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      The Remnants of Eleven flowed with panther-like grace and barely left a print in the sand, though their seven and eight-foot frames weighed more than any two of us combined. Gray-robed, with their faces covered in a mist that let no one see through it, only the tips of their right ears jutted up out of the mist in a glossy, black point. They walked in silence, and we followed in silence. They were, of course, our gods.

      The walls of Memekarte flushed pink at our coming and stretched fingers to the brightening sky. The gate tower guards waved and shouted down at us, though their words were cut by the wind. Gold-plated iron grated into the arch above, and waist-thick wooden doors yawned open.

      The Elevens crossed the wooden bridge first, and then three more servants in my line, and then me and the seven more servants behind me. In the gateway, the silence was hollow, the city sounds dimmed to a murmur against the slap of our sandaled footsteps. Then we crested into sunlight and sunned faces and waving flags and ear-battering cheers. Memekarte.

      They did not cheer for me.

      I smiled as I should—not too wide; fierce and proud, but not too proud. Sound ebbed from my ears as I passed mansions that belonged to my friends and my enemies and houses of state where I’d once conducted matters of state. The wide cobbled street drained into the half-mile-wide Palace Square, and the noise came up again.

      The shouting and screaming grew louder as we approached the circular platform that sat in the center of the Square, draped in the red-on-brown double-slash emblems of the Elevens. On the platform was a throne, and on the throne was a young man. He reclined in his seat, but the lines around his mouth were taut. And whose mouth wouldn’t be, with five red-robed Elevens on either side of him and the Eleven proctor behind—and now eight more Elevens and this new gift in front of him?

      The gray-robed Elevens escorting me stopped before the steps to the platform and bowed low, opening their hands into gestures of respect, not subservience. The Elevens in red held their palms up in acceptance, and the crowd hushed.

      “We present you with a service, Your Majesty,” said the tallest of the gray Elevens. Their voice was muffled by the mist over their face but still managed to carry across the Square. The eyes of children sparkled at this display of Eleven magic.

      We, all eleven of us perfect servants, bowed deep on cue and said, “We humbly present ourselves as gifts to you, Your Majesty, for your service.”

      The young man who would be emperor stood, and his ruddy cheeks flushed redder. The freckles on his nose grew bold, and his dark brown hair wisped against his silver circlet. He looked much as I’d used to. His gray eyes searched us, but not too closely, and he nodded as his own Eleven had trained him to do.

      “Thank you for your gift,” he said. “I welcome you to my service.”

      We bowed again.

      Then the Eleven proctor behind the throne lifted high the true crown. An Eleven to the new emperor’s right pulled the silver circlet from his brow and the true crown came down, the intricate silver webbing glowing the emperor’s face. The filigree came to a point above and below his strong forehead and curled up past his temples, cresting over his right ear in an upward sweep that mimicked the upswept ears of the Elevens. The whole scene was straight out of a children’s tale, like the fanciful crowning of the first emperor in the thousand-roomed palace in the sky.

      The emperor rose, and the crowd cheered. I willed the emperor to look at me and see that I had no crown, and no status save that of a gift. I willed him to look at me and understand what he would become.
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      We the gift servants trotted up the forty stairs to the main palace doors. The great slab doors were twice as high as an Eleven, held open by porters in gray and gold palace livery. We filed into the dimmer entrance hall and formed a line to the right of the main doors, the veteran servants already in a stiff line across from us.

      I breathed deep. Wet stone of marble floors and walls and pillars; damp linen of woven tapestries on walls; faint tang of incense in widely spaced sensors. This entrance hall could have been a throne room, with its windows so high and placed so the sun always shone down in softened rays.

      I heard a clamor at the entrance and pulled myself straight, fixed my gaze ahead on no one thing. The emperor strode in, his hand tight on the pommel of his sword hilt, his crown glittering as he passed through each window ray.

      “You will show me to my rooms, now!” he bellowed to the red Elevens trailing him.

      I hid my smile. Bravado, oh pure bravado in the face of terror.

      The emperor turned on the nearest Eleven. “Now, I tell you! I need to rest.”

      His face flushed again, and I wondered if that would become a trademark of his reign—The Red Emperor, The Blushing Emperor.

      “One of your servants can see you to your room, Your Majesty,” the targeted Eleven said calmly.

      The servant at the end of the veteran line bowed and stepped out. “I will see to your comfort, Your Majesty.”

      The emperor pulled at his gloves. “Yes. Thank you. I—yes.” His face shifted back to stern. “Take me there now!”

      The servant bowed again. “Yes, Sire.”

      I watched the servant go. Servants were such invisible creatures, and yet always at hand.

      The red Elevens left to one side and the veterans’ leader called us new gifts to follow him on to Servants’ Country.
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      I’d never been beyond these unmarked double doors, and I almost faltered at the threshold. Behind me, the corridor was crowned in gold and tiled in slate; ahead, the corridor was whitewashed and paved with wood. I stepped through. Even the air was different, sharp like winter and winter’s purpose.

      The commons in Servants’ Country was much like the commons we’d had in the Training Center—a long, high-vaulted room with a raw wood ceiling that weighed down over raw wood tables. I shrugged my shoulders to relax them and decided this was to be home.

      The veteran servants had us line up against one row of tables while they faced us from another.

      “I am Churan Yavik,” the lead veteran said in her carrying voice, the studs in her ears sparkling ruby—female. “I will be your master in all things pertaining to your service. I would like, now, for each new gift to give a name, and then we will give ours; you will likely not remember them all, but you will soon enough, and now is a good time to start.” She nodded at the man first in my line.

      “Etha Commir,” the first gift said.

      “Alena Matista.”

      “Belor Malik.”

      “Raen Aribiti,” I said. And so on.

      I heard the veteran servants’ names and filed them away without truly listening. Instead, I studied the veterans themselves. They were all tall like us, though none nearly so tall as the emperor, and none whose head would come past an Eleven’s shoulder, though mine once had. I recognized some of the veterans, not by their names or even their faces, but their mannerisms. I feared for a moment that they would recognize me by the same—but my old habits had been trained out of me before I’d been allowed to join the other gifts, and no one here would do the asking.

      There was a small chance that one among the veterans was another like me, as my predecessor had looked too hard among her servants and was removed before her time by the Elevens. There was talk that might bring a penalty in extra years of service. We all, like the emperor, served five years, but would the Elevens let our years overlap? I resolved not to look for my counterpart; I had never found her before.
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