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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







WHO’S WHO IN THE SOUTHERN NATIONS


IN MALINQUA


FILOMARA, empress


GARAMENO, Filomara’s oldest nephew


JIRAMONDI, Filomara’s second-oldest nephew


GREGGORIO, Filomara’s youngest nephew, son of Morli


ARAVANI AND SUBRIELLA, Filomara’s daughters


MORLI AND DONATO, two of Filomara’s four brothers


HARLO, the prefect


MARIANA, Harlo’s wife


LIRAMELLI, daughter to Harlo and Mariana


BARTOLO AND SATTISI, Filomara’s cousin and his wife


SARONA, a high-born young lady


LORIAN, steward of the royal palace


EMILITA, Corene’s maid


BILLINI, a tavern owner


RENALTO CORSICARA, head of Malinqua’s institute of biological research


VISITORS FROM OTHER COUNTRIES


CORENE, a princess from Welce


STEFF (STEFFANOLO KORDAN BORS ADOVA), the son of a Welchin farmer and Subriella


FOLEY, a member of the Welchin royal guard


LEAH, a Welchin native acting as a spy for Darien Serlast


ADA SIMMS, a Welchin sea captain


MELISSANDE, a princess from Cozique


CHANDRAN, a merchant from Cozique


ALETTE, a princess from Dhonsho


TEYTA, the daughter of a shopkeeper from Dhonsho


CHEELIN BARLIO, a young man from Dhonsho


IN WELCE


JOSETTA, Corene’s sister


DARIEN SERLAST, Corene’s father, advisor to the old king, currently the regent


ZOE LALINDAR, coru prime and wife of Darien Serlast


ALYS, Corene’s mother, formerly the third wife of the old king


DOMINIC WOLLIMER, Alys’s second husband


NELSON ARDELAY, sweela prime


KAYLE DOCHENZA, elay prime


TARO FROTHEN, torz prime


RAFE ADOVA, Steff’s half brother and the eldest of Subriella’s sons




WELCHIN AFFILIATIONS AND RANDOM BLESSINGS


ELAY


(AIR/SOUL)


joy


hope


kindness


beauty


vision


grace


honor


spirituality


HUNTI


(WOOD/BONE)


courage


strength


steadfastness


loyalty


certainty


resolve


determination


power


SWEELA


(FIRE/MIND)


innovation


love


imagination


clarity


intelligence


charm


talent


creativity


CORU


(WATER/BLOOD)


change


travel


flexibility


swiftness


resilience


luck


persistence


surprise


TORZ


(EARTH/FLESH)


serenity


honesty


health


fertility


contentment


patience


endurance


wealth


EXTRAORDINARY


BLESSINGS


synthesis


triumph


time




QUINTILES & CHANGEDAYS


The calendar of the southern nations is divided into five quintiles. A quintile consists of eight “weeks,” each nine days long. All the nations observe the quintiles, though each nation calls them by different names. In Welce, the first quintile of the year is called Quinnelay, and it stretches from early to deep winter. It is followed by Quinncoru, which encompasses late winter to mid-spring; Quinnahunti, late spring to mid-summer; Quinnatorz, late summer to fall; and Quinnasweela, fall to early winter. The quintiles are separated by changedays, generally celebrated as holidays. In total, the calendar year is 365 days long.




ONE


Leah crowded onto the dock with half the population of Palminera and watched the ships come in. There were dozens of them, crammed with soldiers, because the empress didn’t believe in leaving Malinqua without a formidable force at her back. Even when she was only planning friendly negotiations with the rest of the southern nations, Filomara had always believed that the threat of war was the best way to ensure peace.


A cry went up from the crowd as the most elegant ship in the fleet tacked its way closer to the pier reserved for the royal family. As everyone else surged forward, Leah dropped back, moving from the rough wood planking of the dock to the paved streets of the surrounding harbor. Eventually she came to rest against the warm brick of a dockside tavern and settled in for a long wait. She knew how these disembarkations went; it would be another hour before the boat was secured and the exalted personnel began to exit. First the empress, of course, whose stern face would soften to a smile as she acknowledged the waiting multitudes. Then her attendants, the high-born family members who had accompanied her on her long journey. And finally Princess Corene of Welce. Who had stowed away on the empress’s ship without the consent of her family.


It had been common knowledge in Malinqua that Filomara was visiting the nations of the southern seas with the precise goal of bringing princesses back to the royal court. She was looking for eligible foreign young women to marry off to her nephews, and Princess Corene was as eligible as they came. The girl’s father had politely declined the invitation on his daughter’s behalf—but Corene had accepted it anyway.


Even though it had been five years since Leah lived in Welce, she vividly remembered a twelve-year-old hellion, all fierce will and red hair. She wondered if Filomara had any idea what she’d brought home to Malinqua.


The summer air was starting to heat up, though at this noon hour, it wasn’t truly wretched yet. Leah resettled her back against the building, then glanced up as the front door opened. The man who stepped out was wearing a cook’s apron and polishing a glass, so she assumed he was the tavernkeeper. He stood there a moment, eyeing the great ship, which was still tacking and rocking its way to the dock. Behind it, the escort flotilla hung back, not a single boat planning to drop anchor until the empress was safely on land.


“Not tied up yet, then?” the bar owner asked. “It’ll be sundown before we see a one of them.”


“Not quite that long, I think,” Leah answered.


He seemed annoyed. “And everyone out in the streets watching instead of inside ordering beer.”


“I’ll come in and order something,” Leah offered. “Food, too, if you’ve got it.” There would be no chance of missing the empress’s appearance; the crowd would roar out its welcome the minute she showed her face.


The barkeeper looked pleased. “I do. Not yesterday’s leftovers, either, but fresh-made this morning.”


She followed him inside to find the tavern clean enough, pleasantly cool, and wholly empty. She picked a booth by a window, though it didn’t show a view of the harbor, and ordered lunch.


The barkeeper, it turned out, was talkative, but that suited Leah perfectly. Gregarious people were indirectly her source of income. He loitered by her table, holding a broom as if he planned to wield it, but he really just stood there and speculated about the events that might transpire now that the empress was home.


“So she’s found three brides,” he observed.


Leah affected surprise. “I know about Princess Melissande from Cozique and Princess Alette from Dhonsho,” she said, because these two very different creatures had arrived in Malinqua within the past two ninedays and had already taken up residence at the palace. “There’s a third one?”


The barkeeper nodded in satisfaction. “A girl from Welce. A princess,” he corrected himself. “Apparently they have dozens of them over there.”


Well, not quite dozens, Leah thought, though it was truly hard to keep track. Before he died, old King Vernon had amassed four wives and four daughters—though it seemed that some of those daughters had been sired by other men to conceal the fact that Vernon was practically impotent. One of the men who had stepped forward to perform this most intimate service was Darien Serlast, the king’s closest advisor. It was his daughter who was on the Malinquese ship.


“How’d you hear about that?” Leah asked. “This princess from Welce?”


The barkeeper spared a moment to look self-important. “The empress has been sending news to the palace every nineday since she’s been gone—she brought a whole fleet of clippers to carry her messages. I know all sorts of things. I have lots of friends at the palace.”


Probably his fish vendor also supplied a merchant who made deliveries to the palace, Leah thought cynically, and his information had traveled a very circuitous route before finally landing here. Still, as she had learned during the past five years, gossip that filtered down from the highest to the lowest levels of society had an uncanny way of being accurate. The lives of the royal heirs and the titled nobility were far less private than they liked to think.


And in this case, the tavernkeeper’s information was good, though Leah liked to think hers was better. Since she’d gotten it from Darien Serlast himself.


He’d been the one to suggest Malinqua to her, five years ago when she had wanted to be anywhere but Welce. Vernon had already started to fade, and Darien had clearly been the force behind the throne, the firm hand that kept Vernon steady whenever the old king started to wobble.


“I could use someone in the city of Palminera,” he’d told her.


“I’d have thought you already had spies in Malinqua,” she’d answered.


“I do. But none of them are—” He’d hesitated, as if looking for a word. Which, of course, was a ploy, because Darien always knew exactly what he was going to say before he opened his mouth. He wanted her to rush right in and supply the words herself.


“Connected to the highest echelons of society,” she said bitterly.


He smiled. “Exactly. Able to understand how the machinations at the palace play out in the taverns along the wharf. And how policy in one royal house might have repercussions for royal houses in other nations.”


So she’d come to Palminera to spy for Darien Serlast, and he’d sent her a regular supply of gold to pay her expenses and fund her bribes. She’d thought his political clout might fade once Vernon died, but in fact, he grew more influential. First he’d acted as regent while everyone squabbled over who should be the next person to take the throne; very recently, Welce’s royal advisors had decided Darien would actually make an excellent king. He hadn’t been crowned yet, but Leah thought he was the ideal choice: an intelligent, thoughtful, committed, and righteous man who had an uncanny knack of getting people to do what he wanted. Though apparently that ability didn’t extend to his daughter.


She could only imagine how relieved he’d been to know Leah was already in place when he learned Corene had sailed off to Palminera.


It had been only four days since one of his messengers had arrived at her doorstep, bearing the surprising news. Darien had sent his letter via one of the sleek little mail ships that could skim through the ocean much faster than Filomara’s heavy warships. Darien was the sort of man who habitually concealed his true thoughts, so she had been astonished to read the bald distress in his first missive.




Corene has defied me and set out for Malinqua with Filomara, who claims she is looking to forge alliances through weddings between her nephews and foreign brides. But Malinqua’s royal court has an unsavory history of poisoning off its political rivals, and who knows how a Welchin princess will be received? She has her own personal guard with her, so she’s not unprotected, but one man might not be enough. Let me know AT ONCE if Corene needs to be rescued by force or if a slower extrication will be safe for all.





He might as well have claimed he was mad with worry; it could not have been more obvious.


Leah had wasted no time sending him a reply that should have assuaged the worst of his fears. Those legendary poisonings seemed to be a thing of the past, since the last suspected murder among the palace elite had been more than fifteen years ago. The empress was indeed collecting potential brides for her nephews—two of them were already present, and so far, they had both been treated like the royalty they were. Leah emphasized the fact that one of the foreign visitors was from Cozique, the largest, most sophisticated, and most powerful nation in the southern waters. It might be considered a coup for a Welchin princess to stand alongside a Coziquela heiress and look every bit as desirable.


Two letters had followed in the next two days, each more temperate and more in Darien’s usual guarded style. They included instructions on how to approach Corene, with helpful details about her preferences and personality traits. But gaining access to the palace was going to be trickier than winning Corene’s trust, Leah suspected, since—unlike the boastful barkeeper—she didn’t have friends among the staff.


Time to find some, maybe, she thought. She wondered now if the tavernkeeper might introduce her to his fishmonger friend, and smiled at the thought.


“Another glass of beer?” the bar owner asked at that very moment. In the interests of developing the friendship, she accepted.


“If you’ll sit and have one with me,” she added. “It feels lonely to drink by myself.”


“That it does,” he agreed, bringing two glasses over to the table. “I’m Billini, by the way.”


“Leah.” She took a sip, wondering how much to tell him, how much he might already know. He hadn’t mentioned the second—and even more interesting—Welchin traveler on the empress’s ship. Was it possible that Filomara had managed to suppress this news, that she planned to bring the young man ashore without giving her nephews or advisors the slightest hint that he was about to disrupt all their lives? “This beer is very good.”


“Brew it myself. A family recipe.”


Well, Filomara’s secret wouldn’t be secret very long. And Billini would be grateful to Leah forever if she gave him a piece of gossip hours before anyone else had it. And gratitude, she knew, was a currency as good as gold.


“I have a friend in Welce—lives near the palace—thinks she knows everything,” Leah said. She rolled her eyes and Billini nodded.


“Some folks just like to be ahead of the news. Makes them feel important,” he said without any visible traces of irony.


“But she told me the empress is bringing a young man with her. From Welce.”


Billini shrugged. “So?”


Leah glanced out the window, as if to make sure no one was outside eavesdropping. “She said this young man is really her grandson. The child of Filomara’s dead daughter.”


Billini almost collapsed against the back of his chair. “No.”


“Yes. The daughter who married the prince in Berringey. Everyone thought she was dead, but she just ran away with the baby. And took him to Welce. Now he’s grown up and he’s coming here.”


Billini’s face showed rising excitement as he sorted through all the implications. “If he’s her grandson—she might name him her heir, not any of her brothers’ sons. Oh, they won’t like that, any of those boys. This could change everything, couldn’t it?”


“It could.”


Billini took a deep breath. Then he started laughing and waving his hands in a broad gesture that could have meant anything, but Leah knew what he was trying to express. He was indicating the two great towers that stood at opposite ends of the city, invisible from inside the tavern but designed to watch over the city from all vantage points, at all hours. One was topped by a crystal dome that glowed with an eerie white light; one sported a jagged lotus of red and yellow glass and was lit by a fire that never went out. These were the sentinels of Palminera, its guideposts and its metaphors.


“Night and day,” Billini said. “Shadow and flame.”


“One thing ends,” Leah said, “and the next begins.”


Almost on the words, they heard an enormous roar of excitement rip through the crowd outside. Filomara must have stepped to the railing of the ship; it was time for the royal party to disembark.


“Ah—that’ll be the empress,” Billini said, rising. “I suppose you want to see her go riding through town, then.”


That was clearly her cue to leave, so Leah came hastily to her feet. “I do! I’ve been waiting for hours just to catch a glimpse.”


“Good timing, too, for I’ve got to close the place up. I’ve just remembered an errand I have to run.”


I’ll bet you have, Leah thought. Off to see his fishmonger friend, no doubt, or someone with even better connections.


“Thanks for the meal. And the conversation,” Leah said, digging in her pocket for a few coins.


Billini waved his hands again, this time in magnanimity. “On the house,” he said. “But come back sometime and bring your friends.”


She grinned. Yes, he could be useful to her indeed. Or—even better—they could be useful to each other. “I will,” she said. “Now I want to go get a look at the empress. And everyone she’s brought from Welce.”




TWO


By the time the ship docked in Palminera, Corene figured everyone on board hated her. It didn’t bother her as much as it should have. She was well aware that, back in Welce, she was generally considered the most unlikable of the princesses, and she had even managed to turn that reputation to her advantage to some extent. If everyone expected you to be sharp-tongued, hard to please, and petulant, you could get away with bad behavior and the people around you would only shrug. Oh, that’s just Corene being difficult again.


Not that she had tried to alienate everyone on the ship. But the journey had taken two ninedays, and Corene had been ready to dive headfirst into the ocean before the second firstday had rolled around. She found it maddening to be cooped up on a small vessel on the limitless sea with nothing to do—except talk to people who hated her.


Actually, it was possible Filomara didn’t hate her. In her way, the empress was as hard to read as Corene’s father was, though on the surface she seemed so much more open. Filomara spoke bluntly and without any apparent filters of civility; but later when Corene would analyze the conversation, she’d realize that Filomara hadn’t given away any of her true thoughts. So maybe she didn’t actually dislike Corene. She just hadn’t pretended to like her, either.


They had spent a portion of every day together since they set sail from Welce. “You may as well learn the history of Malinqua while you’ve nothing better to do,” had been Filomara’s comment that first morning. Corene had obediently joined her in the tiny cubicle that passed for a sitting room and sipped at some beverage that was like nothing she’d ever tasted before—hot and almost flavorless until you loaded it up with honey and milk, and even then something you’d rather clean the floors with than actually drink—and listened to her drone on about the history of her country. Corene could tell she was supposed to be impressed by the fact that Malinqua had been trading partners with Cozique for two centuries, the fact that Malinquese explorers had been the first to set foot in Yorramol, but she wasn’t, not at all. Who cared about all that old stuff? What mattered was how secure the country was today, how prosperous, how well-run.


“What was Malinqua like before you were crowned?” she asked on their sixteenth day at sea when Filomara paused to take a sip of that abominable brew. “What do you think you’ve done to make it better?”


The second question made Filomara’s eyes gleam with what Corene assumed was hostility. Well, it had been an impertinent thing to ask. But the empress answered promptly enough. “Developed trade agreements with ten more nations—including your own. Doubled the standing army—and deployed it successfully when I had to.”


“Commerce and war,” Corene said. “The main duties of any government.” It was a lesson she’d learned eons ago when she was being drilled in Welchin history in case she was ever named queen.


“Commerce and war and stability,” Filomara amended. “But yes.”


“‘Stability,’” Corene repeated.


“Fair taxes, good roads, a well-regulated legal system, and a royal house that makes a smooth transition between rulers.”


And that easily, Filomara had brought them back to the central issue that bound them together: the succession of Malinqua.


“Do you always look outside Malinqua when you want your heirs to marry?” Corene asked, genuinely curious.


“Not always, but every generation or two we have brought in outsiders. It’s good diplomatic policy, since it creates strong ties between us and our neighbors, who can be very warlike. And it’s good breeding policy.”


“Breeding policy?”


“Freshens up the blood. Too many small families intermarrying too often results in misfits and lunatics. It’s true for cattle, and it’s true for men.”


Corene wanted to reply huffily that she’d never heard of such a thing, and besides, it was a coarse topic for the breakfast table, but then she stopped and thought about it a moment. Well, the Five Families of Welce had been intermarrying for generations, and there had certainly been a few odd products of all those unions. Consider Kayle Dochenza, who was one eyeblink away from being a madman. And consider Odelia, Vernon’s youngest daughter, who seemed to exist in an isolated, empty world inside her own head. Maybe fresh blood was what Welce needed after all.


“Who did you marry, then?” Corene asked. “A local man or a foreign prince?”


An expression of distaste flitted across Filomara’s face. “A local man. The prefect’s son.”


“The who?”


“The prefect. By tradition, the monarch’s closest advisor. The person who will automatically assume the regency if the heirs are too young to rule when the sitting ruler dies. It is the second most powerful position in the kingdom.”


“I’d think that would be a reason for the offspring not to marry.”


“And generally speaking, you would be right,” Filomara acknowledged. “But there had been some unrest in Palminera when I was a young girl—some who were against the idea of a woman taking the throne—and some factions who believed the prefect’s family should inherit instead. Uniting the two families appeased everyone, so we were married before I was even twenty.”


This was actually starting to be interesting. “So your husband married you thinking that you would stay in the background while he assumed most of the power.” Corene surveyed the empress, whose square, strong face showed just the hint of a smile. “I guess he got a surprise.”


The smile deepened. “I guess he did.”


“Did you like being married to him?”


“No.”


“Did you stay married to him?”


“We lived together for five years and I bore two daughters,” she said. “After that we lived apart until his death some fifteen years ago.”


“Did you think about marrying again?”


That faint, sardonic smile was back on the empress’s face. “Not for a minute. What few advantages I could wring from a marriage I had already enjoyed. On the whole, I have found my temperament more suited to the solitary state.”


“But all you can think about is marrying off everyone around you,” Corene pointed out.


“My nephews, certainly. I don’t care about the marital plans of anyone else in Malinqua.”


“Do they want to be married? Your nephews?”


“They all would like to be considered my direct heir, and I have made it clear I will not choose a successor who has not proved he can breed successors of his own—”


“You don’t have to be married to do that,” Corene couldn’t help pointing out.


Filomara’s expression was not amused. “I have made it equally clear that bastards will never be contenders for the throne.”


“Are there any? That you know about?”


“No. And I would know.”


Corene believed her. You didn’t have to spend much time with Filomara to believe she was capable of anything, and that included keeping herself informed about everything that was transpiring within her nation. Corene’s father inspired the same faith.


“So you’ve told them they have to marry or they can’t take the throne. Do they have to marry someone you pick out?”


“Not if they choose suitable brides.”


“So they could marry for love if they wanted to.”


Now Filomara looked pained. “Do silly schoolgirls really believe any king or queen in the history of the world has ever married for love?”


Corene made her voice coldly civil. “I don’t know. I don’t know any silly schoolgirls.”


Filomara loosed a crack of laughter at that. “Your own mother—she married an old king who already had two wives. That could hardly have been the romance she was dreaming about when she imagined herself a young bride.”


Oh, if they were to talk about Corene’s mother and her notions of the ideal marriage, they wouldn’t finish the conversation for at least a nineday. Queen Alys was a schemer of the highest order and completely unburdened by either scruples or sensibilities. She would have married a drunkard, a criminal, a man with a hundred other wives, if she’d thought it would place her an inch closer to the throne. It was exactly why Alys had chosen her second husband, why she was even now pregnant with his child: She’d thought he was part of the royal line and her son or daughter might be the next one to wear the crown.


Corene squirmed a little on her chair. How was she any better than Alys? She’d agreed to accompany the empress to Malinqua just on the chance she could make a brilliant marriage for herself. She’d thought she was rebelling against her father, but maybe she was only living up to her mother’s legacy. She’d probably made Alys proud with her rash and ill-considered act.


It was enough to make her want to order the ship to turn around and take her home.


She straightened her spine and lifted her chin defiantly. It didn’t matter what her mother thought. Or what her father thought. She had decided to travel to Malinqua because she was tired of Welce—of the people who pitied her because she was never going to inherit the throne, of the people who courted her because she was still connected to the most powerful families in the country. Of the people who disliked her because of her blunt manners. She didn’t know her place in Welce anymore, so she’d gone looking for a better one somewhere else. Would she find it in Malinqua? She’d been less and less sure of that as the voyage progressed—but she wasn’t going to call the journey a mistake before they’d even arrived at their destination.


The empress was watching her somewhat quizzically, and Corene realized she’d been quiet too long. “My mother,” she said with an easy laugh, “never expected that she would marry for love, or that I would, either. I’m not sure it’s a concept that anyone has ever explained to her.”


“Good,” Filomara said. “Then you might be just the sort of bride my nephews are looking for.”


So the empress might not hate her, but Filomara’s attendants most certainly did. Filomara’s cousin Bartolo and his wife, Sattisi, had been reticent and quiet during the visit to Welce, but once they were onboard the ship, headed back to their own country, they had proved to be autocratic and opinionated. Filomara had tasked them with teaching Corene the Malinquese language, and the lessons were not going smoothly. Corene had never enjoyed sitting in a classroom, and her efforts to master other languages had rarely gone well. She could scarcely remember a word of the Soechin she had studied five years ago, when they expected her to marry the viceroy of Soeche-Tas. She had done better at learning Coziquela, which was the common tongue of the southern nations, mostly because it was a lovely language and she thought she looked pretty speaking it. She didn’t read it well, though, and she knew her accent was atrocious.


Malinquese was much worse. Or else her tutors were.


“No! We went over this five times yesterday!” Sattisi fumed that same afternoon when Corene’s understanding seemed particularly dull. “You cannot call a man a buffoon when you mean to call him a genius.”


“Can I call you a buffoon?” Corene asked in the polite voice she used when she was trying to be particularly irritating. “Because I certainly don’t mean to call you a genius.”


“Perhaps no one in your own provincial nation cares about manners, but they’re very important in Malinqua,” Sattisi shot back.


“Really?” Corene said, still in that polite way. “I wouldn’t have thought so judging by the way you treat me.”


As she’d hoped, Sattisi was so angry that she dismissed Corene for the day; that was how their sessions usually ended. She did manage to say, “Come back this afternoon to continue your studies with Bartolo—perhaps he will have better luck knocking some knowledge into your brain.” They both knew this wasn’t true. If anything, Bartolo had even less patience with Corene than Sattisi did. But Corene nodded and made her escape. She headed straight to the main deck so she could lean against the railing and watch the water glitter in the sunlight and feel its immensity restore some of the balance to her soul. She liked the ocean; no matter how placid it seemed on the surface, you could never forget its capacity for uncontrolled turbulence. She was a sweela girl, aligned with fire far more than water, but she appreciated anything with the potential for chaos.


She wondered if Steff would join them for the afternoon tutoring session. The lessons usually went better when Steff was on hand, though he had been studying Malinquese even before they set sail, so he was more advanced than Corene. And in the past day or two, when Corene had started tallying up the people who hated her, she’d wondered if the list should include Steff.


Well. Steffanolo Kordan Bors Adova. The empress’s grandson.


Filomara had discovered his existence in the most tortuous way possible. Some thirty years ago, she’d married off her daughter Subriella to a prince of Berringey. When Subriella began to fear for her life and that of her newborn son, Rafe, she’d faked her own death and escaped to Welce. There she met a lonely farmer, married him, and produced Steff. She’d died a few years after that, though Corene was hazy on the exact date. The brothers might have lived in obscurity for the rest of their lives except that, a couple of quintiles ago, someone from Berringey had recognized Rafe’s distinctive birthmark. People started trying to kill him to keep him from taking the Berringese throne, and naturally that had caught Darien’s attention, and Darien—of course—had figured out who was related to whom.


Filomara had wanted to bring both of her grandsons back to Malinqua, but Rafe had had plenty of reasons to stay behind in Welce. But Steff had been eager to leave the farm life behind him, eager to explore the heritage he never could have guessed was his. Corene strongly suspected that he had no idea how grueling, tedious, dangerous, and demanding life as a royal heir could be. When people weren’t trying to get close to you so they could use you to their advantage, they were trying to kill you—or undermine you—or marry you off. And when none of those exciting events were under way, you were attending hideously boring state dinners or trying to learn the history of the world or having yet another discussion about the royal succession.


Really, could a farmer’s son learn how to balance the desperate days with the dull ones?


She had posed that question to Steff, almost that bluntly, and he’d laughed. “I guess you’ve never lived on a farm,” he said.


She’d eyed him with disfavor. “Do I look like I have?”


“Days and days and days of nothing but plowing fields, watering crops, and tending livestock. Seeing only the people who live right there on your land, because you don’t have time to visit a neighbor or a friend. Then the brook floods or the barn catches fire or there’s an early freeze, and you have to work like crazy to save the animals or cover the crops or build a dam between your house and the water. That’s exactly what it is—dull as dirt until it’s desperate as death. If that’s what it’s like to be heir to a throne, I already understand it.”


But it’s a much more sophisticated kind of boredom, she’d wanted to say. A more elegant form of urgency. You have to speak Coziquela while you’re enduring an endless dinner or fending off assassins.


But she didn’t. She wanted Steff to like her.


He had, at first. When they’d met, before he’d discovered his astonishing origins, he’d been awestruck and bashful—almost worshipful—having never so much as glimpsed a princess in the flesh before. It had been pleasant to have someone pay such close attention to her, listen to her with such reverence, almost stumble over his own feet in his willingness to serve her.


And it wasn’t his sudden elevation to high status that had changed him, because he was still kind of a goofy, bashful, wide-eyed, unspoiled teenaged boy. No, he’d just started to find Corene troublesome and difficult.


“Why do you have to make Sattisi so mad all the time?” he’d demanded after one particularly contentious language lesson.


“She’s rude to me! She treats me like some kind of uneducated slum girl.”


“Only because you won’t listen to her.”


“I’d listen to her if she didn’t yell at me for being stupid.”


“She might not think you were stupid if you ever did the lessons before you came to class.”


“I hate learning Malinquese!”


“Then why are you going to Malinqua?”


He had asked the question in a reasonable tone, but she could see the exasperation in his face. The real answer was too complicated to boil down to under an hour, so she’d made a flippant reply.


“Because nobody thought I would. That’s why I do everything.”


“Well, nobody thinks you’ll learn Malinquese,” he’d said. “Does that mean you will?”


He’d made her so mad that, for the next three days, she really had tried to master her lessons, just to prove all of them wrong. But Sattisi kept scolding and Bartolo kept frowning and pretty soon there weren’t enough incentives to make her keep trying.


She had learned how to conjugate all the irregular verbs during those three days, though. So maybe the little burst of temper had had some benefit after all.


Though it hadn’t made Steff like her any better.


Actually, he’d told her recently that she reminded him of his little sister, a half sibling born to his father’s second wife. It shouldn’t have bothered her because, even before they left Welce, she’d fallen into the habit of treating him like an annoying younger brother; but she’d wanted him to have a higher opinion of her. But she had a dreary suspicion that from now on he would view her as a twelve-year-old farm brat with ratty hair and bare feet, throwing a tantrum because she had to go milk a cow.


So maybe Steff didn’t actually hate her (since he seemed to be fond of all his siblings), but he certainly didn’t worship her anymore.


Well, who cared? She didn’t need people fawning over her—she’d had plenty of that in her life. She needed someone to size her up and decide she would be the perfect royal bride and forge an alliance with her that would see them both on the throne.


The longer she was on the ship, the easier it became to silence the small, wistful voice at the back of her mind. But you don’t want to be the empress of Malinqua, the voice whispered, in direct opposition to everything Corene had ever said or thought or dreamed. You might not know what you want, but it’s not that.


It was. And she wouldn’t let anyone, even herself, try to convince her otherwise.


She stood at the railing so long that she could feel her face turning scarlet from the sun and the abrasive ocean air. The wind was so strong that the ship’s flag streamed out from the mast at an almost true horizontal; it was easy to make out the crossed swords, the symmetrical white flowers, sewn onto the bright field of red. Corene thought it was gaudy; she greatly preferred Welce’s simple rosette of five interlocked colors.


The wind was also playing havoc with Corene’s hair, and she didn’t even want to think about how bad it looked. Even when she was inland on Welce, far from the ocean or the river, her dark red hair had a natural curl. Here on the water, it was a mass of frizz and knots, impossible to tame, and she’d started wearing it pulled into a tight knot at the back of her head. It was not a good style for her; it left her looking stark and startled, her brown eyes too big, her fair skin too white, her sharp chin too pointed.


So today she’d left her hair loose, and now it floated around her head like a bed of algae, though redder and even more tangled. She’d never get a comb through it. Maybe she’d just cut it all off. Filomara wore her gray hair straight and short; she’d probably approve of the practicality.


Corene had just decided it might be time to go below and seek her cabin when she heard footsteps behind her on the deck. Turning, she found she’d been joined by the one person on the ship who didn’t hate her—didn’t even seem to find her irksome. Foley. A member of the royal guard of Welce, and formerly assigned exclusively to her sister Josetta. Corene was pretty sure that if he hadn’t agreed to accompany her to Malinqua, she wouldn’t have had the nerve to come. He was the one person who always made her feel safe, no matter how strange and precarious her circumstances were.


If she’d been a shopkeeper’s daughter instead of a princess, she would have been mad for him, attracted to his size, his steadiness, his preternatural calm. But of course, she was a princess, sailing the world in search of a throne. She certainly allowed herself to think of her guard as a friend, but she’d never entertain other thoughts about him.


Well, not very often.


“Has somebody been looking for me?” she asked him.


“The empress’s cousin said you were expected for a lesson.”


She grimaced. “I’m sure he’s just as delighted at the prospect as I am.”


Foley merely grinned. Although he was an alert listener, he tended not to talk a great deal. Sometimes Corene made a game out of drawing him into a conversation, trying to see what she could get him to say. Usually it wasn’t much.


She sighed and turned back to the ocean, resting her arms along the railing. “I suppose I need to learn something this afternoon. It would be good if I understood some of the conversations going on around me while we’re in Malinqua.”


He didn’t answer, and she glanced up at him. “Have you picked up any of the language since we’ve been on the ship?”


He answered in Malinquese, which surprised her so much she almost pitched overboard. “I can ask for food and water and beer,” he said. “Count to a hundred and name the quintiles and ninedays.”


“That’s excellent!” she exclaimed. “But what do you mean—‘name the quintiles’?”


He switched back to Welchin. “The Malinquese have quintiles and ninedays, like we do, but they have different words for them,” he explained.


“I never thought of that,” she said. “I guess I should have. The Malinquese don’t care about elemental affiliations. I don’t understand it.”


In Welce, everyone was presumed to fall under the influence of one of the five elements—fire, water, air, earth, or wood—and exhibit the corresponding character traits. Corene was a sweela creature, a child of fire, and her quick temper certainly attested to that. Foley was all torz, all earth, as steady and dependable as the land itself. Steff was coru through and through, as fluid and adaptable as water.


The influence of the elements also spilled over into the seasons. They were just now coming to the end of Quinnahunti as summer reached its high point. In Welce, they would soon be observing the Quinnatorz changeday as they moved into the next quintile. In fact—


“It’s Quinnatorz changeday, isn’t it?” she demanded. “And nobody noticed! Not even a special dish at breakfast this morning! Do they even have changedays in Malinqua?”


“They acknowledge changedays, but they don’t celebrate them as holidays,” Foley answered.


She nodded glumly. “They don’t seem like particularly lighthearted people.” Almost without her volition, her hand came up to touch the necklace she wore under her tunic. A slim silver chain holding three simple charms. “And I suppose they don’t have blessings, either?” she asked. She could tell that her voice sounded small and childlike, which annoyed her, but somehow she couldn’t make herself sound scornful and derisive, as she would prefer.


Foley’s only answer was to shake his head.


No blessings. Really, it was hard to imagine how the Malinquese made it through their days. In Welce, all infants received three blessings a few hours after they were born, and these blessings would sustain and guide them for the rest of their lives. People also could drop by a temple at any time and draw fresh blessings for daily guidance if they were dealing with some vexing problem. There were eight blessings associated with each of the five elements, and three extraordinary blessings on top of those.


Most of Corene’s life she’d carried the sweela blessings of imagination and intelligence, and one hunti blessing of courage, no doubt a reflection of her father’s unbreakable heritage of wood. But her life had been so turbulent this year, and she’d been so unhappy—she’d wanted to be someone new, someone different, someone who could leave old burdens behind. So she’d insisted that Josetta draw new blessings for her as a sign of her planned metamorphosis. The first one to come up had been clarity—a sweela gift—and something Corene would be deeply grateful to possess. The coru trait of change followed right on its heels, and Corene had been glad of that; she’d been more than ready for change to shape her life. She’d been surprised at how happy she was that her third blessing was courage, for she’d hated to give that one up. And she thought she’d need it if she really did develop the clarity to make wholesale changes to her life.


She’d thought all her blessings had coalesced when she’d decided to leave Welce. It had seemed so clear to her, two ninedays ago, that traveling to Malinqua would be just the thing to set her life on a new path. She was seventeen now, almost eighteen—it was time to take up an adult’s responsibilities. It was time to stop trying to impress her father and please her mother. It was time to plunge into the future.


But now she wasn’t so sure.


“It’ll be so different there, won’t it? In Malinqua,” she said softly. “Nothing at all will be familiar.”


Foley glanced down at her, sober as always, and for a moment she thought he might not reply. Then he said, “But isn’t that why you wanted to go?”




THREE


The harbor at Palminera, when they reached it two days later, looked much like the harbor in Welce, except three times its size. The piers stretched on and on; Corene thought they might accommodate a thousand boats, whereas she’d never seen more than a couple hundred at one time in Welce.


And the city that was laid out behind it was magnificent, much bigger than Chialto back home. The harbor, at sea level, was slightly lower than the surrounding countryside, so the city seemed to rise slowly from the edges of the water and spill out in a lush and varied display. And it was densely packed with buildings—tall, short, wood, stone—crammed together like children at a carnival display. From shipboard, Corene couldn’t tell which were the wealthy districts, which were the slums, but it was clear there were demarcation lines created by walls, canals, and roadways, each laid in with its own distinctive colors.


She was back on the deck, staring her eyes out, as the ship made its final, excruciatingly slow approach to land. Steff had joined her as soon as they’d gotten close enough to see anything, and he was staring just as hard as she was. Inexplicably, Sattisi and Bartolo had also chosen to stand at the railing with them—although maybe, Corene thought, they were just keeping Steff company. The empress had remained below.


“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Bartolo said in his self-satisfied way.


Corene couldn’t take issue with him. “It really is,” she admitted. “I’ve never seen such a big city.”


“This is small by the standards of Cozique—but few other countries in the southern seas boast a town much bigger,” Bartolo said.


Steff pointed. “What are those two big towers? There and there?”


“They represent day and night,” Sattisi piped up. “Fire and ice. South and north. Flame and shadow. Flesh and spirit. Life and death. The duality of existence.”


This duality idea had wound through some of the most recent lessons, but Corene hadn’t thought it would manifest in such a physical way. The towers were impressive, though. If she’d correctly identified her compass directions, the one to the north stood for ice and death and spirit and shadow. It appeared to be constructed of white marble, from this distance utterly smooth; it was crowned with a half-moon of some clear material that seemed to emit an opal light.


No surprise that she preferred the southern structure, which looked as if it had been built of warm, rough, reddish granite. On its roof, open to the sky, were huge flower petals of stained glass—red and yellow and orange—and at the center of the great blossom writhed an enormous fire. It was an eye-catching sight even in the middle of the day, against a summer sky practically drained of color by the afternoon sun. She’d bet it was really impressive by night.


Steff’s attention had already moved on. “Look at all the crowds,” he exclaimed. That was when Corene realized that the streets were packed with people, all gathered to witness the ship’s arrival; more gawkers stood on the roofs or hung out of upper-story windows, watching and waving. “Are they here to see the empress?”


Bartolo seemed smug. “Yes. Anytime she departs, there are throngs to welcome her when she returns. She is much beloved.”


Steff and Corene exchanged quick smiles. It was the one point they’d agreed on during the journey—Filomara was easy to admire, but difficult to like, at least for those who knew her intimately. But her subjects might not care that she was cold and calculating in her personal relationships. If she kept her people safe, treated them fairly, and never lost faith with them, they would love her anyway.


Corene couldn’t resist poking at the others. “Maybe they’re not here to see Filomara,” she suggested. “Maybe they want to catch a glimpse of Steff.”


Steff looked briefly horrified and Sattisi displeased. Bartolo just shook his head. “They know nothing about him,” Bartolo said.


“Really? She didn’t send the news ahead?” Corene asked.


Bartolo pursed his lips, thinking over his answer. “The empress wished to introduce her grandson to everyone at court at the same time, to personally explain the circumstances surrounding his birth.”


“She didn’t want to give anyone time to start scheming against him,” Corene translated. “So she wanted him to be a surprise.”


Sattisi’s frown grew darker, but Bartolo, unexpectedly, nodded. “It’s possible that not everyone at court will be entirely pleased by my cousin’s great good fortune,” he said carefully.


“Anyway, she wants proof, doesn’t she, before she starts introducing me around?” Steff interjected. “She said that the doctors here would be able to trace my blood. Or something.”


Bartolo nodded again. “Yes. She wants to be absolutely sure you are who you claim to be before making great fanfare about your existence.”


It sounded vaguely insulting, as so many of Bartolo’s comments did, but Steff just nodded. Malinqua might have advanced scientific and medical abilities, but Welce had the primes—the heads of the Five Families, the people most in tune with the elemental affiliations. Darien’s wife, Zoe, was the coru prime, a woman with strong ties to both water and blood; she could lay her hand on anyone and instantly identify his or her family bloodline. That was how she’d figured out Rafe’s heritage, and then Steff’s. If Zoe said Steff was Filomara’s grandson, it was true. But Corene supposed she couldn’t blame Filomara for wanting her own kind of proof.


“Honestly, I’d just as soon arrive quietly,” Steff said. “Not have people staring at me the minute I step off the boat.” He glanced down at Corene and grinned as he said, “Nobody knows about you, either, since you came along at the last minute. The servants at the palace won’t be expecting a Welchin princess. They won’t have your rooms ready for hours. Maybe you’ll have to sit in the courtyard with all your baggage.”


Sattisi took the bait. “They might not be expecting Princess Corene, but palace servants are always ready for unexpected guests of high quality,” she answered swiftly.


“Oh, they know about me,” Corene said. “Didn’t you see the small boats come and go while we traveled? Filomara might have wanted to keep Steff a secret, but she told people I was on the way.”


“Maybe some of the crowds are out there to see you, then,” Steff suggested.


“No,” Sattisi snapped. “They are all for the empress.”


Corene couldn’t help grinning at the spite, but she did wonder.


Filomara had had plenty of time to send news ahead—and so had Corene’s father. A small, swift cutter could have completed the journey from Welce to Malinqua days ago; the spies that Darien no doubt kept in Palminera surely knew his daughter was on her way. Corene had even wondered if he might send a contingent of royal guards to await her arrival. The minute she disembarked, they would close ranks around her, not listening to her protests, and escort her to their own vessel. She would be whisked back to Chialto before she’d even had time to visit the royal palace.


She had spent hours on the journey trying to decide if she would be furious at that turn of events, or glad. If Darien sent the guards, did that mean he loved her too much to let her go? If he didn’t, did that mean he admired her spirit and wanted her to succeed in an adventure she had picked out on her own? That he trusted her to navigate a tricky foreign court, secure alliances there, and strengthen Welce’s position in the world?


Or did it mean that he didn’t care where she was, what she did? He had a new baby daughter now—already named the next heir to the throne of Welce—he might not have any time to spare for the troublesome, unpopular princess who had no defined place at court. He might have been glad to see her go.


They were at the pier now, and cadres of men both onboard and onshore were dashing around, securing ropes, and shouting. A line of Malinquese soldiers held the common crowds at bay, so the royal party could disembark onto a relatively clear dock. Corene scanned the crowds closest to the soldiers and farther back along the city streets, clustered against walls and between buildings, waving, calling, chanting Filomara’s name.


She didn’t see anyone wearing the Welchin rosette. No one standing still and focused, staring only at her. No one waiting for her, no one looking for her at all.


Good. She would be all on her own in Malinqua, and she would be just fine.


They rode in open carriages from the harbor to the palace, and hordes lined the streets every mile of the way. For the first few blocks, Corene had waved and smiled at the crowds, since that was what a princess was supposed to do, but pretty soon she realized that no one was paying attention to anyone except Filomara, who sat in the lead carriage with Bartolo and Sattisi. She and Steff and Foley might as well be invisible for all the attention they were receiving. So instead, she leaned back against the cushions and looked around with great curiosity.


The buildings nearest the harbor hadn’t been all that impressive, mostly one- and two-story structures that appeared to be warehouses and shipping offices. Past the commercial districts were blocks and blocks of run-down residential neighborhoods filled with multistory buildings that appeared to be crammed with people. Corene guessed these were the cheap areas where the working families took small apartments and dreamed of better days. The buildings became progressively more distinctive, more impressive, and better maintained the farther they traveled from the harbor.


The architecture didn’t get really interesting until they passed through a pair of iron gates that had to be twenty feet high. They were set into walls that curved in from the north and south and obviously enclosed the heart of the city.


The wall extending from the northern border was made of heavy white stones, more powdery and pitted than marble, and irregular enough that they were probably boulders that had rolled down from some mountain. The southern wall consisted of enormous blocks of reddish granite, uniform in size and perfectly mortared together.


Corene nudged Steff, because he was the sort of boy who generally noticed things, even though he wasn’t paying attention to people. He nodded and said, “Just like the towers.”


“I think the whole city is like that.”


Indeed, it was quickly obvious that the route they followed made a straight dividing line down the interior of the walled enclave. The roads to their right, the north side, were paved with some kind of silver-white amalgam; those on the left, with material that incorporated crushed red rock. Most of the northern buildings were white or off-white in color, whether constructed of stone or painted wood; those in the southernmost streets featured warmer colors: terra-cotta and cinnamon and stained oak.


“I find this a little peculiar, don’t you?” Corene asked.


“It makes me wonder why they set up the city this way,” Steff agreed.


“I wonder if one side is considered good and one side bad. If you spend your whole life wanting to move from a red house to a white one, for instance.”


Foley spoke up. “Everything looks pretty well-kept, though. Like the two sides are equal, just different.”


“I think they carry this duality idea a little too far,” Corene said.


Steff laughed. “Well, in Welce everything is about your blessings or your affiliations. It’s sort of the same thing.”


Corene couldn’t help a small sniff of disapproval. She had the feeling Steff didn’t give all that much weight to the blessings, either; the country folk usually didn’t. She glanced at Foley, who had taken the less desirable backward-facing seat when they climbed into the carriage. He was watching the city roll past, studying with acute interest the buildings, the people, the very layout of the streets. He’d probably paid enough attention to their route that he could find his way back to the harbor without a misstep. She didn’t think Foley worried overmuch about blessings, either.


“Well, I just think it’s odd,” she said, and flounced back against the seat.


“Just different,” Foley said. “Not the same thing.”


The palace, when they finally arrived, was enormous, easily twice the size of the one in Chialto where Corene had lived for the first eleven years of her life. Like the towers and the city itself, the palace was split in two: the north wing built of smooth white stone glittering with embedded crystals, the southern one of a polished red marble veined with gold and black. The two halves were perfect mirror images of each other, with doors and windows placed in corresponding locations on each story. Even the shrubs that flowered in front of the two wings were distinctly different, the northern hedge covered in white star-shaped flowers, the southern hedge with delicate red blossoms.


“I mean, it’s excessive,” Corene muttered as the carriages came to a halt in a courtyard that was easily big enough to host a changeday festival.


“I like it,” Steff said.


There was no more time to talk, because the minute they stopped, they were completely engulfed in people—footmen to help them down from the coaches, servants with trays of food and drink. The ride from the harbor had been miserably hot, and Corene was grateful to the young woman who offered her a glass of something sweet and fruity and divinely cold. There was more than enough for everybody; Steff and Foley took one glass each, and Corene had two.


While she sipped at the second glass, she watched Filomara, who was already out of her carriage and deep in conversation with someone. He was a tall, slender man with sharp features and a decisive manner—probably the empress’s chief of staff. The one who made the palace function, the one Filomara would trust to accomplish any task she might send his way.


He was the one who would not be nonplussed to learn he must conjure up quarters suitable to house an unknown man who could very well be heir to the throne.


Corene had just handed her empty glass to a serving girl when Filomara brought the tall man over to meet them. Close up, he looked to be in his early sixties, with a little silver in his thinning black hair. His gray eyes were bright with intelligence, and his face was utterly impassive.


“My steward, Lorian,” Filomara introduced him. She did not bother supplying names for Corene and Steff; clearly she had already shared this information during their whispered colloquy. Her eyes gleamed with faint humor. “Of the far too many men in my life, he’s the only one I’ve ever found to be completely reliable. Go to him with any requests you have or any issue you can’t resolve.”


“Excellent,” Corene said, giving him a friendly nod and a half-smile. Steff watched her and followed her lead—not too familiar, not too patronizing. He was still figuring out how royalty was supposed to behave to nobility; he had no idea how he was supposed to treat the servants.


“Lorian will show you to your rooms, which are near each other, since you know no one else in Palminera,” Filomara went on. The humor grew more pronounced. “And he will find staff to serve each of you, since, regrettably, neither of you has attendants of your own.”


Well, Corene did—back in Chialto. But she hadn’t wanted to bring anyone but Foley with her on this adventure, so she’d left her maid behind. Steff had never had his own valet, as far as she knew. He’d shared one with Rafe when they were in Chialto, meeting Filomara for the first time. But he’d been uncomfortable with the notion that someone was always going to be waiting there, “ready to pounce on me every time I step into the room.”


Lorian gave them each respectful bows. “I have just the right candidates in mind. You will let me know if they are unsuitable for any reason.”


“Well, say, I don’t know if—” Steff began, but Corene elbowed him and he shut up.


“Thank you. That’s most kind,” she said. “I admit I’ll welcome a bath and a chance to change clothes.”


“Yes, I always want to wash the sea air from my face,” Filomara agreed. She surveyed Corene and Steff a moment, as if wondering whether they might look different now that they were standing on Malinquese soil. “We are not very fancy here,” she said. “We do not have all the pomp and grandness you have come to expect at your own royal court.”


Corene let her eyes roam over the palace, its white walls, its red ones. “I find that a little hard to credit,” she said. “Your palace seems grand enough to house extraordinary amounts of pomp.”


Filomara smiled. “It is the heart of Palminera—almost a city in its own right,” she said. “Maybe five hundred people live here—my cousin, my nephews, my closest advisors, all in the royal wing.” She gestured first at the glittering white walls, then waved at the red walls of the southern wing. “On the other side, the top city officials and their family members reside on the upper floors, and they have offices and conduct business on the bottom stories. Of course, there are public spaces and kitchens and storage rooms. If we were under siege, which I devoutly hope we never are, we could keep this small city fed and clothed for—How long is it, Lorian?”


“Three ninedays,” he answered smoothly.


Steff’s practical nature was intrigued, Corene could tell. “You must have a water supply, then—something not easily poisoned or cut off?”


Filomara nodded as if pleased he’d thought of that. “An underground spring deep beneath the foundations,” she said.


“That’s handy,” Foley said.


Corene saw Lorian’s attention shift to Foley as the steward tried to decide exactly how to categorize this particular new arrival. So she helped him out. “Lorian, this is Foley, a member of my father’s royal guard, and here as my protector. Please provide him quarters very near to mine.”


“Of course, Princess,” Lorian said.


“Now that that’s all settled, let us see you to your rooms,” Filomara said. “As I started to say, we are not an ostentatious court. Dinner will be a small affair, with only family and a few guests in attendance. I do not have parties or entertainments planned. I hope you are not disappointed.”


“So far nothing in Malinqua has disappointed me,” Corene said. “I’m sure dinner won’t, either.”


“Good,” the empress said. “Then I will see you again in a few hours.”


It would have taken a few hours to navigate the whole of the palace, Corene thought, but fortunately Lorian took them by a straightforward route to their suites on the fourth floor of the northern, royal wing of the palace. Along the way, he pointed out rooms and hallways that might be of some interest to them—the ballroom, the library, a smaller dining parlor—but Corene figured she’d try to absorb all of that at a later date. For now, she allowed herself to be impressed by the pleasing proportions of the interior hallways—all high ceilings and thick carpets, giving an unexpected feeling of softness and warmth to a place so forbiddingly large.


Similarly, her quarters, halfway down a long hallway, could not have been more charming. The suite included a sitting room, a bedroom, a bathing room, and a maid’s chamber; each one was filled with furniture of simple design but the highest-quality materials. Her windows overlooked the expansive courtyard.


“Excellent,” Corene said. “And Foley’s quarters?”


Lorian opened a door right across the hall from Corene’s to show them an interior two-room suite with no window, but there was nothing shabby about it, either. Probably bigger than the spaces Foley had called his own when he accompanied Josetta to her various residences.


“Excellent,” she said again.


Then the steward led them to Steff’s rooms, adjacent to Corene’s, and she looked around curiously. If the servants had had to scramble to put his suite in order, there was no sign of hasty cleaning. It was just as bright and well-kept as Corene’s, though decorated in more masculine colors. Lorian glanced at Steff as if awaiting approval. Steff could only think to copy Corene. “Excellent! Really!” he managed. Corene had to smother a laugh.


“Your luggage is being carried upstairs and will arrive momentarily,” Lorian informed them. “Emilita will wait on the princess and Andolo will serve—” He hesitated a moment, and then just nodded in Steff’s direction. “You.”


They thanked him solemnly and he finally departed. The three of them stood motionless in the hallway until he disappeared.


Then Steff collapsed against the wall. “Corene! Did you see the size of this place? It’s monstrous! It was all I could do not to stare like a half-wit!”


She grinned at him. “And to think, you might be lucky enough to inherit the whole thing.”


“Forget inheriting! I only hope I don’t get so lost I end up starving in a dark hallway, terrifying some poor servant girl when she finds me dead.”


“The size is dramatic but the layout seems simple,” Foley said. “I think there are only two turns off of any main corridor—at any intersection, go twice in the same direction, and you will either end up near the grand stairwell or a dead end. And then just reverse.”


“Well, that helps,” Steff said. “But I’m still terrified.”


Corene surveyed him with a half-smile. “What did you expect? You’ve seen the palace in Chialto. This is bigger, but it’s the same idea. A lot of space, a lot of people, and someone watching your every move, even when you think you’re alone.”


Steff glanced nervously over his shoulder, which made Corene and Foley laugh. “I didn’t think about it much,” he admitted. “I just knew I wanted to see Malinqua. Learn more about my mother.” He shrugged. “Get away from the farm and do something interesting with my life.”


“Well, this is about as far from the farm as you’ll ever get,” she answered. They could hear footsteps coming down the hallway, and quiet voices speaking Malinquese. The servants assigned to them, Corene guessed.


She lowered her voice. “Don’t forget what I said. Someone is always watching. Someone is always listening. This valet coming to wait on you? A spy for the empress.”


“That seems harsh.”


“She pays him. He’ll tell her anything he learns about you.”


Steff heaved a sigh just as the servants stepped into view. Two men, pushing carts full of luggage, and one slim young girl. They were all dressed in dark clothing unrelieved by the slightest decoration. “Lucky I don’t have anything to conceal,” Steff said.


Corene laughed at him silently. “There is always something to conceal.” That was a lesson she’d learned from her mother, practically while she was still in the cradle. Always something to conceal, always something to learn, always something to turn to your advantage if you could just figure out how.


Foley gave them both a short bow. “I’ll let you settle into your rooms now. Call or knock if you need anything.”


Corene nodded, but paused in the act of turning away. “Let me know if you need anything,” she said. “If the servants are rude to you or don’t do what you ask.”


Foley showed a faint amusement. “I think I can fend for myself.”


She couldn’t help smiling in return. “But if you can’t, I am always ready to save you.”


Emilita proved to be quiet, competent, monosyllabic, and too deferential to respond to Corene’s attempts to draw her out. She also couldn’t speak any language but Malinquese, which severely limited Corene’s conversational gambits. She wouldn’t be able to grill the girl about the rest of the occupants of the palace. A pity.


Until a few years ago, Corene had never given servants a second thought. They were just there, all the time, like air or sunshine, and they did whatever you told them to with admirable efficiency. Her mother treated staff with the same careless cruelty she treated anyone who didn’t offer her an immediate and obvious advantage—which had been fine while they lived at the royal residence, where there were servants galore. Once Alys remarried and moved in with her new husband, maids and butlers frequently quit on her without warning. It hadn’t been the greatest source of stress in that household, but it had been a constant one.


It wasn’t until Corene started spending time with her father and Zoe that she realized even the lowest kitchen maid, even the rawest footman, was an individual person with thoughts and feelings and dreams just as distinct and real as Corene’s own. It had been quite a shock. But nobody was invisible to Zoe; no one was worthless. If possible, Corene’s sister Josetta felt even more strongly on the subject, since Josetta spent half her days in the slums of Chialto, ministering to the poor.


Corene knew she wasn’t as bighearted as either one of them, but this was a lesson she’d embraced with zeal. She’d started acknowledging housekeepers, merchants, restaurant owners, beggars on the street—meeting everyone’s eyes like an equal. She hadn’t changed her behavior expecting any kind of payoff, but the rewards had been huge. Cooks saved the best portions for her, footmen warned her when there were unexpected guests in the parlor. Every single person in her mother’s employment was devoted to Corene, and hadn’t that proved handy when Alys’s husband—well. When he took an inappropriate interest in Corene and her bedroom habits. The maids had taken turns sleeping in Corene’s room with her to make sure Dominic couldn’t surprise her in the night. And they’d been only too happy to pack up her things when Darien learned the truth of the situation and permanently removed her from her mother’s house.


Now Corene had permanently removed herself from Darien’s house as well. Time to charm a whole new set of servants—or not, if Emilita’s diffidence was anything to go by. Maybe Corene would have better luck once she’d managed to learn the language.


She had washed up in the deliciously hot water of the bathing room, and now she was wrapped in a robe of Emilita’s providing, surveying the contents of her luggage. The maid had hung everything in the huge closet that took up one whole wall of the bedroom. Corene hadn’t been traveling with a very big wardrobe when she made the spontaneous decision to leave with Filomara, so her clothes filled only a fraction of the available space. But at least she had some of her finest tunics and trousers with her, since she’d been planning to attend several formal events as the elite of Welce said goodbye to the visiting empress.


“What should I wear to dinner tonight?” she asked Emilita in halting Malinquese. “My best? Or something more—” She didn’t know how to say simple in this stupid language. “Something else.”


“Princess?” Emilia replied, her delicate face looking worried. It was the word she had used most often during their restricted conversation. It seemed to be the most respectful way she could think of to convey, I have no idea what you’re trying to say.


“Never mind,” Corene said with a sigh. “With any luck someone will take me shopping someday soon.”


“Princess?”


Corene had never been so grateful to hear a knock on the door. Steff, probably, with sartorial challenges of his own, but at least he’d understand her rantings when she vented her frustration.


But Steff wasn’t the one standing on the other side when Emilita opened the door. It was a young woman, maybe a year or two older than Corene, peering in around Emilita’s small form.


“You are the princess from the quaint little country of Welce, are you not?” she said in beautifully enunciated Coziquela. “This is where Lorian said he would put you, and I have been waiting days and days and days for you to arrive. Can I come in? Are you too weary? I am going simply mad with boredom, you know.”


On those words, and over Emilita’s faint protests, the woman stepped inside. She was quite literally the most beautiful person Corene had ever seen. She was small and delicately formed, with a heart-shaped face exquisite as a doll’s and blue eyes so dark they shaded into purple. Her clothing was deceptively simple—a sleeveless indigo sheath gathered into hundreds of pleats that fell without any kind of tailoring from her shoulders to the floor. Her hair was a silky black, full of wispy curls, and her red mouth was curved in a hopeful smile.


“You must be the princess from Cozique,” Corene said.


The woman laughed and sashayed deeper into the room. “I am! Is it my accent that gives me away, or my clothing, or the fact that I am so very badly behaved?”


“All of those things, all together. I’m Corene.” She came forward and offered a slight bow—one member of royalty to another—and the Coziquela princess responded in kind.


“And I am Melissande. You have no idea how glad I am to see you. Please tell me you are not as dull as the very quiet, very dour Princess Alette of Dhonsho.”


Corene laughed out loud. “And if I am? And easily offended on top of it?”


Melissande heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Then I shall have to hope Filomara sails to many other countries and brings back more candidates for her nephews to consider. But I was watching from my window when you arrived, and I made note of your red hair. I have never in my life met a redhead who was boring. I have very high hopes of you.”


That made Corene laugh even harder, though Emilita looked uncertain and anxious. “Princess?” she said. “Shall we now dress you for dinner?”


Melissande turned her graceful little body and gave Emilita a warm smile. “Oh, she does not need to dress for another hour at least, I am very sure,” she said in Malinquese. “I must talk to her and discover everything about darling little Welce! Would you be so kind as to give us privacy—just for a while?”


Emilita looked inquiringly at Corene, who nodded. “Yes, please. I will see you again in an hour.”


Emilita bowed and slipped out the door, shutting it quietly behind her. Corene opened her mouth to speak, but Melissande held up a hand for silence, and appeared to be concentrating intently. “Some of them listen at the door,” she breathed.


Corene was amused. “Of course they do.”


“And some of them speak Coziquela, even though they pretend they do not.”


“Of course,” Corene said again. “Too bad you don’t speak Welchin.”


“But I do!” Melissande exclaimed, instantly switching to that language. “Not very well, I am afraid, but you are right—it is undoubtedly much safer.”


She spoke it perfectly. Corene grinned. “Safer?” she echoed. “What will we be saying that no one should overhear?”


Melissande crossed the room to fling herself into one of the plain, well-made chairs, and smiled up at Corene. “We shall be gossiping about the empress and the nephews she is trying to marry off, of course! Do not tell me you are not about to expire with curiosity.”


Corene pulled the sash of her robe tighter and dropped onto a settee across from Melissande. “Oh, but I am,” she assured her guest. “What have I gotten myself into?”


Melissande trilled with laughter. “I suppose you know how the situation stands? Filomara’s daughters both died, leaving no children of their own behind, so Filomara must choose her heir from among her nephews. There are three of them.”


“Why doesn’t Filomara name one of her brothers her heir? I had the impression she was the oldest of several siblings.”


“Indeed yes, which is why the crown came to her all these years ago.” Melissande’s blue eyes glittered with amusement. “She had four younger brothers, though two of them are dead and the other two never come to court. No one will say exactly why that is, and I am so very curious! At any rate, many years ago, apparently, Filomara declared that she would not saddle Malinqua with some doddering old fool for a leader, so she cut the brothers from the succession. Everyone thinks one of her nephews will take the throne next.”


“But she hasn’t said which one?”


“No! She wants them to prove that they are worthy to rule, but so far there is no clear favorite.”


“What are the three nephews like?”


Melissande resettled herself in her chair, stretching her legs before her so her feet peeped out from the pleated fabric. She was wearing cloth shoes dyed the same color as her dress, and intricately embroidered with a design of leaves and flowers. For an adult, she had the smallest feet Corene had ever seen.


“What are they like as potential heirs or potential husbands?” Melissande asked.


Corene grinned. “Either, I suppose.”


“Each one has a—trait—that might be considered a drawback in a monarch, but that I personally would find an advantage in a mate. Though not all women would think as I do, I am very sure.”


“Oh, this ought to be interesting.”


When Melissande smiled, wicked was the word that came to Corene’s mind. “The oldest is Garameno. He is thirty-two or thirty-three, I think, the smartest of all of them, very ambitious. He sits on the council and stays informed about everything that happens in Malinqua. Filomara seems to value his advice.”


“So what’s his disadvantage?”


“He was injured ten or twelve years ago and his legs never fully recovered, so he must use a wheeled chair to get around. He can walk for a few steps at a time, they say, though I have never seen him attempt it.”


“So his subjects might perceive him as weak because he could not lead them to battle, for instance,” Corene said.


“That is what seems to worry Filomara,” Melissande said. “I cannot tell how he is regarded by the prefect and other council members. I have only been here in Palminera for a nineday and a half.”


Corene studied the other woman for a moment. Melissande was being surprisingly candid and helpfully informative, but there was no way to know if she was being truthful. She might have an ulterior motive for sharing her insights in such an open way; she might be lying; she might be trying to enmesh Corene in her own machinations. She was such a charming package that Corene imagined most people were delighted to be singled out for her confidences. The trick was figuring out what she might want in return.


“I can see why some women might think a wheelchair would be a liability in a husband,” Corene said. “Why do you consider it an advantage?”


Melissande laughed. “Because the idea of being stronger than my husband very much appeals to me!” She lifted her bare arms above her head. “Look at me! I am so very delicate! I would be wholly at the mercy of a brutish man. But I believe I could outrun Garameno in his chair.”


Corene spared a moment to think Melissande would probably find ways to outmaneuver a brutish husband as well, but she didn’t say so. “Well, that’s a good point,” she said. “So, what about the other two?”


“Jiramondi—”


“Why do they have such names?” Corene burst out. “Filomara and Bartolo and Jiramondi—these soft, beautiful names when none of them, as far as I can tell, are soft or beautiful. When their clothing is plain and their houses are plain and they make a point of telling you they are not ostentatious people—”


“No, it is quite ironic,” Melissande agreed. “And they seem to be quite unaware of the irony, which makes it even more annoying. And yet, those are their names. After a while you get used to it.”


“So. Jiramondi—”


“The middle nephew. The most sophisticated of the three. Not as smart as Garameno, but not stupid, either. He is most often the one who deals with foreign ambassadors as he has more tact than almost anyone else in court.”


“And his liability?”


Melissande seemed to debate. “I do not know how this is viewed in Welce, but in Malinqua it is considered quite a disgrace when a man or a woman is—I do not know your word for it. In Coziquela we call them sublime.”


Corene was wholly at a loss. “I don’t know what you’re trying to say.”


“I suppose I must be cruder. When a man wants sex only with another man, or a woman with another woman. What do you call such people in Welchin?”


Corene shrugged. “We don’t have a word.”


“Really? No one comments and no one cares?”


Corene shrugged again. “There are comments, I suppose—like there are comments anytime someone picks someone out. ‘Why’d she choose him?’ ‘She looks like she’d be cold in bed.’ ‘Wouldn’t want to live in that household.’ But I never heard—it’s just—why would anybody care?”
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