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  One




  What did she mourn so, alone and far away?




It was the difference between grief and mourning: the one pain, and the other a measurement of loss. The one sent her out into the streets of the beloved city, frantic for company, for noise and colour and movement, hurry and hunger and life; the other kept her stilled at home, as quiet and internal as a memory.


Her moods swung unpredictably, unfathomably between the two. Even now, even after a year and more. She had cast off the formal white of mourning, but that was a lie to the eye, for the comfort of others. Of course she was still in mourning for her people, for her culture, for her land. Here was no paltry quotidian loss, the mediocrity of individual death; she would mourn Verantha for ever, for all the life that lay ahead of her.


Aye, and grieve for it too, with every drink and every dance and every dalliance, for as long as her body would indulge her. Home was home, was belonging, an absolute sense of settlement; she had lost a home and found a home, and would be torn hereafter.


 


Home was this overlarge house in the park, all her own and everything within it. Home was this rampant, exuberant city, which she had learned like learning the body of a lover, reaching under the skin. Probably, properly that meant that home was also the vast sprawl of the empire entire, although she was an alien here and not in any wise a citizen or subject to any authority, even to the emperor himself. She’d rarely left the city, though, in all her years here, and then only for the occasional weekend’s skiing with friends in the mountains, still in sight of Feremendas, the reach and ambition of it, from the imperial palace to the teeming docks, from the slums to the arenas, from the covered marketplaces to the gorgeous parks. The city was like all the empire distilled into a single drop, or so they told her, so she was willing to believe. She didn’t need to travel. She could linger here, and rejoice in the surge and wonder of it, and feel that the world had come to her. The truth of course was quite opposite, but a girl could surely lie to herself in the privacy of her own head, especially when she in her own person embodied a far greater lie. In principle, in the eyes of law and power and politics, she did not and could not exist.


 


Tonight she was mourning and no longer grieving, apparently. She had abandoned a riotous party on a houseboat on the lake, and crept home with her boys, alone. Everyone was willing to pretend that she took two graceful beauties with her for protection; in truth, all her friends adored them, the boys themselves loved the attention and the pretty clothes, and as often as not they had much more fun than she did, by dint of being much more fun than she was. Really, on nights like this she should just send them to the parties without her. As her ambassadors—


But no, that wasn’t funny. On nights like this, it really wasn’t funny.


Safe back, she sent the boys down to change into house tunics and gossip with the cook over a pot of tea and something hot to eat. Herself, she climbed the first flight of stairs to the suite of rooms she had claimed for herself¬—really, this house was ridiculously big and always had been, even when there were more here than just herself; rank has its obligations and appearances matter, and even so—where she knew Estar would be waiting for her. Still breathing hard, probably, after pelting up from the kitchens the moment someone reported footsteps on the path.


She ought probably to have a real maid, rather than an overworked kitchen girl given yet more to do. But then she ought to have more staff all through the house, a proper brigade, a household; but she didn’t need a household just to serve her, and besides, she didn’t want to be a burden on the empire, more than she was already. The emperor insisted that all her expenses be met by the palace; it was a kindness in him to parallel his many other kindnesses, and appallingly generous, and so she skimped whenever she could and spent the bare minimum of his money.


Well, mostly. The boys were an indulgence. For her friends’ pleasure, though, as much as for her own. That ought to count for something.


Estar had been a different manner of indulgence, a street-child who didn’t know her own age or parentage. Malance had found her begging, and brought her home to save her from a worse life later, as she grew. She was still growing now, all legs and elbows; and still a little wide-eyed at her promotion from skivvy to lady’s maid, even if she did still have to do all the skivvying as well. Malance had worried a little about the child’s rough hands on her finest silks and velvets, but regular applications of goose-grease had helped with that, alongside Estar’s own passionate attachment to her mistress’s wardrobe. She’d likely throw herself into the lake in misery, stones in her pockets, the first time she so much as laddered a stocking.


Tonight she helped Malance out of her gaudy party dress and into a simple robe, then scuttled off to make tea that they both knew would never be drunk.


Malance curled up in a window-seat, gazing out across the shadows of the park, intercut with paths of light where coloured lanterns dangled from the trees. Greater lights at greater distances spoke of other houses much like hers but busy, important, occupied. Manned with a full complement of servants, to attend a full and functional household. Not one rescued urchin, two ridiculously decorative boys and a decrepit cook she only kept because he had been here for ever and had nowhere else to go. As a staff, they were a joke, ridiculous. But then so was their work, so was she: one lonely grieving girl, forever cut off from home and family, spending money that wasn’t hers to maintain a position that wasn’t hers either except that the emperor had made it so, because he was a kind man and wanted to keep her safe, no reason else.


Estar was back with the wholly superfluous tea, asking if she should light lamps in the bedroom yet.


Malance sighed, and said yes. And then, “Oh, Estar? Go back down and bring me up one of the boys, would you? Either one, it doesn’t—oh, damn it, no. Bring them both.”


Those boys hadn’t been cheap, as pretty as they were. She’d bought them anyway; she might as well make use of them. Mourning demanded focus, but grief craved distraction, and she could pivot so quickly, one to the other.


 


She went to sleep—eventually—between two warm and welcome bodies; she woke to just the one. Amil had slipped away already, to work with Estar down below. She could hear the clatter of the scullery pump, even up here.


Almost of its own accord, her hand slid down over warm and sticky skin, sleek muscle. Felid opened his eyes, smiled, reached for her.


Malance laughed a little regretfully, kissed his cheek and pushed him away.


“Go down and help your brother,” she said. “Send Estar to me.”


“Yes, lady.”


He slithered out from under the covers and padded away, quite naked, quite unabashed. In fact, she thought he was preening, strutting a little under her eye. Vain creature, and rightly so.


He and Amil were brothers only by adoption, hers. The one had been raided from a fishing village, so far away she still had no clear idea where it lay, and in honesty neither did he; the other from right here in the city, snatched as an urchin in the street, an unluckily lovely child. They’d been sold and trained and sold again, finally brought together and sent to market as a matched pair, which justified—or was supposed to justify—the ludicrous price she’d paid. At the last she’d found herself bidding against a palace official and the factor of a wealthy merchant family, and stupidly determined to save the boys from either one of them.


She still didn’t, couldn’t regret it. They were a joy to her, in a life that offered few. She cherished and adored them, and thought—well, hoped, at least—that they loved her in their turn, in their way. She was their lady, their own; they were her boys. Hers.


Estar brought washing-water and a towel, lit a small fire, helped her to dress. For once, she did actually need the help. This was Friday, and the emperor would hold court. As ever, he would expect to see her there. She was in his debt, more ways than she could count; also, she simply liked the man. This Friday, as every Friday, she would be there. Dressed soberly but richly, as was her habit at the palace: the sobriety to speak to her situation, the richness in compliment to him.


She left Estar tidying her suite, and went down to the kitchen to tease her boys and sit with ancient Mechet, drink his execrable coffee, dip day-old bread in a dish of melted butter and call it breakfast, try not to drip on her dress. Envy her friends their undoubted and well-deserved hangovers, their long late lingering in bed. Any other day she might have done the same, even perhaps with one of them. Not on a Friday.


Come the time, she sent Felid running down to the park gate and the road beyond, to fetch her back a carriage. She did have stables of her own, a yard, a carriage-house. She ought to keep horses and a smart turnout, drive herself perhaps to save the cost and inconvenience of a man. Or at least a mount or two, ride in the park, ride all around the city. She did not. Not, again, on the emperor’s coin. Her boys were very used to running to the road with a coin or two and riding back behind a cabriolet. It was a makeshift way of getting around, but it suited her sense of propriety. Anywhere closer to hand, anywhere between the park and the lake, she preferred to walk. The imperial palace was distanced by design, though, the emperor holding aloof from his subjects, even the grand ones. A call at the palace was always a ride.


Today’s driver was a familiar face, one of her regulars. Malance was tolerably sure they had taken to waiting on that particular stretch of road, anticipating her needs or desires. And not only on Fridays; any time she needed a carriage, in daylight or dark, her boys could always seem to find one. Her suspicious soul wondered if someone from the palace had quietly made an arrangement, if these particular men had no need to seek other clients elsewhere, if all their needs were met so long as one of them was always ready when she called. Really it would have been easier to make her a gift of horses, carriage, stable lads and grooms; but the emperor was a quiet man, and preferred to see things arranged without fuss or notice.


Of course that meant she couldn’t even thank him. Which would also be his preference, she knew.


She didn’t take her boys to formal court. They would spend this Friday as every Friday, in their workaday tunics, scrubbing floors and running errands, scolded by Estar if they slacked or dallied. They might be exceedingly pretty, but Malance did feel she ought to justify their price somehow. In her head, she did. The emperor would laugh at her, if he knew; her friends did laugh at her, and flaunt their own devoted beauties, who had never lifted a hand to a day’s work in all their pampered lives of service.


Through the endless and endlessly fascinating streets of Feremendas, from the raucous bazaars to the wide and quiet avenues, from winding shambles to great straight military roads; all her drivers knew to take her by slow and different ways, that she might look and listen to everything, to make her journey one more stitch in her understanding of the city. She always started early, just for this.


 


The emperor was a quiet man, but his palace spoke volumes on his behalf. Still properly known as the New Palace, despite being five hundred years old and more, it was a city within a city: a walled complex where thousands lived and studied, lived and laboured, lived and died without ever actually needing to step outside its gates, though they mostly did. It sat on an artificial hill raised wilfully above low-lying Feremendas, a little distanced and overlooking everything, even as the city had slowly spilled all around it. Overseeing the world, or an unfair portion thereof; the fates of millions were decided—quietly—within these walls.


Without needing to ask, her driver brought her to the Strangers’ Gate, as he always did and always would. Felid had already paid him for the trip, but she gave him money anyway, just in case the emperor actually was subsidising him behind her back. Petty revenges were one of the currencies of court.


A liveried servant stepped forward to hand her down from the carriage, though she hardly needed it. There were no armed guards outside the palace wall; the emperor loved his people, and chose to believe that they loved him in return, and so kept his soldiery out of sight.


This gate, however, was not for his people. This was the Strangers’ Gate, and it was kept closed by long tradition, meeting those strangers always with denial first, to remind them that they were admitted on sufferance, on recognition, that this was the Eye of the World.


The gatekeeper had a sharp eye for his favourites, though. Malance rarely had to linger long. Today she’d barely set foot to flagstone before one leaf in the vast stone-clad edifice was swinging wide in welcome and there he was to greet her in person, dressed in all his pomp and modest authority, delighted with himself and his little kingdom here. And delighted by her, by her coming, by her weekly holding true.


“Madam Ambassador.”


As ever, Malance flinched inwardly at that. She still hadn’t decided whether she loathed the honorific more, or the deceit. She was twenty-three years old, and no one should be calling her “Madam”. And the rank was a courtesy, a fiction, the best protection the emperor could offer her in her sudden calamity: ambassador from a country that no longer existed, appointed to a court that most likely had no idea why the empire had ever offered an exchange of ambassadors in the first place.


It was a kindness, of course; and an embarrassment, of course; and an awkwardness she had no idea how to manage or to overcome. There was no value in tantrums, though sometimes she did just want to scream. There was no consequence to plotting—though she did dream and dream of all her many revenges yet to come—even if she’d had anyone to plot with. She was, so far as she knew, the last Veranthan in Feremendas, which meant the last in the world. Certainly she had been able to find none remaining in the city; and elsewhere they were all Clathian now, their own land swallowed up entire by the world’s opposing power. The very name of Verantha had been forbidden, expunged, as with all the other little countries the kingdoms of Clath had swept across, swept up. Only the emperor was powerful enough to ignore that directive; only he of all the lords of life had little fear of Clath, and could afford to maintain a Veranthan embassy in his capital, both to spite his opposition and to offer a home to one abandoned, desperate, stateless girl.


Her house was officially that embassy, the last surviving little piece of Verantha in all the world, and she its sole citizen.


She had wept over this, of course, and raged against it. She had wanted to run away, to go back to her own land, to fight the Clath occupation. Surely, some of her people must be fighting yet. But the emperor had refused to let her go. Her predecessor in the post had vanished overnight, along with all his household. Malance chose to suppose that he and all of them had gone in search of that resistance, though none had left a note to say so. She’d been out all that night, seeking succour among friends, and returned in the morning to an empty house.


She’d have followed soon enough, if she’d only been allowed. But a page had come, a summons to the palace, from the emperor himself. There must be a Veranthan ambassador here at Feremendas, he had said, or where would any of her scattered frightened people know to turn? Her house was Veranthan land; she herself was Verantha now, a symbol and a beacon. Verantha would come to her, he said, if she only stayed visible, if she only stayed here.


Besides, he didn’t say although she heard him clearly, no country large or small has successfully risen up against Clath, once overrun; why, how could she suppose that tiny Verantha might? Or why, how, that she might help?


He said none of that, but he was right. Of course he was right. She stayed, though she despised herself for doing so; she accepted his protection and his money both, though she despised herself for both of those as well. Her self-impoverishment—with, obviously, a pair of rather lovely exceptions—was a slap in the face to his generosity, and she found it desirable or necessary to despise herself for that also, she just wasn’t quite sure which. Meanwhile she waited for other lost Veranthans to trickle into the city and find her, but none yet ever had.


Alone, she greeted the gatekeeper and asked after his wife and children, trying to chat with an acquaintance rather than condescend to a person of lower status. He beamed in gratitude at her condescension, as he did every week. Nowhere does status matter more, than at a gate.


With her own favoured status assured for another week, she walked on into the palace grounds. This whole complex might be a city in itself; if so, it was a city in a park. She had seen nothing more of the empire, but all of Feremendas-city was a haven of greenery, at least this side of the slums and rookeries. Somehow she had that image lodged in her head against all logic and all report, that groves and ponds and winding pathways were the very image of the empire at large. Perhaps it was a fantasy of consolation, that she needed something to pit against the green hills and valleys in her memory, lost to her now and for ever.


Sometimes when she was drunk she would sing songs of Verantha. Sometimes when she was sober she’d persuade her friends to learn them, so that they could all sing together when they were drunk.


Sometimes when she was alone—as now, as always, the last Veranthan—she mocked herself for that morbid obsession with what was gone. She had come to Feremendas at sixteen, ostensibly for a season, no more, to put a finishing gloss on her understanding of the language and to learn something of the world beyond Verantha. She’d always shown herself to be a somewhat unusual Veranthan, restless and inquisitive, eager to be gone. She had loved this city from the first, and begged to stay; and so in honesty had only ever known her homeland as a child. Here was her home of choice, here were the people who loved her for who she was, not who she used to be. She knew the city and the city knew her, in ways—so many ways!—that her place of birth did not. What in honesty had she lost then, after all? What did she mourn so, alone and far away? Perhaps it was all for show, for the emperor’s offered comforts. Or for the emperor’s comfort: perhaps he needed to see her sorrow, so that he could be kind.


This Friday as every Friday, she faced the long walk through the parkland and the fountained courtyards to the reception hall, with scores of other buildings rising to either side, the only district of Feremendas that was a stranger to her, as she to it. And this week as every week, she heard the Strangers’ Gate opening again and again at her back, for every ambassador would attend the court, hoping to catch the emperor’s ear, to raise issues or grievances or possibilities of trade. Every ambassador had work to do, but her. She would merely … attend.


This Friday as every Friday, she heard hooves and rattling wheels at her back, she was overtaken by carriage after carriage. Her meagre cabriolet might not pass the gate, but ambassadors with their own equipage could ride all the way to the hall door.


This Friday as every Friday, she heard the jingling of a belled harness, two sets of horses’ hooves slowing to a sedate walk beside her, a voice calling down. “Lady, shall we ride together?”


She’d been counting on that. This Friday, every Friday.


She swung herself up into the slow-rolling open carriage, and settled herself gladly beside its occupant. Brion Mercady, Ambassador for the Outlands, a spontaneous cluster of independent polities far beyond the empire’s borders, in no danger of being subsumed. He was a fat, contented man, as devoted to politics as he was to food. What little she knew of diplomacy at this high level was largely thanks to him, and in no small measure to these brief carriage-rides through the emperor’s gardens. What news there was, whether internal to the palace or external to the empire, he was safe to know it, and willing to share; and willing to coach her through the intricacies of court intrigue. Oh, and willing to gossip, that too. Perhaps they were all the same thing.


He said, “Malance, you look pale. And thin.”


“You always say that.”


“Because it’s always true. That old man you keep in the basement is no good for you. Let me send you one of my lads. I know just the one, he’s craving a kitchen of his own.”


“I can’t do that, Brion. Mechet would die of shame.”


“And thus we are all better off: Mechet is freed from care, a respite frankly long overdue; I have rid my own kitchens of a restive soul and performed an act of charity for which you will certainly be grateful, and as you know—as I have taught you—gratitude is a currency among people of our kind; and you will grow plump as you ought to be. It’s perfect. I am brilliant today, I find.” He folded his hands comfortably across his own rather more than plumpness, and went on, “Also, I know you children love the night, but let the sun see your skin sometimes. Daylight is good for you. So also is sleep. Allow your body an early night, once in a while.”


“Yes, Brion,” she said dutifully. “Thank you for your guidance.”


“Which you will of course ignore. You know it, I know it; why do I bother? Tell me that.”


“Because you worry about me, just as you worry about your restive cook and everyone else of your household and a great many people else. You hold us all in the palm of your concern.”


“Ah, is that what I do? Perhaps. Perhaps you’re right. I am a worrier, I know. In service to which, let me tell you about this latest approach from the Palatinate. It’s sure to come up in conversation, at least, even if the emperor doesn’t raise it himself, which he is quite like to do…”


 


Some minutes later—none the wiser, perhaps, but at least far better informed—she stepped down from the carriage and waited politely while Brion hauled himself out, taking advantage of the moment to thank his driver by name, as she always did. This Friday, every Friday. The day was a sequence of rituals, and they began well before the court had gathered.


The great doors of the reception hall stood wide, and just as well; each one needed a dozen hands to shift it, and they closed with a dreadful clangour. She had experienced that once, just the once, from inside the hall, and she’d thought her ears were bleeding merely from the noise. It had been actively painful, and in general the emperor was kind enough to leave them standing ajar while he held court.


Stepping through that vast doorway—and finding it as always somewhat forbidding, the least welcoming of doorways, so that she was glad as always to be swept along in Brion’s confident wake—she still remembered to smile at the men standing guard here, to greet the servants and pages lined up in formal welcome. It was another of her little quiet revenges, to demean herself in these grandees’ eyes before they could find their own reasons to demean her. She had been meant as an interpreter, no more: here to ease the flow of trade—such as it had been—between Verantha and the empire, working dutifully out of the embassy by day and free to frolic citywide by night. Of course she did still frolic, but it was a frenetic, desperate kind of fun she sought these after days, bitter and hunting and never to be satisfied. Fifteen months now, and she could still be overwhelmed.


The emperor’s reception hall was overwhelming in itself, an everlasting wonder, the work of a hundred years: so high it could almost have had weather, extravagantly broad and impossibly long, and yet all so immaculate in proportion and in craftsmanship that no aspect could ever be called grandiose or overdone. Some magic of design made it that when the emperor spoke from his seat on the dais—not in the centre of the hall, no, but towards the farther end, and somehow exactly where it ought to be—everyone could hear him, no matter the crowd.


Of course Brion was too nonchalant and too urgent both to stop and gawp, so Malance had to gawp as she trotted after. This Friday, every Friday. She swore never to grow accustomed to this magnificence, never to be blasé as all the court otherwise affected to be.


Brion, she was convinced, was blasé in truth, not in the least awed by his surroundings. He was a man of purpose, of many purposes, and he would seek to fulfil them all; and first of all was the side-hall that he headed for—this Friday, every Friday—that was itself large enough and imposing enough, it could have served the Council as their audience chamber back home.


Here was where all the court foregathered, before the noon bell summoned them. Here was where cronies met and mingled, here plots were hatched and despatched, proposals honed to the razor sharpness they’d need to penetrate the iron hide of the imperial bureaucracy—and so, of course, here were the tables of food and drink, pages in crimson livery passing hither and yon with wines and delicacies laid out on silver salvers. Brion liked to pretend that this was what he came for, and all that he came for; Malance was prepared to allow the first, though no one could believe the second.


He summoned a page with a flick of his finger. Half these children were scions of the noble families, fostered to the palace as a first step into their inevitable future among the upper echelons of the imperium, here to make friends and build alliances, watch the great at work and at play, learn the processes of power. The other half were city orphans, street-children, some abandoned babes, raised under the emperor’s kindly eye and destined for a life of service. No matter their origins, they all bunked together in long dormitories, shared the same food, the same work, the same strict care and watchful guard. It was the emperor’s fancy not only to dress them all alike, but to have their hair cut just the same, short and cute; with the younger ones, it wasn’t always immediately clear if they were boy or girl, never mind if they were high-born or low.


This one was a girl, but only just, still little more than a slender sapling with a smile; she might have been twelve years old, or not. As was her practice, Malance smiled back. Brion hadn’t noticeably looked at the girl at all. His attention was wholly on her tray.


“Crab roes on toasted crackers, smear of mustard, excellent, yes. I taught him that, the emperor, you know. Had to send one of my lads to show his kitchen staff. Smoked fish in pastry, yes, but what’s the fish?” There was only one way to be sure. She watched in amusement, as he chewed and swallowed. “Ah, the carmine trout. Perfect. And—goose sausage, is this? Or duck? No, it’s not the season for duck, unless it’s smoked. No, goose, certainly. In my country this would be a gooseneck pudding, but they do things differently here. Be a good child”—no, he had definitely not troubled even to determine the page’s sex—“and fetch us each a glass of flintered wine, will you? No need to take your tray, such heavy things, I’ll hold that for you while you scamper. Off you go, now.”


And of course by the time the girl was back her tray was empty, and he had scanned the tables from afar and told her just how to replenish it, and how swiftly she ought to return.


Malance sipped her wine—he knew that she liked it, which was why he had asked for it, which was typical of him; she still had no idea after all these weeks whether he actually liked it himself, so she had just tucked that particular anxiety away under “Oh, Brion likes everything,” which did still seem to be holding true—and watched with delight as he nibbled and picked, nibbled and picked again, talking all the time, relishing the mere fact of food in a way she could never approach.


“You will like this, and this, and this,” he said, pushing treats across the tray towards her. “Not that, and don’t even think about that. Fire-pepper slices on baked shrimp paste: you would expire on the spot.” Even he was sweating a little, after eating three of them. He took a hefty swig of the chilled wine, and would undoubtedly have scolded her into eating the bites he’d selected for her, if they hadn’t been interrupted just as he drew breath.


“Outlands! The very man I was looking for! Ah, and your shadow, of course. Good day to you, young lady. I do beg your pardon, I should say ‘Verantha’, of course. Now, Outlands, about this Palatinate nonsense…”


She tried to be amused, she did try, at the various ways these diplomats sought to offend neither the emperor whose guests and clients they were, nor the powerful Clath kingdoms who could ruin a country’s trade in a season or else simply swallow it down entire, the way they had swallowed her own. They had decreed Verantha not to exist; he had appointed her its ambassador. Fast footwork was required, to tread on no one’s toes unduly hard.


This particular man—another big one, though he was all chest and shoulders, all hair and volume and height—had decided from the first to treat her as the emperor’s pet, and her proper title as some pet name bestowed upon her by her master. She could hear the quotation marks, every time he said “Verantha”. Which was infuriating, but he was that kind of man; he would have infuriated her anyway. She didn’t trouble to greet him even with a nod; she only watched quietly as he peeled Brion away from her, tray and treats and all. That was fair enough. Brion had already done more than she could reasonably ask of him, keeping her abreast of the news and bringing her in under the shelter of his own imposing presence. His shadow, yes: that charge too was entirely fair. She should turn away now and make contacts of her own, even pick her own choices from the laden trays and tables, perhaps, because he was right, of course she ought to eat…


So she turned, and was abruptly face to face with the other reason she came this Friday and every Friday.


She came for the emperor, of course, because she owed him that and more, much more; she came for Brion, for the pleasures of his company and the knowledge, the insights that he shared; she came for herself, to build her own networks of contact and trust, to do her job in so far as it existed, in so far as it could conceivably help.


And she came for this: to look this creature in the eye and let her be reminded that so long as Malance was here, under the emperor’s aegis and formally recognised within the open circle of his court, the woman had not—quite—achieved her lifetime’s goal.


 


“Clath,” Malance said, the proper greeting from one ambassador to another, though she spoke the word as cold as ice, as hard as stone, as sharp as the dagger at her belt.


For a moment, she thought Ambassador Attanborn would say nothing at all. It had happened before, that she only turned her back in a public refutation, all the more destructive when it came from a supposed diplomat. To Malance she would always be General Attanborn, as she was when she led the gathered Clath armies to destroy Malance’s homeland so utterly, and thereby earn herself this privileged posting.


This Friday, though, after a pause for thought, the woman did deign to speak with her.


She said, “That precious piece of land you try to claim has been divided—you may have heard?—between two provinces of the Clath realms. Its borders have been ploughed under, its population redistributed, its archives burned, its governing class abolished. Why can you not acknowledge that it is gone?”


Of course she’d heard. Brion had told her, even before the emperor did. She liked to think he’d even known before the emperor, unlikely as that seemed. It was the ultimate cruelty, it seemed to her, not even to see the value of Verantha as an entity in herself, merely to seize hold of her geography and destroy all else.


But that was Clath, and she was long inured to cruelty, she who had come here to game and sport and make waves, make a new life far from home. She smiled as she had practised smiling, with not a shadow of warmth or care, and said, “Verantha is not gone, so long as I am her ambassador.”


That was the weight she carried, the hope-without-hope, the compass of her mourning and the expression of her grief. Occasionally, she got to use it as a weapon.


 


The great bell in the tower overhead began to strike, leisurely, imperious, compulsive. It was followed almost on the instant by more bells, further bells, all through the palace complex and all across the city. Noon spread through Feremendas like ripples on a lake, all from a single drop of water; the emperor kept the time, while his people waited for him to pass it on.


Glasses were set down, or handed to waiting pages. Greasy fingers were wiped on linen napkins, hanging ready over the shoulders of those same pages. Plotting was postponed, conversation broken off, one last high voice hushed. Not hurrying, of course, but moving swiftly none the less, the city’s elite filed out into the main hall again, and Malance with them.


The emperor was never late. Sometimes she suspected that the first telling stroke of noon might be delayed till he was ready. At all events, the bell had not yet finished counting off the hour before he was there, passing swiftly and easily through the throng, unattended save for a couple of his pages. Not a tall man, not particularly handsome or particularly old, he wore the same dull imperial crimson as the children at his heels, his clothes barely more ostentatious than their own. Nothing about him spoke to power, except that everything did. He held all the focus of that great hall; the silverstone walls caught his reflection as a blur of shadow, more potent than any of the glitter and gorgeous array of his court in full pomp.


His own people bowed or knelt or curtsied low as he passed, as he recognised them with a glance or perhaps a word, though he paused to speak with none of them. Not yet. The strangers in the hall—and strangers yet, for all that some had represented their governments here for decades—offered their own respect in the manner of their own countries, but not so deeply. Pride and independence knelt to no one.


Malance waited for her moment, and bowed as one of her people would to a father figure, bespeaking gratitude and acknowledging fealty. As she straightened, his eyes smiled at her and he murmured “Verantha,” exactly loud enough to be sure that Clath would hear it.


She knew full well—of course she did, she wasn’t stupid—that she was being used here, that she was one more weapon in the constant struggle between Clath and Feremendas. It was a struggle of a hundred years already, and not any kind of war; their forces had never met on the battlefield. Not yet. Rather it was a struggle for influence in trade and politics worldwide, a slow kind of wrestling match, shifts of weight and pressure, the aggressive upstart trying to heave aside the veteran power. Of course Malance couldn’t be a significant weapon in such a contest, only a pinprick, an irritant casually picked up and casually wielded. She knew it, and was grateful anyway, willing to serve this man in any way he asked for. Willing to be wielded, willing to prick as often as he wanted. And more, on her own account. Occasionally she wondered if this was a more dangerous game than she knew, if Clath might one day weary of being pricked and simply have her killed—she couldn’t think “assassinated”, not of herself; how could she matter that much, to anyone?—but she played it anyway. For him, and for Verantha.


Six steps climbed to the dais; he took them two at a time, more spring than stretch, while his pages scampered to keep up. On the dais stood what was often described as the most uncomfortable chair in the world, for all its padding and cushions. Its arms and back were gilded, its upholstery once more in the imperial colour, but it was still very much a chair and not a throne. He wouldn’t have sat a throne, this man, any more than he’d have worn a crown, even if either one had traditionally come with the role. He might head the most powerful nation in the world—there was some debate about it, mostly from Clath, who held that Feremendas’ star was in decline, while theirs was rampant—but his predecessors had established a low-key imperial style, and he’d embraced it wholeheartedly.


He took the chair, while his pages arrayed themselves behind. There were no seats else; comfort made courtiers tedious, it was said. A standing audience was a brief audience. Briefer, at any rate.


His court pressed closer, that inevitable impulse towards the heart, the lure of what’s strong. He smiled down in greeting and said, “Well. The Palatinate, then. Who’s first? Darien?”


His chancellor bowed in acknowledgement, and moved to stand on the second stair up, where he could be clearly seen without in any way impeding the emperor’s view.


“Ambassador Jenn”—another bow, towards the man he named—“brought me this proposal in good earnest, I know, but…”


 


She didn’t know if it was common practice elsewhere to debate government policy in open court, before the world’s ambassadors. It was very much the custom here. Perhaps that was another expression of confidence in power, to let Clath and others hear what Feremendas thought, and what intended. She’d seen some few of the reports that Brion sent home after these audiences, and she diligently, defiantly wrote her own once she’d learned the way of it, for all that she had nowhere now to send them.


That was almost the worst of being Verantha, all that remained of Verantha: that she had no task here except to be here, to hold that name alive. There was nothing for an orphaned ambassador to do.


She listened carefully anyway, and worked out her own responses to the issues, because those were Verantha’s responses now; she spoke for her country—except that she didn’t actually speak, she never had spoken at court except at her formal reception, when the emperor gravely accepted the credentials he’d had written out for her—and it was important that she held actual arguable positions on the matters at hand, for all the world as though she were really an ambassador and Verantha still a real country. There had never been many of her people here to represent, for they weren’t generally a travelling folk; and those few had packed and gone almost as soon as the news came through, trying to find their way home to family or friends, wanting to do something, anything to help the survivors recover. Malance had only stayed herself because of this, because she was the last one in the embassy and that mattered, and because—of the emperor’s kindness—she held title and position now, she was Verantha so long as she was here, so of course she couldn’t leave.


She would have died for her country, had her country asked that of her, had she had the opportunity. Now she felt obliged to live for the selfsame reasons, and to stay in the embassy that was technically the last surviving little piece of her homeland, and to be the emperor’s plaything in whatever games the man might have in mind.


And obliged every Friday to come here to this hall, and to make notes for her impotent reports, and to linger afterwards when people gathered once again into little groups and murmurings. Sometimes the emperor would stay awhile himself, move from one group to another, talk to those who remained. That might be why they lingered; probably it was. Sometimes, as today, he would call an end to the audience with a few quick words and melt away with one or two counsellors, or none.


Generally she’d linger close to Brion—very like a shadow, yes—and leave more or less when he left, though they wouldn’t go together and she wouldn’t ask a ride. Today he had been swallowed by a larger group, to argue out the Palatinate issue in depth; she had nothing to contribute and no one to represent, and was feeling more of a fraud even than usual, so she lingered alone with her back to a pillar, trying to look deep in thought rather than merely abandoned.


She didn’t have to keep up the pretence for long. A page appeared at her elbow, a boy this time, older, taller, starting to fill out a little. She was set to wave him off—no, there was nothing he could bring her, thank you—but he spoke first, which was unusual.


Not even from his voice could she tell if he were noble or base-born. Children are natural mimics, picking up accents from the air around, and they had diligent tutors besides; it was almost eerie, how all the pages sounded so alike.


He said, “Lady, his grace would be grateful for a word with you.”


Then she recognised him as one of the emperor’s favourites of the day, following his master in and out; then she gaped at him, almost had him repeat himself, because his message was so improbable.


His grace was the emperor, always. A simple title for a simple man, his people said, and loved him for it. Her own feeling was that in truth it was a very misleading title for a very complex man, but never mind that. Not even the most senior ambassadors at court expected to be summoned to private meetings with the man himself, not on a Friday. They might meet one-to-one with the chancellor, or any other high officials today; they might see the emperor alone or in company, any other day of the week; but Fridays were sacrosanct and all about the empire. Strangers were let listen and take note—or take notes, yes indeed—but they were rarely called on to speak and certainly never summoned to the emperor afterwards.


Perhaps he’d decided to end this charade, take back the keys to her house, send her away from the city? Perhaps there had been a shift in his relationship with Clath and he was obliged to give ground, and she was the easiest, most obvious, least costly way to do that. Perhaps that had been what she was here for all along, to be a handy sacrifice at need. Perhaps he’d chosen to tell her himself because he was a kind man, and he knew how this would devastate her, and—
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