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A week before his elevation, the president-elect comes to visit her bleak little House
on the edge of the world. His mount is a sleek black machine that smells of leather
and sweat; beneath the skin, its frame is a concatenation of muscle, bone and red biology; it has a narrow and ferocious crocodile-shape head, pocked with glass-bead eyes,
crowned with thick black hair. It’s so physical, this creature he’s made for himself, but
then so is he. He’s the scouring storm, chosen by the colleges to reintroduce time and
change to the Homeworld.
She admires him. Never before has the presidency worn its power so openly. She
imagines how it will be in the citadel a week from now, when his election is conﬁrmed.
at will be a day of bright colours and banners; hopelessly they will try to drown him
in pomp. Already his allies (he has no friends, except her) are calling him Self-Ruler and
Imperator. [pause]
n day they’ hav calle hi a in.
‘Not then, though he was thinking about it.’
r yo sur? er’s n evidenc of tha i th registry.
‘I knew him better.’
’s od tha yo shoul hav mad this recordin, give how muc yo mistrus
registry.
‘I was a private resident then. It didn’t seem important.’
er’s mor t i tha tha, is’ ther? o’ bothe t answe. I know yo.
[resume] She watches his approach from the north window, certain that he’s coming
for her. ere’s nothing beyond this outpost but the southern mountains, and nothing
in the mountains but hermits and feral cats. She swears and puts on her formal robes,
academic colours that she’s never worn at the schola, not even before her self-imposed
exile. Ten years she’s been here teaching, and learning.
Her oracle stays at the window, seething playfully below his hood. He has ﬁercely
intelligent eyes, neither as sharp nor as bright as his scar. His mouth is a succulent
white smile in a lightless face. His people have nothing but contempt for the rituals
of the Great Houses. She’s little better than prey to him, a bloodless snack for his long
teeth and hungry mind. He breathes, honeyed air purring out of the cavities of his body.
[pause]
ou ﬁrs oracl?
‘My last.’
o think? u his kin wer vanishin fro th worl.
‘ey were escaping the War. ey could see it coming.’
n wha fres monsters ﬁlle th gaps they lef behin? randios pocke-cults
lik ous aradox?  renegad tendency?  paranoi labyrinths of intervetionis? ainte bloodlines an tainte presidencies? n yo? o’ yo think
th a migh b  cur fo thes new madnesses?
‘is is at your request. If you’re going to keep on interrupting…’
[resume] e president-elect will want to talk about the War. He might want to
start it.
He’s waiting for her in the courtyard, almost ignored as the chatelaine and her retinue struggle to tame his impossible animal. He’s not dressed formally, and she doesn’t
appear to rush. She lets him hug her and hold her. She lets him kiss her.

ey’re not really cousins, not in the strictest sense. [pause]
I ha cousins onc, bu I n longe se the. ey mus b dea now, o aborte, o
neutere.
[resume] She takes him into her schola, which was once a loomshed before this House
was declared Barren and Lesser. She sits him in a student’s chair and perches herself
on her desk at the aleph. Her cousin smiles, recognising the parody she’s made here
but refusing to comment. Later, the chatelaine’s staﬀ will bring food ﬁtting for a formal
meeting, but here, now, there’s none of that. She’s banished ritual from the schola, along
with myths and lies. is is the place where she shrives the bright young things.
She rejects the ﬁrst two positions he oﬀers her: chatelaine of the citadel or executivegeneral of the new House Military. ese are dull to her. Forget the title – the job is the
same, the job will always be the same. He needs allies within his presidency, who will
be loyal to his philosophies if not always to his person. She has that quality. She is, he
tells her fondly, a fanatic. She nods and accepts this as the compliment it’s meant to be,
but he knows, he must know, that if he falters then she’ll be the one to judge him. He’s
inviting her to destroy him, when the time comes.
Her cousin has anticipated her rejections. He already knows what he can do with her.
He knows above all what she wants to be. He outlines the idea of a new and secret order
– the invisible hand of the body politic, an expansion of her work here to encompass the
whole Homeworld. It entrances her. How could it not when it’s so calculated? It isn’t
just that he’s known her since she was woven into life on Dvora’s shining silver looms;
this goes beyond simple friendship and cousinly love. It’s still a week before he’ll be
crowned and united with the noosphere, but he has presentiments of what it must be
like to become everything. He is the Great Houses, their compact and their organising
principle. e land and the king are one. [pause]
o by ar is create tha grea eviatha calle  ommo ea, whic is bu
a artiﬁcia ma.
‘If you insist.’
i yo liv up t his hig standards? as h satisﬁe, d yo think, whe yo
sho ﬀ his jaw? ha mus h hav though whe yo brough his presidency dow
an cas hi ou of th omeworl?
‘I did what was practical.’
a momen wil b o public registry, wo’ i?  an look a his eyes. ha
wil yo ﬁn ther? rid, mayb?  an se.
‘Enough. You’ve seen what I agreed to show you. Are you satisﬁed?’
I migh b. o’r no. o think, becaus of th choic yo mad, th a becam
inevitabl.
‘No. e War was far from certain, even then.’
o know wha I mea – a was th day tha yo won the War for the Great
Houses.
othe?
othe!
 the. I ca wai. I coul wai foreve if I ha t.
u I wo’ hav t.
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