We walked through the valley of cousin Kelda’s
parents’ demise. She asked me about the wrecked carriage. I
played dumb. I told her nothing that wasn’t true.



 She took my hand and held it. Bad memories for her. Also not good
for me.


——


I needed to know what was going on in the palace. Who survived?
Who hadn’t? Who was left that was sympathetic to me? What
had happened to my brother and my mother? Could it happen to
Kelda and me?



15. GALTO 


I went outside. The locale of our mountain hideout was beautiful.
A strong breeze blew over me. A green valley of grasses bordered
a small river below. The sun shone brightly.



 An upside-down carriage lay in the middle of the valley, an
obvious casualty of the Tantomilian Incursion. The vehicle was
partially sunk into the ground. By the middle of summer, the
grasses would be tall enough to obscure it from view by
passers-by.



 Movement along the river drew my eye. Two figures in Galtonian
uniforms walked east.



 I stepped back inside the little concrete building.



 “Someone’s in the valley looking for us.”



 Mother came to the door.



 I pointed them out.



 Mother turned to me and shook her head. “It’s
them.”



 I shaded my eyes and peered down. “Who?”



 “Wise up. Your bother and Kelda. Who else?”



 “There’s no way that you can know that for sure
unless you have telescopic vision.”



 “I can recognize my son a kilometer away. I can tell who
they are just by the way they walk.”



 “No you can’t. That’s impossible.”



 “Come inside. Don’t let them see you.”



 “Why not?”



 “Because they’re armed. You’re not.”



 “That’s your fault. You don’t know that
they’re armed. You don’t even know who they
are.”



 “Come inside. Now.”



 “If that’s my brother, I’m going down there to
confront him.”



 “No you’re not! Get inside now!”



 I started walking down a concrete path that seemed to lead down
the mountain.



 My mind starting racing. The path must lead down the mountain.
How else did people get up there? I didn’t see a carriage
landing pad near the building. The carriage that mother had used
must be at the end of the path. I didn’t have to stay
there. She was clearly crazy. I was the Galto. I called the
shots.



 “Galtito!” I shouted.



 I loved my brother. Why did he want to kill me?



16. KELDA 


A shiver ran through me. I took Galtito’s hand.



 When you’re young, especially if you’re a princess,
you think that the terrible events of life will not happen to
you. When they do happen, you fear they will crush you, but they
don’t. You survive, damaged. When you live in a world of
evil people, intrigue and assassinations become normal to you.
You can’t do anything about them, so you learn to live with
them.



17. GALTITO 


I heard my name. I stopped.



 Kelda appeared to have heard nothing.



 I held a finger to my lips. You recognize the faintest murmur of
your name in the air. Occasionally, you hear your name in the
ambient sounds of the city or in dogs’ barks and
birds’ calls. I had heard my brother’s voice say my
name.



 I looked up at the mountains. Was he here? Where? On what side?
Or had I mistaken a natural sound for my name?



 “What is it?” whispered Kelda.



 “I thought I heard something.”



 “What?”



 I sighed. “My name.”



 She raised her eyebrows.



 “That’s not good.”



 I started walking.



 “Let’s just keep going,” I said. “If
someone’s watching us, we can’t do anything about
it.”



18. GALTO 


A covered landing pad appeared at the end of the path. A small
grey carriage sat inside. Mother’s footsteps clicked behind
me. It was now or never. I turned around and ran at her. She had
her head down, negotiating the incline. I pushed her off the
path. I continued to push her off-balance.



 She toppled over the side of the mountain. I watched her fall to
a bare slope. Her head struck a rock, and her body went limp. She
rolled a bit farther and came to a stop.



 I got into the carriage. It accepted my thumb print, a royal
thumb print, the Galto’s thumb print. I eased it out into
the air.



19. KELDA 


I heard rock scurry down the mountainside over my head. Galtito
and I looked up.



 A figure in a night-blue, Galtonian uniform lay unmoving on a
rocky slope.



 “You were right. We have company,” I observed.



 “It’s my brother,” said Galtito with
disappointment and resignation in his voice. “He must have
been waiting for us. Minto gave us away after all.”



 “I think that’s a woman up there.”



 “How can you tell at this distance?”



 “The uniform. Look at the belt. That waistline is wrong for
a man.”



 Galtito peered at the figure.



 “I think you’re right. It’s mother. If my
brother’s here, she must be here as well. They disappeared
together.”



 “Is she dead?”



 Galtito shrugged.



 “I don’t know. Did she fall? Where is my
brother?”



 A small grey carriage rose up out of the mountain and hovered
over the figure.



 “There he is,” said Galtito.



 Fear rose inside me, but I did not panic.



20. GALTITO 


I remembered that little grey carriage. It used to be mine. It
sank toward Kelda and me. The carriage did not carry weapons.



 “It’s unarmed,” I told Kelda, “but
he probably is. My brother likes to shoot
things, so keep your hands in view.”



 Galto landed the carriage in front of us. He opened a side window
in the canopy and spoke.



 “Put your hands up, Galtito! You too, Kelda! I’m
arresting you both for treason!”



 Kelda put her hands up. I did not.



21. GALTO 


“Why would I put my hands up?” said my brother with
an edge of contempt in his voice. “What would that
accomplish? How are you going to arrest us?”



 I had landed right in front of them, trapping them at the river.
I had caught them sneaking back into Galtonia to foment
revolution, and until I had landed, they had been holding hands.



 Kelda frowned at me and put her hands down. I was offended.



 “This is where you beg for mercy from your Galto,” I
said.



 Galtito laughed.



 “I haven’t committed treason, and neither has
Kelda.”



 “Contact with Tantomilia is treason.”



 “Does that make sense to you?”



 “You didn’t go there for a vacation.”



 “Go on then. Arrest us.”



 Galtito took Kelda’s hand and and led her away along the
riverbank.



 “Mother’s dead!” I shouted. “I killed
her! You can be my Galtio!”



 Galtito and Kelda walked faster.



 “You’ll need special dispensation from the Chief Sage
if you want to marry your cousin!”



 They both put their heads down at the same time. Galtito shook
his.



22. KELDA 


In the afternoon, we came to the cabin where I had slept during
the hikes of my youth.



 A short walk away from the cabin stood an outhouse. We used it.



 The cabin and outhouse were in good repair and unlocked.



 We entered the cabin. It was bare, but firewood was stacked near
the fireplace. Bottles of water were arranged on the floor
against a wall.



 “We’ve made good time today,” said Galtito.
“We should reward ourselves with a break. If we want to
leave the mountains under cover of darkness, we should stay here
until nightfall.”



 “Do you think your brother followed us?”



 “I don’t know. If he did, he’s stayed out of
sight. That’s not like him. He probably flew straight to
the palace to get a troop of sentries to arrest us.”



 “What happens to us then?”



 Galtito shrugged.



23. DELTO 


“Ladies and Gentlemen! Welcome to the celebration of the
victory of the Black Rose over the evil Runo and his Robot Army
of Usurpation!”



 I laughed heartily.



 I held up my arms in the sign of the Black Rose. I turned to the
left and the right so everyone could see the sign.



 “OK. OK. I know. They weren’t robots. They were
tanks. Whatever.”



 I put my arms on my hips in a power stance.



 “Let’s get this show on the road!”



 That’s when this old guy in a black suit walked up on
stage. He walked toward me with a smile on his face. I thought
that he was palace staff. Was there a problem?



24. MARDO 


I instinctively revolted from Delto. Something clicked, and on
the drive home, I decided to hypnotize him. I had the documents
that were needed to get inside the palace precinct. I would put
on my stage clothes and join the nobles who would be expected to
attend the victory celebration. I would throw a spanner into this
fool’s works.



25. DELTO 


The old guy approached me and whispered in my ear. I don’t
remember what he said. Then he departed the stage. Whatever he
said, it didn’t matter. It went in one ear and out the
other.



 “The first order of business tonight is an important
announcement. Galtonia is launching a new series of
globe-circling, geostationary satellites. We’re upgrading!
Hooray!”



 I paused for a reaction.



 No reaction came.



 “Who likes satellites?



 “You do! I do! That’s who! You can look at things
with them, and you can shoot things with them! Why don’t
the Tantomilians have a space program? Because if they put up
some satellites, we would shoot them down with ours! That’s
why! And I’m the satellite guy!”



 It was off-putting to see all the advisors and bureaucrats
sitting quietly in their seats, not applauding, not cheering. No
enthusiasm for satellites there.



 “Why do we have satellites circling the world if we
don’t venture beyond our own borders? Why do we have
satellites if the world is mostly ocean except for this little
continent, divided by mountains, on which the Tantos and the
Galtos live? If you can answer to that question, you know the
secret to this world! Oh-ho! The late Galto knew the answer to
that question, not the late Galto, the late late Galto. I know
the answer to that question, and maybe by the end of the night,
you’ll know it too!



 “But first, a magician. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you
Mardo the Magnificent!”



 I made the sign of the Black Rose.



 I turned abruptly and walked off-stage.



26. GALTITO 


I made a small fire to warm up the cottage. Kelda and I sat on
the floor before the fire and warmed our Tantomilian food in its
metal containers.



 She leaned against me, and we ate spicy noodles.



 After eating, we sat in silence.



 Kelda kissed my cheek. I turned to her, and she kissed my mouth.
I kissed her back.


——


One thing led to
another.


——


We did not say a word to each other for some time afterward. We
lay in the glow and warmth of the fire as the sky turned dark
outside the cabin’s windows.



 “We should go,” I said.



 “OK.”



 We dressed.


——


We walked through the last valley and came to the end of the
mountains. I expected to encounter drones at any moment.



 We passed carefully under a high sentry post and out onto a
barren plain.



 Where was my brother? Why hadn’t we been arrested already?
Why weren’t the sentries on alert and ready for us? What
had happened to my brother? What was he doing?


——


Kelda’s carriage lay where she had left it. That was highly
suspicious.



 I stopped her from approaching the vehicle.



 “This isn’t right,” I said. “This
shouldn’t be here. The sentries will have reported it to
the palace. It’s been disabled.”



 Floodlights washed the carriage and us in blinding white light.



 We raised our hands to shade our eyes.



 I breathed a sigh of relief, for if the sentries had wanted us
dead, they would have shot us without warning.



27. MARDO 


As I mounted the stage, I received polite applause.



 Chairs filled the square in ranks. The palace staff and advisors
filled the chairs. The sages, notably, were not present. The
event must have been too secular for them. Some familiar faces
and some unfamiliar faces stared at me, waiting to be
entertained.



 The faces reminded me that Ama was not there.



28. KELDA 


The sentries arrested us at my carriage.



 They took me to the palace and put me in my room. I didn’t
know what they did with Galtito. I didn’t know if he was
still alive.


——


I watched the, “celebration,” on a tablet to take my
mind off Galtito. I thought it might give me some idea of how the
kingdom had changed in my absence. There was nothing else to
watch. All channels showed this strange event.



 I was surprised to see Mardo the Magnificent take the stage. What
was he doing there? Was he a supporter of Delto?



29. GALTITO 


Kelda clung to me.



 “Don’t resist,” I told her. “They
won’t hurt you unless they have to.”



 She let go.



 The sentries handcuffed us both.



 “Who’s in charge here? I demanded. “Where is my
brother? Tell him I want to see him.”



 No one answered. They were obviously under orders not to speak to
me.


——


The sentries took me to a cell under the central square of the
palace precinct. They took Kelda somewhere else in a separate
carriage.



 When the Captain locked me in my cell, I said, “I want to
see my brother. Tell him.”



 “Tell him yourself when you get where he is.”



 I understood the officer’s reply to mean that my brother
wanted me brought to him. When I was not brought to him and my
brother did not appear, I assumed that the officer’s reply
meant that I would see my brother in the Hereafter. I assumed
that Delto had killed my brother.


——


Delto came to interview me.



 “Your brother and your mother are most likely no longer
alive,” he said in a quiet and satisfied tone. “I am
the Regent in the Galto’s absence.”



 “I am the next in line to the throne, Regent,” I
said. “If my brother is dead, then I am the Galto.”



 “Strictly speaking, the Galtia is next in line. We are not
yet certain that she or he is dead, and you are a traitor. You
can’t just come back and assume power, Galtito. For all I
know, you killed your brother and your mother, and I may have to
kill you as a consequence.”



 “My brother is still alive unless you killed him
since I saw him last. We crossed paths in the mountains. You will
find my mother’s body below the palace water intake. He
pushed her off the mountain. He had a small grey carriage. Where
he went in it, I do not know. I expected him to come back with a
troop of sentries to arrest me.



 “And my mother broke protocol to make herself the Galtia.
I am next in line, and I demand your loyalty.
Release me, and I will take command in my bother’s
absence.”



 “I am the Black Swan, and I am in charge for the
time being. I don’t know what to do with you, Galtito. I
need to think about it.”



30. KELDA 


Mardo walked across the stage to Delto. Delto looked surprised
and annoyed.



 Mardo whispered something in Delto’s ear, and his face
immediately relaxed into a pleased expression.



 Mardo walked off-stage.



 Delto turned to the audience and blathered on about satellites
like an enthusiastic child. On and on he raved about how we were
going to launch more, and the Tantomilians were not, and how
there was some sort of secret purpose to the satellites.



 When he was finished, he introduced Mardo.



 Did Mardo just insert himself into the show? Did he make Delto
reveal all that satellite stuff? If so, it was impressive.



 Mardo stepped up onto the stage again. He wore a black suit that
I recognized from my childhood. He raised his hands with palms
out to the audience.



 “Sleep!” he shouted. “Sleeeep! sheeeep!
Sleeeep!” Then he bleated out a good imitation of a sheep.
“Baaah! Baaah! Baaah! Baaah!”



 Mardo strode the length of the stage to his left. He turned and
strode the length of the stage to the right. He mumbled gibberish
under his breath. He gesticulated with his hands, tracing circles
in the air, fingers waving.



 He stopped at center stage.



 “The kingdom sleeps tonight! Sheep of Galtonia! Sleep! You
in your homes! Sleep! Sleep! You in your seats! Sleep! Sleep! Lie
down Galtonians in your homes! Lie down on the furniture! Lie
down on the floor! Lie down Galtonians outside! Lie down on the
sidewalks! Lie down on the grass! Sleep has come for you at
last!”



 He did a little step dance and smiled at the audience. He put out
his hands and directed his gaze from one side of the square to
the other.



31. DELTO 


I went straight from the stage to the holding cells. I dismissed
the guard for ten minutes so that he could not overhear what I
said or witness what I did.



 Galtito lay on his bunk, but I did not think that he was asleep.
I stood in the hallway outside the cells and watched him. He was
cleaned up from his mountain trek with his cousin. He wore the
night-blue jumpsuit and white t-shirt in which we dressed our
prisoners.



 “You’re missing my grand celebration,” I said
quietly.



 Galtito opened his eyes.



 “Your celebration is premature. The guard recognized me, so
I assume he has spread the word that I am your prisoner. I
won’t be for long.”



 “The sentries all know that you’re here and that
you’re a traitor, but I have not made a public
announcement. I saved that for today. You’re going to part
of the celebration after all. Isn’t that wonderful? I think
some of the court, some of the sentries, and perhaps some
Galtonians don’t take me seriously. The public execution of
a traitor will establish my seriousness.”



32. KELDA 


I don’t know what happened during Mardo’s performance
because I fell asleep when he told me to sleep.



 When I awoke, it was to the sound of applause. Sentries led
Galtito onto the stage. Some of the audience clapped. Some booed.
Some people shouted, “Traitor!”



 A shot of the audience replaced the image of the stage. Some of
the audience gave Galtito a standing ovation. Others made fists.



33. KELKA 


The magician was so boring that I fell asleep during his
performance. The officers around me seemed to be in a good mood
when I woke up to their applause.



 Delto and a group of sentries ascended the stage. The sentries
surrounded someone in a blue jumpsuit. When the group reached the
microphone and faced the audience, I recognized the Galtito.



 The audience erupted with anger and joy.



 This was my opportunity to act. I put my hand on my sidearm to
verify that it was still there and still fully charged.



 I listened to Delto.



 “Ladies and Gentlemen!” he intoned dramatically.
“Our beloved Galtito has returned to us in less than
auspicious circumstances. He wears the criminal uniform of a
traitor to his country. Poor Galtito didn’t like his
brother. Galtito wanted to be Galto, but his mother
wouldn’t even let him be the Galtio. Now that his mother
and brother have conveniently disappeared, Galtito thought that
he could sneak back into Galtonia and take the throne for
himself.”



 The audience cheered and booed. How many of them would support me
if I acted now?



 “So I ask you, Galtito, before the nation, where are your
brother and mother? What have you done to them?”



 The audience made more noise. The Galtito spoke.



 “I do not know where my brother is, but my mother lies at
the foot of a mountain as I have told you. My brother pushed her
off the mountain, and I presume that she is dead.”



 Some of the audience murmured in horror and disbelief.



 “What were your mother and brother doing on a mountain, and
why were you there?”



 “I don’t know why they were there. I was there
because I was returning from Tantomilia where I had fled to
escape from them. I encountered my brother on the
journey after he had killed my mother. He attempted to arrest me,
but he could not do it by himself. He flew away in a small grey
carriage in the direction of Galtonia. I have not seen him
since.”



 “Do you believe him, Galtonia?”



 The crowd returned shouts of, “Yes!” and
“No!”



 “I don’t believe him. He fled to Tantomilia to
encourage an invasion to put him on the throne. Isn’t that
right, Galtito?”



 “Yes. That is so.”



 Some cheered. Some jeered.



 “I am the Galtio now. If my brother is dead, then I am the
Galto. I demand that you release me and turn the kingdom over to
me. I will be lenient with you.”



 “You’ll be lenient with me, the Black Rose? The
savior of this kingdom? You, a traitor by your own
admission?”



 Delto laughed. He scanned the audience.



 He returned his gaze to the Galtito.



 “No. I will not hand the kingdom over to a man who just
admitted that he intended to overthrow our Galto with the aid of
the Tantomilians. Tonight, you die, Galtito. I have brought you
here to make an example out of you.”



 Delto turned to the audience and clasped his hands together over
his head.



 I stood up, aimed my pistol at him, and pulled the trigger three
times.



34. KELDA 


Delto announced that he would kill Galtito live on stage. I
couldn’t believe my ears. Before I had a chance to voice a
reaction, three pops sounded, and Delto fell to the stage.



 The sentries that guarded Galtito leveled their weapons at the
audience.



 The audience grew noisy. People shouted, and some sort of scuffle
took place, but the image did not cut away from the stage. The
screeching of chairs scraping stone echoed in the square.



 The picture zoomed in on Galtito.



 “Let her up! Let her up!” he ordered.
“She’s a hero! Let my savior up! Take your hands off
her!”



 Let who up?



 “Everyone, put your weapons away!” Galtito shouted.
“Everyone, stand down immediately! This chaos ends
now!”



 The commotion off-stage subsided.



 Galtito folded his arms and smiled. He spoke into the microphone.



 “Thank you, Kelka, for your loyalty. It will not be
forgotten. Ladies and gentlemen, this celebration is over. The
hereditary Kingdom of Galtonia is restored. I will act as Galto
until I can determine the fate of my brother. Let’s all go
home. If you’re watching this, brother, it is safe for you
to come back to the palace.”



 Galtito looked into the camera and moved a hand past his neck.
The palace logo replaced the video feed.



 A wave of relief passed through me.



35. MARDO 


As usual, my suggestion would work in some minds and not in
others. Time would tell how many.



 I walked from the stage directly to the Temple. I sat in one of
the side chapels and allowed myself to relax. This building use
to be open to the public but had been closed since the siege. I
had no religious beliefs, no belief in anything beyond this life,
but I liked the silence and the seriousness of the place, the
symbolism of it. This was a monument to our need for something
permanent and reliable, an attempt to create something permanent
and reliable where so little was permanent and reliable.


——


The crowd in the square became agitated. I ignored the fracas. I
talked to Ama in my mind. I told her of my plan to modify the
automated fried chicken production line to enable it to produce
fish and chips for the coastal market.



36. KELKA 


Several of my associates tackled me to the ground. Someone
grabbed the pistol from my hand and pointed it at my head.



 The Galtito ordered them to let me up and praised me as I knew he
would.



 I noted with satisfaction that the Black Rose lay dead on the
stage.



37. WINTITO 


My sister told me her secret.



 “Tantomilia is the world’s ocean and all the life
that is in it. When you die, you become a Tantomilian, a true
Tantomilian, an aquatic Tantomilian. The people on the other side
of the mountains are just like us. They’re the caretakers
of the true Tantomilians.”



 “That’s pure heretical nonsense. Who told you
that?”



 “Winto.”



 “Winto told you that we turn into fish when we die? With
all the funerals that pass through here, have you never seen a
dead body? I have. We don’t turn into fish.”



 “Our souls go into them, and they’re not fish.”



 “Wouldn’t that lead to overcrowding? A lot of people
have died since the dawn of time.”



 “When the true Tantomilians die, they go to the
Hereafter.”



 I laughed heartily.



 “I don’t believe that Winto told you any such thing.
Why are you telling me this ridiculous lie?”



 “It’s not a lie. I saw him in the Temple. He was
praying. Then he noticed me, and we talked.”



 “Winto’s not a heretic, sister, and where is he now?
If he’s here in the Temple, why hasn’t he made one of
us the Wintio?”



 My sister shrugged her shoulders. “He told me it was
dangerous for him to be seen in public right now. A lot has been
going on lately if you haven’t noticed.”



 “He wasn’t even at our father’s funeral. That
was incredibly disrespectful. Our father worked hard for him all
his life.”



 “He was very sorry about father, but he said that the
kingdom must come first.”



 “The Chief Sage is a heretic.” I marveled at the
revelation. “We have to do something about this.”



 Wintita sighed. “I shouldn’t have told you.”



 “You’re saying that the Chief Sage told you that our
father is now a fish?”



 She nodded.



 “People eat fish, you know. Not around here, but at the
coasts.”



 “They’re not fish. They’re Tantomilians.”



 “This is like what kids said when we were in school. They
said that the Tantomilians ate their dead. I can’t believe
that you believe this crap.”



 “I didn’t say that I believed it.”



 “It sure sounds like it.”



 “I was supposed to keep it secret.”



 “He was testing you for some reason.”



38. GALTITO 


I spoke to the nation by video.



 “Good evening, people of Galtonia. I, the Galtito, address
you tonight as the ruler of our kingdom. I have ended the chaos
of the preceding days and restored the monarchy. I know that some
of you wonder why I went to Tantomilia and why I came back. I
went to Tantomilia to avert an unnecessary and devastating war
with our neighbors. I came back to save the kingdom from an
inexperienced usurper who took advantage of the coup attempt by
the former head of the army who himself took advantage of my
brother’s poor judgement.



 “My brother has failed to return to the palace. I have been
unable to determine if he is alive or dead. In his absence, I
have assumed the role but not the title of Galto until my
brother’s fate can be ascertained.



 “The Chief Sage, Winto, has retired from office. I thank
him for his long and loyal service to Galtonia. His successor
will be appointed presently.



 “I have declared tomorrow to be an official day of
mourning. A public visitation for advisors Brina and Lerno will
be held in the Temple in the morning. In the afternoon, a public
visitation will be held for my mother. The palace grounds will be
open to the public for the day.”



39. KELDA 


I arrived at the Temple and got in line with the last of the
general public to be admitted. Once inside, I stepped out of line
and took a pew for the funeral.



 The remains of Lerno and Brina lay in closed caskets in the
central aisle. Only that aisle was lit. Mourners filed in from
one door, processed down the right of the caskets, then back on
the left side, and continued out the other door. To ensure order,
sages stood in cream robes in the shadows.



 When the last of the public had filed out, the advisors and sages
entered and populated the pews around me. The service was
well-attended. Both Lerno and Brina had been well-liked. Usually,
a funeral is held the day after the public visitation. Today, two
visitations and funerals were crammed into one day. Galtito
sought to quickly put the past behind us.



 The new Chief Sage was young and obviously inexperienced, but he
stuck to protocol and acquitted himself well. His manner would
improve with confidence, which would improve with experience.
Having said that, I didn’t like him any more than I had
liked his predecessor.


——


Afterward, Galtito took me to a room on the second floor of the
palace for lunch. We sat at a long window that overlooked the
square below.



 When the food arrived, it was spicy Tantomilian food. It was good
that no one observed us.



 “Am I your mistress?”



 Galtito flushed. He shook his head.



 “Are you going to marry me?”



 Galtito sighed. “I hadn’t thought about it.
You’re my girlfriend for now.”



 “For now? Until you find a better one?”



 “That’s not what I meant. Let’s not rush into
things. OK? Right now, my priorities are consolidating my hold on
power and establishing cordial relations with the
Tantomilians.”



 “OK. I was just teasing you.”



 “Don’t.”



 “Have you been in contact with Minto?”



 Galtito nodded. “And Duclo. Negotiations are progressing
well.”



 “That’s good.”



 He was distracted by something, so I stopped trying to engage him
in conversation. I wanted to ask him about our satellites. I
wanted to know if he knew what Delto had spoken of, the secret of
this world, but I was sure in that moment that Galtito would
simply shake his head whether he knew or he didn’t know.


——


I skipped the funeral for the late queen. She hadn’t liked
me, and I hadn’t liked her.



40. MARDO 


Our orders had increased. Enough Galtonians had followed my
suggestion to buy Mardo’s Frozen Food Fantasies for the
effect on our sales to be noticeable. Kelka had shot Delto before
my suggestion to him to unburden himself in public and jump off
the nightdome could have effect. We might have learned something.



41. KELDA 


Back to work. How boring. The PG’s office had a backlog of
deliveries to process, some of which were spoiled. I beavered
away at the pallets and sorted out the edible from the garbage.



 Next, I had a look in the walk-in cooler. It was filled with
Mardo’s Frozen Food Fantasies. All the fresh meat was gone,
stolen no doubt. The sentries had been unconcerned with
protecting the kitchens, or the sentries had eaten everything of
value, or someone of rank had spirited away our victuals for his
or her own home.



 The brand name made me sad. Who fantasizes over frozen food? Just
another worthless attempt to deceive the public with hyperbolic
marketing. Who decided that the best way to market items was to
lie about them? Every advertisement that showed actors pretending
to enjoy a product was a lie. Every claim to be like home-made
was a lie. Marketers were idiots. Instead of building trust in
brands, marketers prevented consumers from trusting brands.


——


When I got to my desk, a message from Galtito waited for me.



 I’m making you the new Procurator General. Your predecessor
apparently disappeared when Delto died. Let me know if you need
help with anything.



 I replied to express my gratitude and to ask for the PG’s
keys.



 I need to hire my replacement. How do I go about doing that?
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