ATLANTIS 1: The Orphan King

By Ian M. Palmer

Chapter One.

On the day that his parents and his older sister were going to be killed, Tey, Prince of Atlantis, stood at the easternmost point of the continent and stared across the sea. The sun had come up behind him - in these days it still rose in the West - and he had watched the shadow of the night race away from him across the water and over the horizon. There, at that moment - the vanishing of the dark - he believed he'd seen the silver flash of land.


Two years ago, he'd asked Caracal about it.


"Do you think I can see Ordana from here?"


Caracal had squinted across the water, just as Tey was now. "No, you can't," he'd replied in his deep slow voice, the voice Tey had always felt was somehow false, as if his real voice was embarrassingly high, or something. "Nobody can see Ordana from here."


"When I'm King, will I?"


"You won't be King, Prince Tey. Your sister will be Queen, and whoever she marries will be King."


Tey remembered giggling. He was embarrassed to recall it now, how childish he'd been. "Velel won't be Queen. She's a baby."


"You know who I mean."


Tey squinted again. "If I had the Crown, would I be able to see?"


Caracal rubbed Tey's hair. His movements, like his voice, always seemed unspontaneous, constrained. Tey had never been able to work that out. "We'll never know. The Crown is different for everyone. It might not even work for you. It might only work for the people it's meant for."


"Not me?"


"Not you."


Now, Tey stood here again, still looking. He felt more than two years older. He'd put behind him the fantasies he'd had then of becoming King, of wearing the Crown; but there was still that silver flash in the last instant of night. He was taller now, seeing from a vantage point a few fingers higher, but it looked exactly the same.


Down below, on the water twenty fields or so out, a row of fishing boats worked at mathematical intervals. Tey had several times marvelled at the skill of the fishermen, to gaze out at sea level and judge distances so finely: far enough not to overlap their nets, near enough not to let whole shoals slip through. It seemed sometimes that everyone in Atlantis, at whichever level, had been given the senses they needed to contribute to the whole, to Atlantean society. Since accepting that he would not be King, he'd begun to wonder what his contribution was expected to be. Nobody had told him so far.


He'd been out on the boats, three years before. He was not afraid of the sea, but it held no interest for him. Nor did the lands beyond, Ordana and the others. He was a Prince of Atlantis, and Atlantis held more than enough for him.


Closer to the shore, the shadow of the cliff itself was shrinking. For several minutes the space between the shadow and the distance had opened slowly, like a doorway. Like most other Atlanteans, Tey had been content to watch it open. He felt no great desire to jump through.


The cold before dawn had passed, and the early sun was already burning his back. He turned away from the eastern sea.


Tey stood against a low wall on a perimeter of the palace grounds. The grounds were walled all around, but apart from the scattered guardhouses there was grass for perhaps eight fields before the main palace buildings downhill. Behind Tey, cliffs fell the height of thirty men before the water.


As he turned toward the slope, glancing toward the orchard gardens, he had the same impression of the sky over the far hills as he'd had of the horizon over the sea: a momentary flicker of metal, reflecting light. He squinted that way and saw black movement.


A flyer was approaching the palace.


Flyers were uncommon. Tey's father, the King, had imposed strict controls on the land energy which powered them - farming needed the energy more, he had said - and they were only used now for certain essential purposes, including military, and by the royal family. Nobody was expected here apart from Tey and Velel.


That included the King and Queen and their first daughter, the Princess Daur. But Tey's first, hopeful thought was that they'd come to join him and Velel. Either that, or they'd summoned the two of them back home.


He began to run down the hill.


By the time he cleared the orchard garden, the flyer had landed, not on the pad on the palace roof but on the lawn behind the main building. It had military colours.


As he entered the ornamental gardens, the back of the main building exploded. The block over the rear porch, and the window and balcony above which rested on it, dropped straight onto the patio below.


Tey slowed and stumbled to a stop. Obviously something was wrong. There was probably something he should do, something he'd been warned or trained or told to do, but he couldn't think. All he could think of was the way he'd felt the explosion in the ground and in his stomach, as if it had happened not to the building, but to him.


Now, without approaching any further, he could see two figures lying near the palace building. They wore royal guard uniforms. They lay still.


They looked dead.


A trembling began somewhere low in Tey's body. It was the start of his body's expression of fear, fear on an animal level, the level of instinct. It was fear without thought. But even as it started, as he became aware of it, there was colour near the fallen guards' bodies, an impression of movement, and he was snatched off his feet and into the hedge.


For an instant he thought that what had taken him was another explosion. But then, before he could even consider how stupid that was, Caracal's face was before him, flushed and hot and speaking faster and higher than usual.


"Keep your sister. Don't move. Wait for me here."


Velel was in Tey's lap, and Caracal was gone. Tey looked down at Velel. She could be sleeping, except that a fine thread of pale blood ran from one nostril right across her cheek. He whimpered once, involuntarily. He didn't want to think about her blood.


He looked up again. Through the hedge he could see all the way to the main building and where the flyer was parked. He couldn't see Caracal, but when two men dressed in black emerged from the part of the building that was scarred by the explosion - stepping their way carefully across collapsed timbers and stones - he saw a flash of colour just like before he was snatched, and both men fell as though shot. Then, for an eerie second, he saw Caracal appear, standing close to their bodies, and turn toward the flyer. When he disappeared again, and Tey saw the flash close to the flyer, he suddenly understood that the flash was Caracal.


Perhaps he was slow. Perhaps his brain was only just coming back to life after the shock of the attack ( which was obviously what was happening ). But suddenly Tey understood the restraint he'd always sensed in Caracal's movements and speech. That was exactly what it was: holding back. Somehow, it must be because of his Bodyguard status or training, he had it within him to move at speeds others could barely even perceive. Further understanding came instantly: Tey could hardly imagine how slow every day must seem, or how much patience must have been required to deal for so long with a child's questions and a child's thoughts.


Nor could he imagine how much energy such speed must require, or where it might come from.


He was shocked that he'd known Caracal all his life and had never known this about him. Also, he felt ashamed, and he wasn't sure why.


A few long seconds after, Tey supposed, Caracal entered the flyer, another black body rolled out the side door. Two others followed quickly, then almost before he could absorb that, Caracal was in front of him again. Tey had the impression he was forcing himself to speak slowly just to be understood, yet whatever he said was too gabbled for Tey to grasp.


It didn't matter. Caracal snatched up Velel's limp body and swept Tey under his arm, and then the world rushed by. The next thing Tey knew was that he was being sick on the deck of the flyer while Caracal took the controls.


The flyer was already moving forward and sideways as it left the ground; its bow crushed flowers, then hedge, then the upper branches of the tiny ornamental trees as it banked uphill. Weapons fire choked behind, as men in black dashed out onto the lawn.


Tey didn't want to be weak. He didn't want to be a child. He was a Prince of Atlantis. As soon as he could quiet his stomach and throat, he forced himself up and forward to the seat next to the pilot's.


From up here he could see above and on all sides. Far back toward the sun he thought he could see two more flecks on a clear sky, two more flyers. Behind and below, the palace grounds rushed away. Down on his left, the last narrow stretch of cliff, the last finger of land, the last evidence of Atlantis, vanished from his view. They were over the sea.


He didn't know it yet, but Tey would never be a Prince in Atlantis again.

In his cell on the twelfth floor of the belltower of the Church of the Foregone Conclusion, Brother John lay in his tank and strained to remember the future. He scorned the rituals and superstitious behaviours with which many of the younger monks, and a good few of the older ones who liked to see themselves as ahead of the times - a special irony here, of all places - tended to prepare themselves. He indulged, therefore, in no breathing exercises, no oils, no special diets: for him, the tank as it had been used for almost three hundred years was enough. In the tank there was no light, no sound, no smell; there was only the fluid in which he lay suspended, and which insulated him as much as possible from tactile sensations. There was no distraction from pressing his mind forward, remembering events still very far from having taken place.


Foregone Conclusion was not the real name of the Church, or its official name either. Officially it was called something like Anticipating Developments, in the Church's own language devised by Peter himself. Foregone Conclusion was the tactful version of what ordinary people called the Church, which translated more literally as "stating the obvious".


That was unfair. If the discoveries of the Church had not all been especially useful, particularly since Peter had died over two centuries ago, some had indicated valuable directions; and John himself had not a moment's doubt of the prememories - an inelegant term, he knew, but the official one - of Peter himself. Focus was a large part of the key, and Peter's focus had been extraordinary. In one month, for instance, he had produced a list of over four hundred future names, which were still used by all the members of the Church.


It was with focus that John was having difficulty now. Ritual preparation had nothing to do with it: he was remembering future events, but the wrong ones. Fifteen years earlier he had achieved recognition with the first precollections of a trio - or it could be four - of triangular tombs which would come to exist one day in a desert somewhere in Neven or Gaab; others had continued that  work, but John was supposed to be pursuing a subsequent vision he had had of similar, but less finished-looking, structures somewhere West of Atlantis. Instead, what kept coming to him when he tried to look forward were images from much nearer to the present day, perhaps only weeks ahead: a child, perhaps a boy, perhaps ten years or so, Atlantean in colour - in future times the distribution of human colours around the world would change, he had been told by colleagues, but this was not that far - but not in Atlantis. This boy could be precollected in the company of apes, with wizards, flying in some way that was not clear... and here. Brother John was quite sure that he could see the boy in his mind right here, inside the Church, inside the belltower... inside this room. In his cell.


He didn't see how that could possibly be. Nobody from outside was permitted within a hundred fields of the Church buildings, no children who were not already well advanced in Church instruction, which began soon after birth. No child of the Church would be seen in those other lands. And Atlanteans particularly never showed much interest in anything beyond their own wealthy shores. So these particular visions had to be false.


This was a relief in a way, because some of the other pictures he'd been seeing were even more outlandish, too outlandish to be accepted.


Brother John had begun to doubt his own mind. There had been monks who had become unbalanced. Some had seen things they couldn't stand; some had become lost in premembrance. Some had lost the ability to distinguish between now and not yet, and between visions and dreams. John worried that he might be becoming one of those.


He dismissed the Atlantean child's wanderings as the imagining of a tired mind. In the Church, the cure for tiredness of mind was self-discipline. Floating in his dark tank, he forced himself to think of triangles, stone triangles, stepped, embedded in forest...

Tey knew that within a few thousand fields of Atlantis, long before they reached Ordana, the land energy which powered the flyer would no longer be available. He was afraid Caracal might be angry if he said anything, and that was strange because he'd never been afraid of Caracal before. He realised he and, he supposed, Velel had taken Caracal for granted: he was their constant companion, their instructor, the watchdog of their manners, in a way their surrogate mother, in that he performed many of the functions most mothers did, because most mothers were not Queens, and like a mother they had simply accepted him. They had never questioned his role.


And yet his title was Bodyguard. Tey had never been threatened; he'd never even considered that the title might have literal meaning. Caracal was apparently equipped to guard their bodies, Tey's and Velel's. Tey believed he would never forget the unnatural speed with which Caracal had dealt with the men in black at the palace - speed, and effectiveness: he had no reason to be sure, but he had no doubt that the five men he'd seen struck down by the lightning Bodyguard were dead.


Now, Caracal seemed to have dropped back to what Tey had to regard as normal speed. After all, the controls of the flyer would only respond at their own pace, and the air and machinery that kept them aloft and travelling could not be accelerated. Also, looking now at Caracal's pale and stretched face, Tey had some sense of that strain, that energy which must be required to move at such seemingly-impossible rates.


He wondered, did time spent at high speed come off Caracal's total lifespan? Had he aged in the few seconds he'd spent saving their lives? He couldn't tell, but then almost everyone from Tey's perspective was one age: old.


Velel lay on a cushioned bench below the flight seats. She hadn't moved or wakened. Tey didn't know her condition and was afraid to ask, and this time what he feared wasn't Caracal's anger. It was a possible answer.


Nevertheless, he felt it was time to speak. There was nothing on any side but sea and sky.


"Where are we going?"


Caracal's gaze did not flicker. "A ship."


"Nobody fishes out this far." They'd left the string of fishing boats behind only seconds after they'd left Atlantis behind.


"There's a Nevene research vessel off the Unborn Islands."


"In our waters?"


There was the slightest hesitation before Caracal answered, and knowing what he now did about Caracal, Tey wondered if that represented long minutes of thinking. Or feeling. "In Atlantean waters, yes. They had permission."


"How do you know they're here?"


"It's my job to know."


If there was a foreign ship that close to the Atlantean shore, within flyer distance no less, Tey wondered, how did Caracal know the attackers hadn't come from there? He phrased the question with less challenge.


"Who attacked us, Caracal?"


This time the hesitation was so long he'd almost decided Caracal wouldn't answer. When he did, it made no immediate sense.


"The new King of Atlantis."

To Atlantean eyes, the Nevene ship had a distinct look of the strange. Tey knew little about Neven, but from what little he did know - images of the Nevenes' land, their buildings and artefacts - he understood that they had two main raw materials: sandstone ( and sand ), and a kind of hard black wood. He guessed that sandstone ships wouldn't float.


The Nevene ship had too many sails. Lack of native natural resources had made the Nevenes explorers and traders, so their vessels needed greater range, manoeuvrability and the ability to adapt to other climates and conditions. The hull and all the hard surfaces were of the black wood, and what decoration there was was in a deep red paint like blood; Tey was reminded of the blood on his sister's face, which he was trying hard not to think about. Nevene art was all animals, which was odd considering that they had so much desert - perhaps life was so rare it was special - and the decoration was mostly eyes, teeth and wings. As Caracal landed the flyer neatly on the long foredeck, Tey knew the apprehension he felt - like entering a dark room in a wing of his father's palace where he wasn't supposed to go - was partly only a way of focusing on immediate things to avoid thinking of slightly larger questions. Of these there were at least two: Velel's condition; and if Caracal had been equipped to protect the two of them, then what of Fox and Dog, Bodyguards to the King and Queen?


There was a third question. What had he meant, the new King?

The Nevenes had yellow skin, long yellow eyes and a reputation for harsh manners. Their leaders were usually women, and the captain of Observant Eye was a wide and strong-smelling creature called Do Not Whisper.


"I am Caracal, Bodyguard to the Crown Prince of Atlantis Tey and the Crown Princess Velel." The official formulae were familiar, but the next phrase seemed to come reluctantly. "We seek the protection of your Queen."


Do Not Whisper stared at him as if she didn't believe a word. "Your smallest is hurt."


"No, not badly. I put her to sleep. I was a little careless."


She glared. "Your smallest," she spat, "is hurt."


Caracal nodded. He'd done what was unforgivable: contradicted a Nevene leader. "You are correct. I hurt her while putting her to sleep. I did very badly. You are correct," he repeated, to compensate.


Do Not Whisper nodded herself, curtly. "You will accept our hospitality until our Queen chooses otherwise. If she wishes, you will be taken to her."


A question hesitated on Caracal's face. Do Not Whisper anticipated it, saving it having to be asked.


"I will contact her."


Caracal knew better than to thank the captain. Thanking her would have implied that she had done something because he wanted it.


"We will obey your instructions," he said instead.

Tey was relieved to hear that his sister hadn't been hurt by the palace's attackers. Nothing Caracal could have done to her could be seriously harmful, and as soon as he'd brought her to the cabin they'd been allocated below decks Caracal set about reviving her. He used an assortment of ingredients he'd asked the ship's cook for - ships' cooks were usually doctors and pharmacists and quartermasters too - and in a couple of minutes she was awake. Tey hadn't known Caracal possessed this kind of knowledge: there seemed to be a lot he hadn't known about the Bodyguard. Velel was also crying, and Caracal held her and rocked her as he had a hundred thousand times before, until she calmed down.


Watching him with Velel, Tey couldn't help remembering the way the men in black had fallen before the deadly flash of colour that had also been Caracal. Whether it was that, or delayed shock, or fear, he felt a shuddering begin in his ankles. It wasn't the ship. Suddenly his legs and arms were shaking, his hands and feet were cold, his stomach hurt, his bowels twitched, and then he was crying too. Caracal held them both and it was as it had been since early childhood, his strength and solidity protecting them both. Later, they slept.

Perhaps if they had not been royals, or if they had been royals of a lesser country than Atlantis, Observant Eye would not have been diverted to sail home immediately. But they were royal children of Atlantis, and it didn't occur to Tey that anything else might have happened. Lacking Atlantean land energy and dependent on travel and trade, the people of Neven had been forced to develop other power sources, and the ship sped toward the Gates more quickly than even its many sails accounted for. There were no other children aboard, but the cook adopted Velel and she stayed with him, helping to prepare soft food with a blunt knife, while Tey and Caracal went above.


They stood on deck well forward, watching the sea break again and again under the black bows. Behind them, raised at the far end of the deck, the ship's first officer stared at the forward horizon fixedly.


Tey found that he was holding Caracal's rough hand. It occurred to him that the Bodyguard did little manual work; what kept his hands rough? When he spoke, he spoke carefully, cautiously.


"Caracal... What did you mean? About the new King?"


"Just before we were attacked, I received a message that the High Palace was being invaded."


Tey took a few seconds to understand what that meant. "Perhaps our soldiers kept them away."


"I didn't get that impression." There was something in Caracal's voice that Tey couldn't identify.


"What's happened to... my family?" Something made him speak formally. Caracal answered without hesitation, as if he'd already considered his answer.


"I don't know."


They were both silent for a long time. Tey knew what he wanted to ask next, but he couldn't seem to get it out. In the end he didn't, really.


"Who would -"


"I don't know."

The flyer had had military colours. Tey couldn't understand it. The military belonged to them; soldiers were his friends and protectors. He couldn't understand it.

At the Gate, the great sea which almost encircled Atlantis met a much smaller sea almost enclosed by lands foreign to Tey. The Gate was misnamed: between the rocky ends of two countries, Ordana and Ksell, a bobbing chain of organised flotsam bridged perhaps three hundred fields of water. From a distance it looked like a string of litter, but as the vessel drew nearer Tey could see that some of the sections were as large as buildings. Some were on pontoons, some were rafts, some were clusters linked only loosely so that they rippled with the waves. It was a floating town. He could see market areas, boats and dinghies at moor, platforms where it looked as though people were actually living - and a garrison. Next to the soldiers' bunker a long section consisted only of floats and ties, and was apparently the gateway itself. The construction was clearly Nevene, and it was just as clear that they controlled the Gate.


Observant Eye didn't go through. It dropped anchor and furled sail well short of the barrier, and a smaller boat detached itself from the garrison and came over. The three Atlanteans were lowered into it, and left the ship behind. There were no farewells. Farewells were not the Nevene way.


They were decanted at the barrier and transferred to another boat on the other side. Perhaps that was easier than opening the Gate to let them through. As the unspeaking crew ferried them quickly toward the right-hand shore, Tey peered between the floats and saw Observant Eye already turning back out to the larger sea.

A narrow passage between rocks brought them to a stone dock. They climbed crooked steps - Caracal carrying Velel - until they emerged on a windy plateau of scrub and dirt, and Tey had his first sight of a Nevene flyer.


It was loud, and it was an insect. Black wood and silver metal, red paint, it squatted on stick legs and peered at the arrivals with large, compound cockpit eyes. Framework arms extended from the top of its shell, and at the end of each a cluster of translucent blades, like mosquito wings, turned slowly with an eerie, alien jerkiness.


They were taken aboard through a gate in the thing's side and shown where to hold. Then one of the two pilots operated some levers, and the grinding noise of the machine increased rapidly until it screamed. Tey's belly shook with the sound and he felt very afraid. Overhead, through cagework, he saw the wings spinning now so fast they were less than a blur, and with a screech and a lurch the Nevene flyer twitched off the ground.


The flight lasted forever. Velel cried for most of it, and although Tey couldn't hear her - his ears hurt now with the constant racket - seeing her distressed him until he thought if he dared to let go he could throw her out just to stop her. Vibration made him feel sick and his jaws ache; heat roared in his face until his sweat flowed like rain. For long stretches of time he stared at the deck and had no thoughts. In between, he glanced outside and saw racing vistas of rock and sand, grass and water, mountainside, a town, more grass, more water, more rock, more sand. The sun changed its position in the sky until he was unsure that it was the same day.


Eventually the insect dash slowed, and the terrifying vehicle circled a ring of low stone buildings and then settled at the centre of the ring. The noise decreased a little, the blade-wings slowed until they were clearly visible again, and the gate was opened to admit dry but still hot desert air.


Tey had trouble releasing his fingers from the bars they'd gripped for so long, and as he stepped down from the body of the flyer he fell. Already carrying Velel, Caracal caught his arm and supported him. Together they stepped down onto Nevene soil. Tey tried hard to arrive as a prince, but could only feel like a boy.

The final part of the journey was on land, in a vehicle which had three bodies, linked like the undulating platforms at the Gate, and huge clear wheels. Tey wondered about this material, which looked the same as the flyer's wings but seemed more flexible here. He'd never seen it before, associated with the Nevenes or with anyone else. But it wasn't the first thing he'd wondered about lately, and it wasn't the most important.


Although she seemed to be behaving normally - helping the cook on the ship, for instance - Tey had hardly heard Velel speak since the escape from Atlantis. It could be simply that she was afraid or felt intimidated by all the strange surroundings and people; but he couldn't help wondering what she'd seen or experienced before Caracal had knocked her out. He didn't feel he could ask, partly because she was his much younger sister and it was not their habit to communicate much with each other. As royals, each of them had always had individual staff and attention, in addition to Caracal: they'd never had to turn to each other for anything.


As for himself, Tey felt strange but also very tired. He'd lost track of the time since he'd slept on the ship, but the flyer journey had been exhausting - his head still rang - and the rushing of the tripartite vehicle on the sand, almost silent by comparison, rippling with the contours of the land almost as the ship had rolled, made him sleepy. He was faintly aware when the texture of the ground under them changed and became road, then when the vehicle slowed as buildings rose around it. He had only the most distant sense of its stopping completely, air coming in from darkness outside, yellow arms lifting him... and that was all.

Chapter Two.

Outside, desert heat baked the city of sand and glass. In a cool marble chamber inside the curved palace, Tey sat behind his sister watching a blue gorilla polish a lens wider than his own reach. On either side stood Caracal, in Bodyguard red, and the Nevene Queen shining in white and gold; somewhere behind them all, the light eye of the Queen's warlock sparkled in shadow.

Everything was strange, but in a comforting way. Tey woke in a vast bed, as big as his own but shaped differently, triangular for some reason. He felt refreshed, and the quiet was vast after all the noise and vibrations of the journey. There were unfamiliar, but not unpleasant, smells, light and fresh. For an instant a thought of home offered itself, and he rejected it immediately. Not yet.


The room the bed was in could have contained the three-bodied vehicle, but even then the walls were somehow indeterminate. Sitting up, Tey could see why.


The framework of the room, and the whole of the wall behind the bed, were of black marble. The remainder - the major part of the curved other walls, the floor, the ceiling - were black glass.


Tey crawled to the edge of the bed and put his feet down cautiously. The glass was not cold. It reflected him, dully, twice, and he could see by the separation of the two reflections that the glass was very thick. Still, he was reluctant to walk on a glass floor; but it must work.


He stood up. The floor didn't crack, or creak, or give. He walked away from the bed.


The room hung off the side of a building whose size and shape he couldn't see from here. Overhead was a hot blue sky; toward the horizon, white desert; and below...


Below lay half the city. It was not Mu, the capital of Atlantis, but by now Tey knew exactly where he was. The capital of Neven, whose name he didn't think he had ever known, was made of the now-familiar materials black wood and sandstone, and of glass. He should have expected it, he thought, knowing that sand made glass and that sand was available here in almost-infinite quantity.


The glass transformed the other materials. It was tinted, patterned, shaped and sculpted, lit and shadowed, textured and polished. Now that he looked closely, he saw that there were fabrics too: not many, but dyed so intensely that even the harsh sunlight had not bleached them.


Tey had never given much thought to other lands. He was young, and Atlanteans anyway were not outward-looking. In his impressions, other places were small and consisted of only one or two elements - sand and wood here, for instance. But looking down now on the Nevene city, from this building whose shape and size he didn't even know, he had the sense that this place and its people were as complex as Atlantis, only different. He forced himself to consider the whole world, in its full size as he knew it from his lessons, and then to imagine this complexity, this degree of identity, all over the world...


It was too large a thought for someone his age. He couldn't contain it. He could only manage an impression, and the impression alone was almost overwhelming. It was also a very rare thought for any young person, Atlantean or not, but he didn't know that yet.


The buildings below were stacked closely together, to make the most of the coolness in the shadows between them, so that Tey could see little activity in the alleyways. But there was movement on two narrow roads in his view, and in several places people were walking across the rooftops, stepping from one building to the next. Where one stood higher, ladders had been cut into the sides to make crossing easier. The people were carrying bundles of food, some tools: they were going to work. It was early.


Behind a door on the solid wall behind the bed, Tey found some clothes. They were simple but of fine cloth; white, and they fitted him. The cut reminded him of the captain's uniform on Observant Eye. Another door led to a small bathroom, a third to a corridor. Tey stepped through.


For a moment he thought he'd been attacked. All at once yellow-skinned Nevenes were on him from all sides, bustling him back into the room, undressing him with a dozen hands and then almost carrying him into the small bathroom. They were efficient rather than rough, but he found nothing he could do was effective except to go along with them. He was not alarmed - their style might be more assertive than he was used to, but he could recognise domestic staff anywhere - but it did make him a little uncomfortable that he couldn't understand their speech. They spoke to each other, not to him, but their tongue was like falling water. Within a few minutes, they had him ready to be escorted to breakfast.


Tey had thought his bedroom was large ( his room at home was bigger, but there he was a Prince ). As he and his escort moved further into the palace, scales increased. He found himself descending a staircase as wide as a  house into a room as big as a ship. Walls, floor and ceiling were black marble, painted with eyes and wings and whole animals in red. There were hangings in blue and gold. But there were other materials here too, imported stones and metals, objects and sculptures... Tey was accustomed to opulence, but not to this variety, this inclusiveness. To him, it was glorious but messy. But glorious. And this was only the dining room.


At a huge table stranded in the middle of the great chamber sat Caracal and Velel, and the Nevene Queen.


Tey noticed his sister first, because of the way she was dressed. His own clothes, which the attendants had put back on him, were rich but simple. Velel was dressed... like a Princess. Her robes were white, but threaded with red and gold, and flowed up into a high collar and down into long sleeves, and ruffles and vents, and she was hung with jewellery and thin chains, and her skin had been painted with patterns and - although he couldn't read Nevene, he was sure - words. He felt as though he'd been insulted.


Then he saw the Queen, and realised that Velel had been transformed into a tiny copy. Of course: here, women - and girls - were more important.


The Queen was the most beautiful thing Tey had ever seen. She was more beautiful than his own mother. But she struck him as a beautiful thing more than a beautiful woman: it was the decoration that took all his attention. Underneath all that, the only thing he could be sure of was about her eyes, which - behind layers of paint, false lashes and, he was fairly certain, coloured lenses - had a look which reminded him not of his mother at all, but of his father. Tey and Velel's father was King, with all that meant, burdens as well as rewards, and this Queen was no consort, but ruler of a large and busy state.


The Crown of Neven was more delicate than that of Atlantis, a spiderweb woven into her hair so that he wondered whether it could ever be separated.


Nobody who didn't know him well could have detected it, but to Tey Caracal looked relieved to see him. It was the first night of Tey's life that Caracal had not slept in a smaller room between Tey's - and, adjoining it, Velel's - and the rest of the world. And immediately upon that came the further thought, a thought he'd had already, that he'd believed for all his life that he knew Caracal well and yet had had no idea about his deadly speed. Tey felt a brief and slight unease that had nothing to do with where they were.


Behind each chair stood two attendants. Raised with servants, Tey hardly noticed them. Caracal gestured for him not to speak; he sat, and a series of small courses was placed before him. All of them were strange, but he was hungry and most turned out to be pleasant.


The meal was quiet. Several minutes passed before the Queen spoke at all, using the Atlantean tongue.


"I think I have never visited your capital High Palace in Mu. Everything there must be very much grander than things in our small country."


Tey smiled and nearly replied, before he caught Caracal's warning gaze. Caracal then turned to Velel, who seemed to understand that it was she who had to answer. Of course.


Suddenly then Tey realised the trap in the Queen's remark. Perhaps it was unintentional, unlikely as it seemed, or perhaps it was a test. There was no answer his sister could give that would not either insult the Queen - Yes, everything here is smaller - or contradict her, and contradicting the Queen was a sin here. Watching Velel with sudden anxiety, he wondered whether it was punishable by execution.


Velel had been finishing her mouthful. "I wish we had all this lovely black stone," she said.


The Queen smiled. Tey felt sudden pride in his sister. Hers had been the reply of a Princess. The Queen stood up, and Tey realised that the brief conversation, initiated by her, had been a signal that breakfast was about to end. He stopped eating, assuming that the rules here were the same as at his father's court: when the monarch was full, everyone was full.


As everyone stood, Tey realised that one of the Queen's attendants was a head taller than anyone else here. When he looked at the woman more closely he found that the tattoo above her eye matched Caracal's, and she wore red. She was a Bodyguard. He wondered whether she could move at invisible speed, like him.


The ape was waiting in a corridor off the breakfast hall. Tey smelled him - hot, dry, musky, meat - as soon as he saw him.


Tey had seen the Babarar ambassador, vastly fat and red, at his father's court, but had never been close and had certainly never had a conversation with him. The Queen's gorilla wore a tunic, white like everyone else's, a long thin robe, and jewellery of a dull, grey, functional metal, and was covered in fur that was mostly a dusty blue, with touches of white in his beard, on his ears, and at places on his chest and forearms and legs. His eyes were deep and intelligent, his teeth like stones.


"This is the Princess Velel, of Atlantis," the Queen advised him, "with her brother and a Bodyguard."


The ape smiled at Velel and took her hand gently onto his palm. "Meeting the Princess is a great privilege," he said directly to her, in a voice Tey could feel vibrating in his belly. "I am Expectation, of the Babarar, in proud service of this court."


"I am pleased to meet you, Expectation," said Velel clearly. Tey felt envious and still proud at once. Atlanteans were not interested in pets for themselves, but Tey had heard that in other countries, they were common. Expectation seemed less... important than the Babarar ambassador to Atlantis, and had described himself as, "in service"; Tey wondered whether the blue gorilla was the Nevene Queen's pet. If ordinary people in these foreign lands had cats and dogs, surely a Queen might have an intelligent ape?


As one of them swung close, he observed that each of the leathery blue hands, creased and fingers curled, was as big as his own head. He wouldn't be asking, "Are you a pet?" at all, he decided.


When the six of them - Tey and Velel, Caracal, the Queen, her Bodyguard and the ape Expectation - entered the dark chamber with the lens, the warlock was already there. Expectation hadn't even alarmed Tey; the warlock frightened him at first sight. All he took in was extraordinary thinness, rags threaded with gold, one bright eye, one black.


"We did not know where you were," the Queen said.


"I knew where you would be." His voice was like the last breath of something dying; Tey knew this without ever having heard such a thing. He spoke flatly, with no clear sign of respect; the Queen's words had sounded like mild reprimand; Tey's father, he knew, would have had the man thrown out for impertinence. But then, there were no warlocks at his father's court.


"The Princess Velel. My warlock, Bone."


The ape Expectation showed the children to their seats, then took a cloth from a hook and began to polish the great lens.

Tey was familiar with the lenticular screen. All the wealthier households in Atlantis had them, and there was an official channel transmitting royal news, government information and instruction, vocational training, and more that he'd never even noticed. He was surprised, when Expectation stopped his polishing, to see the Atlantean government crest in the lens.


"This was recorded late yesterday," Expectation rumbled. The crest faded, and the High Palace appeared instead. A third of its shining dome had been torn away, and much of the main complex was black from burning. It no longer looked anything like home. The announcer's voice was familiar and official.


"One day after the tragic events at the Palace, the King's staff has released images of the aftermath."


The rate of Tey's heartbeat changed at the mention of his father. "Tragic events", but had the King survived? He hadn't been aware until then that he had come to expect that his family - apart from Velel - was no more.


There was a succession of images now of the interior of the Palace, as the announcer described how the attackers - their identity still unknown - first entered it, then fought along the corridors to the royal chambers, where -


Tey's heart stopped altogether. Bloodied, dismembered, the bodies on the screen were unmistakeably his father and mother. The reference had been to the King's staff - the King's staff had released the images - not to the King. He heard distantly the account of the King's bravery and resistance, and his dignity - and his wife's - as they died.


As they died.


His eyes burned. Everyone in the marble room was silent.


Then there was his sister, Daur. Her corpse had been hacked about less, but the effect was no different. She had been beheaded. Tey could not prevent his tears, but he could contain any sound he might have made. None of the people here - except perhaps Caracal and Velel, later, when they were alone - could be permitted to see the Prince cry.


"Some of these images were seen earlier today. Those following are being presented for the first time. This is the scene senior officers of the royal guard discovered at the coastal palace at Dar-Mu. These charred remains have been identified beyond doubt as those of the royal Prince and Princess, Tey and Velel."


Tey goggled at the screen. How could that possibly be? How could the new, charred logs of bodies now in the lens be he and Velel? How could they also be dead?


Was this, somehow, an afterlife? A life exactly like the one you'd had, but a nightmare, and in it you didn't know you were dead?

There was more. Incredibly, there was more.


"Speaking from the throne room, already under reconstruction, the new King Jenor made a solemn royal pledge."


Tey gaped at the lens. He'd goggled, now he gaped. The man there, wearing Tey's father's robes and the Atlantean Crown, was younger than Tey had ever seen his father - he was barely grown - but he had Tey's father's eyes, his father's hair, his father's chin... Tey had never seen or heard of him in his life.


"The royal guard is still investigating this atrocity," he said, in a voice which held nothing of the last King. "But I swear that these traitors, these invaders, will be identified, they will be found, and they will be destroyed. The deaths of my father and his wife, my sisters and my brother, will be avenged. As King of Atlantis, I swear this." His voice and his expression almost shook with anger, then softened. "I did not ask for the honour of serving as your King. Others decided I am worthy. For the good of Atlantis, this land I love, in this time of need, I have agreed to serve. As your King, I know that you will support me in this." Almost without visible transition, he became angry again. "This cowardly attack was an attack not only on my dear family, but on our great nation, and we must come together in this hour to demonstrate to the world outside and to the terrorists, wherever they may hide, that we are Atlanteans, and Atlantis will not be cowed."


In place of the announcer's voice, then, the Atlantean anthem began to play.

There was quiet in the marble room. Tey couldn't stand it. There were many questions; he chose to start with the most recent.


"Who is Jenor?"


For the first time, he thought, the Nevene Queen looked at him. Velel was still staring at the lens. The Queen's face wore no expression; she reminded Tey again of his father. He knew that there was much a monarch had to keep inside. The Queen looked to Caracal, and Caracal moved to Velel in a concession to Nevene manners: girls mattered most.


"The Princess might wish to rest in her chambers," he suggested. Velel went without debate, and Tey - who had learned at home that there was a protocol for everything and that very many of his questions would not be answered, but who was determined to get an answer to this one - followed. As he left the room, he felt the Queen's attention on him again. It was odd, but he'd wished for that, and now didn't want it.

"Your mother," Caracal explained slowly - perhaps painfully slowly, in the light of what Tey had learned about Caracal - "was not your father's first Queen."


They sat together in Velel's room, without any of the Nevenes. The room was twice the size of Tey's, decorated and hung, the bed as wide as a street - an Atlantean street, not a Nevene alley. Tey didn't care. Velel had returned to her silence: she might be listening, or she might not.


Tey nodded. "My grandmother. The old Queen."


Caracal shook his head. "Your father married once before. The first Queen gave him Jenor. She died giving birth to a second child, who also died. The King married again. Your mother's first child was your sister, Daur. Her second was you."


Caracal paused. Tey was shaking his own head, but Caracal seemed to sense that it was more in bewilderment than denial. "The purpose of the law is to ensure a succession, Tey. The day you were born, the King's second family became twice as strong as his first. Jenor... ceased to exist."


Tey opened his mouth, but could think of nothing to say.


"Jenor went to live with his grandparents, the first Queen's family. Officially he'd never been related to any of you."


Listening and at the same time trying not to hear, Tey pictured Jenor's face on the wide lens, like his father's but years younger. The image was very clear. The eyes looked real in his mind. Somewhere deep in each of them was something, some knowledge, some truth; Tey reached for it, dug for it, grasped...


Tey gasped. "He killed them! He killed my family!"


Something he couldn't understand touched Caracal's face and went away or was concealed, too quickly. There was nothing in his eyes that Tey could find, at all. "We don't know. We can only guess."


Tey's teeth ground. "I know," he felt himself hissing, like a priest. "He killed them all, Caracal. I know."

From the language used at the College of Assassins and Bodyguards, the name of the Nevene Queen's Bodyguard translated into the Nevene tongue as Lynx, just as Caracal's translated into Atlantean as Caracal. But spoken language was not the only kind of communication taught at the College. In seconds, each time they met or passed, Caracal and Lynx conducted silent conversations in gestures and signals too fast and subtle for others even to notice. Caracal accepted this means of communication, because talking directly with the Queen was an ordeal: talking with royals was always hard, but it was beyond a crime even to imply that the Nevene Queen did not know something, or needed to be told anything, or could want advice, or might explain herself in any matter. The Queen welcomed it, because it saved her having to speak to a man. Caracal had taught a few of the gestures to the children, the one for silence, for instance.


Because of knowledge he possessed - knowledge he hoped only he possessed - Caracal was reluctant to leave the children even for a moment, even at night. He had had to be persuaded - forced, by the matriarchal protocols of their hostess's court - to leave Tey in the care of Palace staff while he accompanied Velel to breakfast. He had no choice but to sit with them in Velel's rooms while they struggled to cope in their different ways with the images they'd seen of their parents' deaths, not to mention the traumatising lie, with pictures, that they had also been killed. Neither of them had thought to ask him how those pictures had been created, and he was content not to have been asked; but sitting here, he felt trapped, isolated and frustrated.


Caracal was fourteen years younger than the dead King, but he looked older. There were few aged graduates of the College. He had known one, a tutor there, who looked at least eighty: when he learned more, he gathered that the ancient man was only half that. Accelerated life, which they had to practise from time to time even if it didn't have to be used, stole years from them.


So, in spite of appearances, Caracal was young. He'd never served as Bodyguard to a reigning monarch, but he'd been trained for it. A King's Bodyguard, or a Queen's, would be involved and consulted. He'd never been trained to shepherd a pair of orphans in flight. Add to that where they were, in a country lacking a close relationship to Atlantis - there were no countries with close relationships to Atlantis, it didn't need any - and hostile to men, and his feeling of insecurity was complete. He knew the Queen was making plans in his absence, and he knew she would hardly even consider consulting him before putting them into action. He'd already had to put up with her decision to show both children the Atlantean broadcast, which given his choice he would never have let Velel see. Clearly, the training of a Nevene Princess was harsher than that of an Atlantean one.


It was hard enough living at ordinary human speeds while his mind begged constantly for acceleration; having to pace alongside two children was sometimes almost more than he could bear. Only his conditioning made it possible.


It was another mealtime before they could move and speak and look normally again, and that was understandable. He knew it might be years before the effect of what they'd seen today was not visible in them at some moment every day. As the three of them, and the five staff who had come to invite them, approached the dining chamber again, tension made Caracal hyper-aware; his skin itched with perception.


Before they had all sat, Lynx with the smallest movements of hands and shoulders and eyes and nostrils and mouth-corners had informed him of the Queen's decisions. Caracal's eyes widened. His gestures insisted no, so blatantly that he was afraid even the normals at the table could have read them. They would certainly have understood Lynx's answer, had it been gross and slow enough for them to see it. It was a shake of the head.


The Queen would do what the Queen had decided to do. And she was a Queen. Nothing would obstruct her will. There was nothing Caracal or the children could do.


He had to try, though, and he had no time. There was only one approach he could think of which might not fail instantly.


He cleared his throat.


"Your royal Highness," he said, not looking up. He'd meant his voice to convey respect, but, reflecting his awkwardness, it came out dry and weak.


The Queen did not respond. Her reactions, like his, had been trained since birth, and she had them under control: only Caracal and Lynx, with their enhanced awareness, saw how she became tense and wary. Caracal kept his gaze on the dish before him, afraid that raising it might seem to offer a challenge.


He hated this part of his work. Fighting and killing he did well, and they brought with them the thrill of acting at full speed for once, living at full speed for once. Negotiating, handling the rules and egos of people whose smallest word had never been challenged, was another matter. Here in particular, in Neven, only Velel might have any influence. He knew he would have to try to use that.


"The Princess Velel expressed to me, this morning, her hope that her close friends in Neven would help to conceal her presence from her enemies, at least until she knows who those enemies are."


The Queen did look at him then. Caracal still didn't look up, but his trained peripheral vision showed him her expression clearly. For a moment he wished he were Tey, who seemed to see things in people's face that even a Bodyguard couldn't detect. Hers was professionally blank, even as she turned it toward Velel. At Caracal's use of her name, Velel had stopped eating and started paying attention.


"Did you say this?" the Queen asked her. There was no use of her title or even her name, no formal address.


Velel glanced at Caracal, but she only glanced, and he felt an unexpected emotional pain. She was only a few years old, but already she knew she could not turn to others for answers when she was addressed as a royal. A Bodyguard could not answer a Queen for her.


Caracal wished he hadn't started on this. He could read Velel's thoughts as easily as if he were Tey, and he saw suddenly that there was no way out for her. If she supported him not only might the Queen know or sense that she was lying, but Caracal would know that she had lied for him, and that would be an unacceptable situation for a Princess and any member of her staff.


He could not cease thinking of her as a Princess, nor could she be expected to change the only image of herself she had ever had.


If she didn't lie, though, she would expose him as a liar. It struck him as ironic that he was expected to lie in certain ways, like pretending the royal families of Atlantis and Neven, or of Atlantis and any other state, were close. They were not close, only alike, and he and his charges were lucky for any amount of support they received from this strange yellow woman.


Velel straightened herself, raised her chin and was a little queen herself as she answered. Caracal felt pride, guilt and apprehension all at once.


"No. I did not."


The Queen had already begun to turn a gaze of fire onto Caracal, and his skin had begun to sweat, when Velel added:


"But I wish I had."


The Queen hesitated. Her stare, like a weapon, turned back onto Velel. Caracal could not tell whether she was deciding to admire the little girl or to hate her. He still didn't know, when the Queen spoke.


"The Princess will be aware that her Bodyguard is less than a person," she said coldly. "His conditioning by the Bodyguards' College means that he cannot think properly for himself. He cannot permit anything which he thinks might endanger his wards. Unfortunately, even the College cannot condition its students to possess good judgement."


Caracal felt as though she had beaten him. The smallest criticism by a monarch was worse than an insult from anyone else, and the Queen, he was fairly sure, had insulted him.


She stood abruptly, causing them all to scramble to stand with her.


"I shall send for you," she declared, and drifted from the room. Behind her, Lynx flickered a gesture which only Caracal saw, let alone understood. He scowled.


She'd insulted him too. She'd called him a fool.

Tey wasn't paying much attention to any of this. In some obscure way, it unsettled him that Velel seemed able to behave normally so soon after what they'd seen. He felt abstracted, removed, as if these events, this meal and this conversation, were themselves part of a show in the lens, and he was a viewer, not even a fan. He did notice that Expectation, who in a way had made more of an impression on him than anyone else here, was not present for the meal - he hadn't been earlier, either - and it struck him as bitterly ironic that he'd wondered if the blue ape was a pet. He wished he'd ever had a pet. He could imagine mourning an animal; he couldn't, still couldn't, imagine really that his parents really, really were no more. It was ridiculous, it was inconceivable, that they were gone. That they were dead.

As soon as the three of them were alone in their suite - in the chamber from which a short corridor led to Velel's palatial room, some distance from Tey's smaller and plainer one - Caracal seemed to accelerate: not to his flash speed, but to what seemed to Tey the limit of ordinary human energy. Taking a sheet, he made and filled a pack at the same time as he checked both corridors and the window. The sudden activity cleared a little of the fog around Tey's mind.


"What are we doing?"


Caracal began to change Velel's dress for a more practical outfit.


"Escaping."


"But the Queen is my friend," Velel objected. Tey felt a twitch of anger toward her, both because to him the Queen didn't seem very friendly and because in all honesty he resented the Queen's favouritism toward Velel. He was the elder.


"The Queen intends to present you both at a religious ceremony this evening, with thousands watching." He'd finished changing her.


"Won't that be good?" Tey had to ask. "Jenor can't pretend we're dead then."


"Jenor can say he was misled; he can even execute someone for deceiving him, whether they did or not. If this... presentation happens, your enemies will know where you are. If they let it happen."


Tey pretended his fear wasn't real. "How can they stop it happening?"


Caracal looked at him, at Velel and again at Tey, significantly. Tey understood. Caracal didn't want to say it in front of the Princess, but the people who had murdered their parents and sister and stolen Atlantis could do almost anything. He suddenly knew the last thing they needed was to be exposed.


With Velel's white dress on again over her outdoor clothes, and Tey as the least-noticed - here in the palace, at least - carrying the pack, nobody obstructed them on their way to Tey's room. This was nearer a staircase, apparently: Tey didn't ask how Caracal knew. It was his job to know.


Tey changed. There was less in his wardrobe than in Velel's, but there were plain leg wraps and a jacket he thought he might need after nightfall. He didn't know Caracal's plan, but he imagined the three of them huddling in the desert as the sun turned to shadow.


When they were ready, the children stayed close to Caracal as he moved into the corridor. Around the corner, before the stairs, a member of the household guard stood watch. Tey had begun to wonder how Caracal would deal with this, when the guard fell in a whirl of light and Caracal broke sweat. As he hurried them both onto the stairs, Tey tried to look back. He felt strange. Before, the Bodyguard's victims had been black-clad assassins attacking with guns. This seemed different.


There wasn't time to dwell on it. They were at the foot of the staircase, easing a door open.


"Wait."


Caracal went through, and came back almost immediately. He led them through onto a sandstone roof, and for the first time Tey had an impression of the palace exterior: tiers of stone, and then a great curved web of glass like an ocean wave. The white sunlight fell like a slap.


There was no time for that, either. Descending, they passed three more household guards: Tey looked for injuries, but Caracal dragged him on. Suddenly he wanted to go back inside. But Velel was running to keep up, no hint of reluctance, and noticing her reminded him of his insignificance here. Perhaps almost anywhere would be better.


Suddenly, he thought of how his parents might have felt, his sister too, as the invaders marched through the walls.


They were close to the outer wall now, keeping in shadow as they approached a wooden gate. They slowed: Tey wondered why, until a handful of figures in palace uniform stepped out of the gate's recess. One stepped forward.


"I am Cerval, Captain of the Guard. You will return to your rooms now."


"Stay." Caracal's whisper was barely audible, and barely out of his mouth before he disappeared. Over to the left, in the sunlight, there was colour, then an explosion of dust, and to Tey's horror Caracal lay on the ground. Cerval stood over him. Tey didn't know how the guard Captain had got there, until he realised: he was a Bodyguard too. It was just another indication of how things were different here, and perhaps of how much more dangerous it was here than at home. The Queen had two Bodyguards.


Caracal hadn't expected it, either. He didn't know everything. That made Tey feel more apprehensive than ever.


He saw Caracal assess his chances of defeating Cerval and his men. Then, following Caracal's gaze, he saw what Caracal saw.


Lynx.


She stood close to the foot of the interior wall, watching. Caracal stood slowly, to keep from provoking the Captain of the guard, and faced her. He couldn't hope to succeed over both of them.


"What about your conditioning?" he asked her. "Where's your 'ward'?"


"Sometimes," she answered slowly, "I go where the threat goes."

Back in Velel's antechamber, Caracal stood in deep silence at the long glass wall, staring down at the city outside the palace. Tey sensed that he was angry at himself, for his failure, and at Lynx for what seemed her betrayal. He sensed also that for now, Caracal had given up, and this unsettled him. He did not understand fully this talk about conditioning. He'd always assumed Caracal looked after him and his sister because he loved them, or at least cared for them; did this "conditioning" mean that he had never had any alternative? And if so, then how did he really feel about them both?


It was conceivable, although Tey couldn't actually believe it, that Caracal hated them, but couldn't do anything about it. The thought made him shudder.


If Caracal had stopped acting, someone else would have to.


"Where are you going?" He might have been silent, but he hadn't been unaware. Tey had only moved toward the door.


"I want to rest in my room before the Queen sends for us."


"You can rest here."


Tey couldn't help being afraid. His Bodyguard certainly sounded like someone who hated him. Until a few days ago he'd never been afraid, and already he was sick of it. His chest felt cavernously empty as he drew breath to defy Caracal.


"I'll be in my room."


Caracal didn't turn. He knew there was no danger inside the palace.


Did he? Hesitating in the corridor, Tey wondered. If the black-clad assassins and their spies could be everywhere, might they not be waiting for a chance to kill each of them in a quiet corner? This corridor, for instance?  Had that not occurred to Caracal? If it had, then why - how, in light of his conditioning - had he let Tey leave the room?


There were two guards this time, at the end of the corridor, facing inward not outward, and watching him closely as he approached. They were armed, which they hadn't been before. He wondered why Caracal didn't carry a gun. Tey passed the turning which led to his room, and one of the men stepped forward while the other kept a sharp eye on the passage behind Tey, presumably for the flash of a speeding Bodyguard.


"No further, your Highness," the one who had come forward said. Tey tried to look and sound like his father as he said, "I want to speak to the Queen."

"If my court is such a place of danger," the Queen almost sneered, perhaps the only way she could address a foreign Prince, "then why did your Bodyguard let you out of your rooms alone?"


"Perhaps he knew what I was going to do." It was all he could think of. It didn't sound convincing even to him.


"And what are you going to do?"


"Your royal Highness, I don't know how to speak to a Queen of another country. The only Queen I've ever met was my mother, and she is dead. But she and my father, a Queen and a King, chose Caracal to be our Bodyguard. He believes presenting us at a ceremony in public will be dangerous. It seems to me, your royal Highness, that if Caracal is wrong, then the Queen and the King were wrong to choose him. I don't know: in your country, can Queens and Kings be wrong?"


He hadn't prepared the words exactly on the way to the throne room, but he'd prepared the argument. He knew what he'd wanted to say, and he'd tried to say it in a way that would mean something especially to this Queen, from what he knew of her. For a moment he couldn't tell whether he'd succeeded. From her expression and bearing, he couldn't even be sure he'd spoken in a language she knew. It occurred to him that he hadn't heard her speak very much: how much at home was she in Atlantean? He wished he knew Nevene.


He felt the vastness of the room about them. The dining room, which had seemed huge, was a cupboard compared to this. He couldn't think of a space in Atlantis as large as this that wasn't meant for hundreds or thousands of people. Atlantis was greater than Neven, there seemed no reason to doubt that, so he didn't know why everything here needed to be so gigantic. Accompanied by the two guards - who had kept him waiting outside Velel's while they summoned replacements and he worried that Caracal would come out and stop him - he'd walked for what seemed like miles between black pillars, each painted with different red animal symbols, and he'd realised that they were graded by size to make the long approach seem even longer. At the end the three of them had reached a stack of platforms with the ornate and elaborate throne at the top. The Queen and Lynx had met them on the first platform.


Light fell into the space in long leaning columns of its own from panes of white glass far above.


After a moment, following Tey's speech, the Queen seemed to bend. There was even the implication of a smile behind her makeup and facial jewellery.


"In my country, the Queen and King of another country can easily be wrong. Especially when they disagree with me."


Tey felt himself shrink. He'd assumed his approach would work. He had nothing else. But he felt he was expected to say something, now that he'd begun. He shrugged a little.


"I'm afraid," he said, and as he said it he felt a swelling in his throat and a stinging in his eyes, and he knew with a great dread that the tears were coming. He hated himself as he started to cry, like a baby, like Velel. The Queen hesitated visibly, then to his surprise she took him into her arms and held him. She felt like his mother and not like her, and as he sobbed he choked on strange perfumes.


When he'd calmed down a little, the Queen leaned back from him and started to say something. He never found out what it was. As she opened her mouth, shadows leaped sideways, and Lynx rolled off the platform to the floor and lay still. Even as the Queen turned and her body moved across to obstruct his view, Tey saw two flying pieces of light, like hot stones, leap from somewhere beyond the tiered throne and strike the guards who'd brought him here. Both fell.


There was a strange stillness then. In it, something passed over some of the panes in the high ceiling, snapping some of the columns of light. Distantly, something exploded with a horribly familiar sound. Tey realised that Caracal was several floors away.


He realised, as well, that the Queen was not moving but that he could. Cautiously, he edged around her and saw what was happening in the throne room. It was another second or two before he understood it.


Behind the throne stood a man - he looked old to Tey, but from his perspective most adults did - dressed as some kind of servant, but holding a handgun in both hands. The gun was aimed at the Queen, but the man seemed unable to shoot. His hands shook; the long muscles in his forearms twitched with effort. His face was red, his eyes bulged, he sweated. He looked terrified.


The Queen's face showed effort too, but instead of terror hers was filled with rage. Staring at her, Tey finally grasped the situation. This was the power of the Nevene Crown, as it manifested itself in her. Like every other of the Thirty Crowns, like Atlantis's Crown, the Crown of Neven bestowed a power on its legitimate wearer, but nobody knew in advance what the power would be. Tey had never witnessed his father's; now, he gazed in awe.


But nothing was changing. Nobody was winning.


He glanced at the man, the assassin, with half a thought of trying to knock him over while his mind struggled with the Queen's, but the man's eyes flickered his way, and he knew that the man would kill him. It was the effort to kill the Queen that had him paralysed.


In the room, four of the panes had fallen. Men in black were descending rapidly on ropes. Others, palace staff and guards, were running in on the floor. There was gunfire.


Tey watched as one of the stones of light left the floor and seemed to float, apparently as slowly as a bird, straight to the Queen. As soon as it crossed his mind that he could intercept it, he knew he couldn't; that the slowness was an illusion, and the event was already over. The stone of light met the Queen, merged with her, and the woman who had held him like his mother closed her eyes, lay on the broad step and stopped living. Behind him, the first man who had tried to kill her, who had been held still by her Crown power, fell to his knees as though someone had opened a door he was leaning on. He shook his head clear and turned his aim on Tey. But in a straight course from the throne room's entrance to where Tey was, combatants of both sides were falling left and right, a path clearing itself, and in the path was a shape of colour, a double shape, two rainbow streams in tandem; the captain of the guard, Cerval, appeared in front of the assassin as he cried out and toppled backward off the platform; Tey had a glimpse of Caracal as he stopped and reversed himself, and then he was snatched across the chamber and out.


Tey knew he was crying again: the speed of their passage struck the tears sideways on his face and into his ears. With the speed and the crying, he couldn't breathe properly. He had the sense that he was crying this time not for himself, but for the Nevene Queen. Yet he'd hardly known her; could he be crying for his mother? But he thought he'd done that, on the ship.


He wanted to rest. Seven times they slowed down, but only for Caracal to strike someone down, and then they accelerated again. That was why Caracal didn't carry a weapon: he was faster than weapons.


They were climbing, but not toward their rooms. He started to struggle.


"Stay still. Stop crying. Be a Prince."


"Where are we going?"


"The roof."


Suddenly Tey started to kick and fight harder. He knew why Caracal hadn't stopped him leaving Velel's room. The roof was where the attackers were, above the skylights. Caracal hated him and his sister. Somehow, conditioning or not, Caracal had managed to betray them.


It had been obvious from the moment, at the coastal palace, when he first saw Caracal's speed. Everything about the Bodyguard until that time had been a lie. Somewhere deep inside, in the way that he seemed to know things about people when others didn't, Tey had known.


In the moment of panic, when he felt a need to be rescued, it was not his father's image which came to mind, or his father's name he wanted to call. It wasn't Caracal's, either, which made sense under the circumstances. Oddly, it was the face and the name of the blue ape, Expectation.


But there was no time for any of that. Caracal gripped the back of his neck, moved his fingers slightly, and Tey felt weakness and darkness come between him and the world.


He was next aware outside, in the roar and the wind of a horde of shuddering, insectile Nevene flyers. Some were settled on the roof and still emptying of black killers; some were either landing, to release their own clusters of Nevene soldiers, or attacking or defending from the air. As Caracal tumbled Tey onto the hard mesh deck of one of the landed flyers, he glimpsed a pair of Nevenes wearing neither black nor uniforms at the controls. He knew immediately that Caracal hadn't betrayed them at all. He felt almost a thump of relief.


The deck shuddered and the noise rose as they prepared to take off, and then, to Tey's horror, Caracal turned away.


Velel.


Velel must still be inside. But how could Caracal leave him? These people were strangers, he didn't know them, and they were not even Atlantean. In the last few days, he'd lost everyone. He'd never been so afraid, so afraid he could barely move.


"Caracal!"


He screamed, but Caracal ran back into the building, becoming a blur as he did so, and the deck lurched, the flyer swung sideways as it lost its anchor to the roof, and Tey scrambled for something to hold onto as strangers yanked him into the smoke-filled foreign sky.
