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## A Note on the Source

The story of The Emperor's New Clothes ends at the parade. Two weavers convince a vain emperor that they have made a cloth invisible to anyone unfit to govern. The court performs seeing. The child says the obvious thing. The emperor is revealed as naked, or foolish, or deceived, depending on the version.

This novel begins where that story ends, and changes one thing: the weavers are not fraudsters. The cloth is real. The emperor can see it, and it is magnificent, and the enchantment running through it has been holding the empire together for eight months.

What follows is the aftermath of a child telling the truth.
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# Chapter 1: The Loom on the Road

The road to the Imperial City had been the same road for four hundred years, which meant it had the specific quality of things that have been used long enough to believe in themselves. The stones were worn smooth. The milestones were carved in a script older than the one now taught in schools, and locals had long since stopped bothering to read them. The road believed it went somewhere important because it had, for four hundred years, been going somewhere important, and the cart that carried Maret and Davan and their covered loom joined the slow procession of carts believing the same.

Maret's hands rested on her knees. She was watching the country.

It was flat country, largely agricultural, the kind of landscape that had been organised by humans for so long it no longer looked organised - it looked natural, the way anything does once the work has been absorbed into the background. Fields divided by low stone walls. Irrigation channels running at precise angles that only seemed imprecise because they had been there for three generations and the earth had grown around them. Every so often a village where the same three kinds of buildings recurred: the granary, the administration office, the house of the Assembled Voice. The same flag on each administration office. The same worn step at each Voice house. The empire was, in this flat country, a repetition - the same arrangement, the same proportions, spaced out at intervals a walking person could manage in a morning.

She had been taking notes, in the way she always took notes before a commission. Not writing them down - she never wrote during the pre-weaving period; she had learned, many years ago, that writing fixed things in a way that made them rigid, and the pre-weaving work required fluidity. She held the notes in her body, in the specific tension of attention she had been cultivating since they crossed the empire's eastern border two weeks ago. Every village. Every flag. Every step worn down by how many feet, in how many years, by people who had walked to the Voice house because they were required to or because they believed in it or because both were indistinguishable to them by now.

The loom was covered with oilcloth and secured with three leather straps. It had been on this cart since the eastern border. Before that it had been in their workshop in Selat, which was a middling city in a neighbouring country that had the virtues of relative neutrality and excellent road access to everywhere Maret needed to go. The loom had been in their workshop in Selat for eleven years. Before that it had been in transit, more or less continuously, since Maret had finished her training and understood that her work required motion.

An enchanter who stayed in one place became, over time, an enchanter who made the same enchantments. She had seen this happen to two of her teachers. They had been brilliant people. They had settled in cities that needed them, which was a reasonable thing to do, and they had spent the rest of their careers making the same work with increasing precision and declining originality, and in the end they made things that were perfect in the sense that anything made by a master for the ten-thousandth time is perfect - technically beyond reproach, utterly without surprise. She had attended the funeral of one of them. The eulogy had used the word mastery many times. Maret had not found it comforting.

"You've been quiet for three hours," Davan said.

"I'm working."

"You're staring at fields."

"That is the work."

He made a sound that was not quite skepticism - he had been working with her long enough to know better than skepticism - but was adjacent to it. Davan was thirty-one, which Maret found a somewhat absurd age, though she had been thirty-one herself once and had presumably not found it absurd at the time. He had come to her at twenty-two with a letter of introduction from one of her own teachers - the one who had died early, the one whose funeral she had not attended because she had been in the middle of a commission on the other side of a mountain range. The letter had said: *this student has unusual attention*. It was the most useful thing you could say about someone in their trade. Maret had taken him on.

In nine years he had become the best assistant she had worked with, which was not a low bar. He had also become the person she argued with most regularly, which was perhaps a lower bar but was, she thought, equally important.

"Tell me the commission again," she said.

"You know the commission."

"Tell me what's bothering you about it."

He was quiet for a moment. The cart rolled over a section of road where the stones had buckled from frost and then been incompletely repaired, and they both absorbed the jolt without comment. The horse, a stolid animal of middle age that had been hired with the cart from a reliable firm in the last town, did not seem to notice.

"The terms are too good," Davan said.

"They are."

"Imperial commissions are supposed to negotiate. They didn't negotiate. We named our price and they agreed."

"They agreed the same afternoon."

"Which means they either don't understand the price-"

"They understand it."

"-or they need this more urgently than the terms let on."

"They need it," Maret said. "The question is whether the urgency is what they've indicated or something they haven't indicated."

The intermediary had come to them in Selat three months ago. A man in the livery of the Imperial Court, which in Selat had a slightly theatrical quality - the empire's formal dress, worn at distance from the empire, was the way a word borrowed into another language keeps an accent long after its users have forgotten the word was ever foreign. The man had been courteous, professional, and precisely as informative as his instructions permitted, which was not very. What he had conveyed: the Imperial Court wished to commission a cloth. The intended wearer was the emperor. The commission was of the highest category - a governing cloth, not a decorative one. Payment as discussed. The Court's appreciation for the weavers' consideration of this request.

He had said *request* with the specific intonation of a person who means *expectation*.

What he had not conveyed, but what Maret had spent the subsequent weeks extracting from other sources: the empire was thirty-two years into a reign, twenty of them the current emperor's, and showing the specific symptoms of a large political body that had been holding contradictions in tension for longer than the tension was designed to hold. Not failing - nothing as clean as failing. Holding. The way a person holds a sustained note in a piece of music slightly past the point where the breath would naturally release, and you can hear both the music and the effort.

"If the urgency is internal fracture," Davan said, "then the commission isn't for a new cloth. It's for a repair."

"Cloth can't repair fracture."

"Which is what I mean."

"Cloth can hold fracture," she said. "In tension. So the work that repairs can proceed."

"Can that work proceed?"

"I don't know yet." She looked at the fields. "That's what I'm trying to find out."

He accepted this. One of his better qualities: he accepted uncertainty as information rather than demanding it be resolved into certainty before he could proceed. She had trained him to this, partially, but some of it had been present when he arrived. The letter of introduction had not been wrong about the attention.

The cart moved through the afternoon. The country changed as they moved west: the flat agricultural land giving way to the first suburbs of the Imperial City's reach, the ring of smaller cities and towns that existed because the capital existed, feeding it and being fed by it in the complicated symbiosis that capital cities generate. The administration offices here were larger. The flags newer. The road better maintained - not out of civic feeling, but because the empire maintained the roads leading to itself with more care than the roads leading to its extremities, and this was visible in the stone if you knew to look.
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What the cloth did, Maret had explained only twice in her professional life to someone who wasn't already a practitioner. Once to a patron who had commissioned work from her and wanted to understand what they were paying for. Once to a student before Davan, who had not lasted the year. The explanation was technically accurate and practically misleading in the same way that a description of a piece of music is technically accurate and practically misleading. The thing could not be fully conveyed in language. She offered the language anyway, because it was what she had.

The cloth revealed incapacity to govern.

More specifically: the cloth, once completed, was invisible to anyone who lacked what her tradition called *governing capacity*, and visible - fully, undeniably visible, present as any physical object - to anyone who possessed it. This was not a moral judgment. The cloth did not care about the virtue or wickedness of the person who looked at it. It cared, if caring was the right word for a quality of enchantment, about a specific cognitive-emotional capacity: the ability to hold two contradictory imperatives simultaneously without resolving the contradiction prematurely.

Governance required this. This was not a theoretical proposition; it was, as far as Maret was concerned, as empirical as anything in her practice. The simplest act of governance - setting a tax rate, say - required holding simultaneously the imperative to fund public works and the imperative not to impoverish the people being taxed, and these imperatives were genuinely contradictory in the sense that any movement toward satisfying one moved away from satisfying the other. A person who could only hear one of them, or who needed to resolve the tension by choosing one and ignoring the other, was, in the functional sense Maret's enchantment cared about, unfit. Not wicked. Not stupid. Unfit.

The cloth, when worn by someone fit to govern, was visible to others who were fit. It was visible to no one who wasn't.

There was more to it than this. There always was. The making of it required a period of pre-weaving research in which Maret had to genuinely understand - not intellectually but in the way that the hand understands the object it is holding - the specific political structure the cloth would inhabit. The enchantment was not generic. You could not make a governing cloth that would work for any polity; you made a governing cloth for this polity, this specific arrangement of competing interests and historical tensions and regional variations and institutional legacies. The cloth's enchantment was calibrated to the contradictions of its context. An imperial governing cloth required an imperial pre-weaving, which was why Maret had been watching fields and counting flags and noting the wear on Voice house steps for two weeks and would continue doing so until she was satisfied she understood what she was working with.

What this cost her: the pre-weaving was exhausting in the specific way that sustained attention exhausts, not physically but in some harder-to-name register. And the weaving itself - the actual making of the cloth - required that she hold, within herself, for the full duration of the work, all the contradictions she had identified. Every opposing interest. Every historical grievance. Every tension between what the empire wanted to be and what it was. She had to hold these not as abstract information but as felt reality, actively, without resolving any of them, for as long as the weaving took.

The last major commission she had taken had been a council cloth for a city-state to the north. The pre-weaving had taken three weeks. The weaving had taken six. She had emerged from it at the end of the sixth week thinner by two stone and with a grey streak in her hair that had not been there before. The streak had remained. The cloth had worked exceptionally well. The council had governed the city-state with unusual competence for eleven years, at which point the cloth had worn through at the collar - cloth wore out; enchantments did not, but the cloth they inhabited did - and needed to be remade, and she had made it again, and the second making had gone faster because she already understood the city-state, but she had emerged from it grey at both temples instead of one.

An imperial commission. She had turned down three of them in her career. The contradiction holding required for a city-state was demanding; she could only imagine what it would be for an empire of this size and complexity. She would come out of the weaving older. She had accepted this when she had accepted the commission. She was forty-six. She would come out looking fifty-five, perhaps sixty. This was the arithmetic of the work.

Davan did not know the full version of this yet. He knew the broad outline - any practitioner did. But he had not yet made anything large enough to understand it in his body, which was the only way to understand it. When he did, she expected him to grieve it. He grieved things in advance. It was one of his less useful qualities.

—-
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They reached the city gates at the fourth hour past midday.

The gates were, in a conventional sense, magnificent. Four hundred years of maintenance and occasional enhancement had produced the specific magnificence of things that have been cared for by many hands across many eras, each era adding or polishing or restoring, so that the end result was magnificent in several styles at once, none of them entirely coherent with the others, all of them adding up to something that could only be called imperial in the sense of: more than any individual style, composed of accretions, grand in the way that duration is grand.

A queue. Naturally. The city had a permanent population of four hundred thousand and a transient population that, at certain times of year, doubled it. The gate operated with the specific efficiency of a system that moved large numbers of people through a narrow point: it was faster than it looked from the outside and slower than it should have been, and the people in the queue had arranged themselves into a social map of the empire without intending to. Merchants here, in the covered section with their goods secure. Day labourers there, in a longer queue without cover that moved faster because the inspectors had less to inspect. A group of religious pilgrims who had been waved to a separate lane and were now waiting with the patient quality of people whose faith tells them that waiting is also participation. Nobles, whose lane existed and whose wait was decorative rather than functional. And threaded through all of this the specific commerce of waiting: the vendors who had set up near the queue, the children carrying water for a half-coin, the man with a cart of pamphlets about the city's attractions that he was pressing on anyone who made eye contact.

Maret and Davan waited in the merchants' queue. They were not merchants, precisely, but they carried goods, which was the relevant fact. The cart. The loom. The materials.

When they reached the inspection point, the official - a woman of approximately thirty with the look of someone who had inspected a large number of unusual objects without losing her capacity for interest in them - lifted the oilcloth on the loom and looked at it for a long moment.

"Loom," she said.

"Yes," Davan said.

"For?"

"Weaving."

The official looked at him with the patience of someone who had heard every variety of unhelpful answer in a decade of gate work. "For the purpose of this visit."

"We have a commission," Maret said, and produced the documentation. The seal on it was enough; the official examined it, returned it, made a mark in her record book, and waved them through without further inquiry. The seal did this everywhere. It was one of the few unambiguous advantages of an imperial commission.

Through the gate and into the city.

The first impression of any large city, for Maret, was noise - not the noise of crowds, though there was that, but a subtler noise, the noise of many contradictory things happening in proximity. Voices in three languages she could identify and two she couldn't. The smell of cooking from a dozen national traditions competing in a narrow street. A religious shrine on one corner and a moneylender's office on the next, both open, both occupied. She had been to a hundred cities. They always had this quality, this sense of being a location where the empire's contradictions were not managed but merely co-located, placed near enough to each other that they functioned without quite resolving.

The empire's contradictions, placed side by side on a street, neither resolved nor erupted.

This was what she was holding in her body.

She pressed her palm flat against the side of the cart, a gesture that could have been interpreted as steadying herself on a rough section of road. It was a way of taking a reading - of feeling, through a surface, the quality of a place. She had done this in every city she had visited for twenty-five years. Most cities felt like themselves: specific, local, the product of their own history. Cities near fault lines felt different. Not the geological kind. The other kind.

She kept her hand against the cart for three seconds, then took it away.

Davan, without looking at her, said: "Well?"

"Busy place."

"That's not what I mean."

"I know."

They moved into the city. The streets were crowded with the late-afternoon commerce of a capital: the shops still open, the offices closing, the transition between the city's working day and its evening mixing everyone in the street at once. A woman in the dress of the eastern provinces hurrying somewhere. A man arguing with a stall vendor in the clipped accent of the northern administrative district. Three soldiers eating from paper wrappings on the steps of a closed building, their uniforms from the third legion, which Maret knew from her research was stationed primarily in the west - so these were either transferred men or the kind of soldiers who drifted to cities during periods of low deployment.

She held all of this.

—-
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The tavern Davan had arranged was clean and recommended for exactly the quality it offered: no questions. This was not unusual for a city that received this volume of visitors, many of whom had reasons for discretion that had nothing to do with anything criminal. A commission with an imperial seal was not criminal. It was also not, in the current climate, something you advertised.

The room was small. Two beds, a table, a window that looked onto the building's interior courtyard. The sounds of the tavern below, which were the sounds of the city in miniature: the same several languages, the same general hum of co-located contradictions, somewhat reduced in amplitude.

Davan ate. He had always been able to eat regardless of circumstance, which Maret had catalogued among his virtues. She drank water and watched the other tables.

The tavern's clientele, on this particular evening: four merchants from the eastern trade routes, identifiable by the style of their records ledgers and their conversation, which was conducted in the administrative tongue with the kind of careful formal grammar of people who had learned it as adults. Two young men in the clothing of minor nobility who were drinking at a rate that suggested either celebration or distress. A table of - she looked more carefully - yes, at least three different professions represented: administrative, military (the young woman had the posture), religious (the older man's ring was the design of the Assembled Voice's lower orders). They were eating together without apparent strain, which was the social version of what she kept seeing in the streets. Things that should not quite work, working. Mostly.

"You're not eating," Davan said.

"I'm working."

"You're allowed to eat while you work."

She accepted this, and the plate he slid toward her, and ate without tasting much. She was holding the city. She was holding the specific flavour of this city, the way it held its contradictions in proximity, and she was noting - trying to find the right word for what she was noting. Not fear. Not tension in the ordinary sense. Something more like: effort. The city was effortful. The people in this tavern were going about their evening with the specific quality of people who were not having to actively manage contradictions because the contradictions were being managed for them by something they couldn't see and didn't need to see and had, perhaps, stopped knowing to be grateful for.

The cloth, if the previous commission had succeeded - and all evidence said it had - was doing this. The cloth was providing the active management of imperial contradictions so that the empire's inhabitants could proceed without having to perform that management themselves. This was, on one reading, an enormous gift. The cloth had given four hundred thousand people in this city and forty million people in the empire beyond it the ability to simply live without the grinding effort of constantly negotiating across their differences.

On another reading, it was a dependency. They didn't know how to do it themselves. They had forgotten, if they had ever known.

Davan said, after a silence: "The loom is secured?"

"I checked it twice."

"The straps-"

"Davan. I checked the straps."

He drank his wine and said nothing for a moment. Then: "I think we should have negotiated longer. Given ourselves more time to study the landscape."

"We have enough."

"We have two weeks of agricultural survey and gate observations."

"And four months of prior research."

"Prior research from documented sources. That's not the same as-"

"No," she said. "It isn't. But it will have to do." She looked at him directly. "Are you asking me to turn back?"

He met her eyes. He was not asking her to turn back; they both knew this. He was asking her to confirm that she understood what they were walking into, which was a different question and a fair one.

"I understand what we're walking into," she said.

"The cost-"

"I know the cost."

"You always say that and then the cost is higher than-"

"Davan." She said his name in the way that ended a specific kind of conversation. He heard it and stopped. "The empire needs this," she said. "Not because I feel sentimental about empires. I don't. But because there are forty million people who need someone to be capable of governing this arrangement, and the arrangement is about to exceed the capacity of the person governing it without help." She looked at her water. "And because if we don't take the commission, someone else will, and they will make it wrong."

This was the part he never argued with, because it was the truest thing she said about the work.

He finished his wine. He said: "All right." And then, after a moment: "I've made arrangements for the cart to be housed in the courtyard."

"Good."

"And I've sent word ahead that we'll arrive at the palace tomorrow morning, late, to allow time for the loom to be carried."

"Good."

"And," he said, "I'm going to sleep."

"You do that."

He went to bed. He was asleep within, by her estimate, eight minutes, because he had always been able to sleep too, which she had also catalogued among his virtues. She sat at the table. The tavern below had quieted. The table of mixed professions had paid and left. The minor nobles had been joined by a third friend and were now drinking at a rate that definitively indicated celebration, or at least an attempt at it.

She pressed her palm flat against the tavern wall. The plaster was cool. Old. The building was older than most of the city's current architecture - she could feel the age of it, the accumulated sediment of generations of use, the way old buildings hold time in their stone the way old cloth holds memory in its weave.

Under that: the city.

She held her hand against the wall and listened to the city through it. This was not a precise instrument. It told her nothing she could quote in a technical report. What it told her was: the city was holding something that wanted to stop being held. Not now. Not tonight. But in the way a cable under tension behaves differently from a cable at rest - you can hear the difference in how it sounds when you tap it.

She took her hand away.

She looked at it in the dim light from the window. The lines on her palm were the same lines they had always been; you couldn't see what the work cost in the hand, only in the face and the hair, later. The hand was still the hand she had trained with, decades ago. It was still, when she needed it to be, an instrument of great precision.

She did not sleep for a long time.

—-
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*End of Chapter 1*

# Chapter 2: A Sufficient Eye

The workshop they were given was on the third floor of the east wing, a room that had been a receiving chamber for minor dignitaries and now received nothing except morning light and, beginning on the third day after Maret and Davan's arrival, the sound of the loom working.

The room had three good windows on the eastern exposure and one on the south, and the light between the sixth and ninth hours of the morning was excellent - flat, even, without the colour bias of afternoon. This mattered for the dyes. Maret had mentioned, on the first day, that the light was important, and an official of the palace's administrative household had nodded in the way of someone who did not understand but had been asked to facilitate and was prepared to facilitate anything up to and including rebuilding the wall. The palace had been housing artists, musicians, artisans, and the various species of commissioned talent for four centuries. It had developed the specific institutional competence of a large organisation that has learned that the people it needs to accommodate are often difficult and it is cheaper to accommodate them than to argue.

The loom stood in the centre of the room. Assembled, it was taller than Davan and wider than both of them together, a construction of pale northern hardwood and iron fittings that looked, in the palace chamber, as though it belonged there no more or less than any other large unusual object. The palace was full of large unusual objects. The loom was just another one.

On the first day, Maret had done nothing except sit at the loom without working it and hold the city in her body.

On the second day, she had sorted the fibres.

This was the beginning. The materials for a governing cloth were specific: certain fibres, sourced from specific regions, prepared in specific ways that were not mystical but were precise. The primary fibre was a wool from a particular breed of mountain sheep that, for reasons Maret had spent a decade researching and eventually concluded were related to the animal's environment rather than the animal itself, had a structural quality at the microscopic level that made it receptive to the kind of enchantment governing cloth required. The sheep grazed at high altitude. The cold mattered. The elevation mattered. The particular grass they ate - she was not certain about the grass, but she had a theory.

To this she added threads of silk from the southern weaving districts, which contributed a specific quality of light-transmission that had nothing to do with appearance and everything to do with how the enchantment would behave when the cloth moved. Enchantments in motion behaved differently from enchantments at rest, and governing cloth was rarely at rest. The silk managed this.

And dyes. Six colours in the first cloth, each dye sourced from a different province of the empire, because the enchantment was specific to this empire and needed to be made with its materials. This was not symbolism. She did not deal in symbolism. It was technical: the dyes carried trace properties from the soil they had grown in, which meant they carried, at a level far below what any observer could perceive, trace properties of the specific contradictions those provinces embodied. When she wove them together she would be weaving those contradictions together, literally, in the structure of the cloth.

She had the dyes already. She had sourced them over four months of preparation.

On the second day she sorted the fibres. On the third day she began.

—-
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The palace had assigned them two servants - a young man named Pol who was efficient and quiet and who managed everything with the specific competence of someone for whom competence is a form of self-effacement, and a middle-aged woman named Tass who was efficient and loud and who managed everything with the specific competence of someone who needs the room to know they are managing it. Between them, Maret and Davan had everything they needed.

What Pol and Tass were not allowed to do: touch the threads. Touch the dyes. Enter the room when the loom was in motion. Maret had explained this on the first day with the directness she applied to all professional requirements, and Pol had nodded and Tass had said she understood completely and there was no need to explain it twice, and then she had said it again herself, slightly more elaborately, to demonstrate her understanding. Maret had let her.

What Pol and Tass were not expected to do: not talk about the cloth to anyone. This Maret had not bothered to request, because it was not possible to request it, and because the talking would happen whether she requested silence or not, and because the talking was, in a certain sense, already part of the work. A governing cloth commission required witnesses. The court needed to know the cloth was being made. The making was part of the enchantment's eventual function: its reality depended partly on being a reality that people knew about. This was one of the aspects of the craft that Maret found most philosophically interesting and most practically annoying.

—-
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On the fourth day, the first official came to observe.

He arrived at mid-morning with two junior officials in tow and the specific manner of a man conducting an inspection that is also an opportunity. He was a member of the Office of the Imperial Household - a middle-level administrative position that gave him jurisdiction over what happened inside palace walls without giving him authority over what those happenings meant. He looked at the loom. He looked at the half-begun cloth - at this stage, just the warp threads, pale wool in the morning light, strung with the mathematical precision that was the first step of any complex weave. His face arranged itself into an expression of consideration.

"Yes," he said. "I see."

Maret, at the loom, said nothing. Davan, near the window making notes, said nothing.

"The work is proceeding well," the official said.

"Yes," Davan said.

"The - the quality is evident."

"Thank you."

The official nodded. His junior officials nodded. He made a circuit of the room without looking at anything in particular. He said: "His Imperial Majesty will be pleased to hear of the progress." He said: "We are gratified by your expertise." He left.

In the corridor, Maret could hear his footsteps receding. She heard, very faintly, one of his junior officials say something. She heard his reply, which was: *clearly exceptional*.

She looked at the warp threads. They were warp threads. At this stage they were as clearly exceptional as any warp threads in any room - which was to say: not at all, unless you knew what they were for, which the official did not.

"He couldn't see it," Davan said. He was not asking.

"There's nothing to see yet."

"He would have said the same thing if there were."

"Yes."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "How many of them will be able to see it? When it's finished."

"I don't know yet." She ran her fingers along the warp threads - checking the tension, which was the work, not a gesture. "I'll know more once the weaving is further along and I can feel the pattern of it."

"But your estimate."

"My estimate is that in a court this size, with this much political longevity-" She paused. "The people who have survived in positions of real power for twenty years or more will have developed some capacity for it. The people who have been elevated recently for reasons other than their governing ability will not have it, or will have it in insufficient measure." She considered the warp threads. "The emperor. If the commission is warranted, the emperor will see it. That's the foundational assumption."

"And if he can't?"

"Then the commission was wrong, and we will return the advance and leave."

"We're three weeks into a commission this size."

"Then we'll return the advance and leave three weeks' work poorer. There are worse losses." She looked at him. "Have you eaten?"

He had. She went back to the loom.

—-
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More officials came in the subsequent days. They came in pairs and small groups, always with the same official purpose - progress inspection, administrative oversight, the general machinery of a large institution keeping track of the large things happening within it. None of them, as far as Maret could tell, could see anything unusual in the room. The warp threads were warp threads; the first weft passes were, to eyes that could not see the enchantment beginning to form, just weaving. Nice weaving, perhaps. Skilled weaving. But weaving.

They said, uniformly: *yes, I see it*. *Remarkable work*. *The quality is evident*.

Maret watched their faces with the professional attention of someone for whom faces were primary text. She was not looking for deception exactly - deception was too simple a category. What she was watching for was the quality of not-seeing, which varied as widely as any other human quality. Some of them genuinely did not register any absence; they looked at the room and found it normal and said what was expected of them without effort. Some of them registered an absence and covered it so smoothly it was almost invisible, the way a skilled musician covers a missed note. Some of them - and these were the ones she found most interesting - registered the absence, were disturbed by it, and covered the disturbance with something like anger, which came out as excessive enthusiasm. *Remarkable*. *Exceptional*. The enthusiasm was a container for the alarm.

She said to Davan, one evening while he made notes and she continued at the loom past the normal stopping hour: "The court performs seeing."

He looked up. "What do you mean?"

"I mean they've already started. The cloth isn't finished. It isn't visible to anyone yet. But the expectation that it will be visible, and the expectation that they will be able to see it, means they're already performing." She worked the shuttle through a pass, checked the result, continued. "They're practising."

"That's-" He tried to find the right word. "That's remarkable, actually."

"It's efficient," she said. "They're doing in advance what they'll need to do continuously once the cloth is finished. They're very good at their jobs."

He was quiet. Then: "That's not a compliment."

"No. It's a description."

—-
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The emperor came on the twenty-second day.

Maret had been expecting him - not on this day specifically, but imminently. The cloth was far enough along now that the enchantment was present, not yet at full strength but present enough that anyone with the capacity to see it would see it. She had been watching, in her peripheral attention, for the quality of official curiosity to change.

It had changed two days ago. The officials' visits had become slightly less frequent and slightly more perfunctory, as though those with the authority to observe had been told to wait for something. Which they had, presumably, been told.

The emperor came with one attendant - a secretary, by the look of the notebook and the practiced invisibility. He came in the morning, in the good light, and he came without announcement. Pol was at the door but had clearly been instructed to provide no advance notice.

Maret set down the shuttle. She did not stand immediately - she had been in the middle of a critical pass and she finished it before she set down the shuttle, because the pass required finishing and because the emperor could wait three seconds. He waited. He did not show impatience.

She stood. She looked at him.

The emperor was fifty-four years old. He was not physically impressive - medium height, medium build, the specific unremarkableness of a face that had been careful, for decades, about what it showed. He had brown hair going to grey at the temples and grey at the beard if he grew one, which he apparently did not. His clothes were good without being showy; he had chosen to come in ordinary court dress rather than anything more ceremonial, which told her something. His hands were the hands of a man who read documents and did not ride recreationally.

What she noticed first: he looked at the cloth.

Not the room, not her, not Davan - the cloth. He looked at it with the attention of someone who has been told something will be there and has just confirmed that the telling was accurate.

She waited.

He said, still looking at the cloth: "It's further along than I expected."

"We've been working quickly," Davan said from the window. "The materials were well prepared."

"I can see that." He looked at Maret. "You're the elder weaver."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Your reputation is that you work without consultation. That once the commission is accepted, you proceed according to your own judgment."

"Yes."

"I won't interfere with the work," he said. "I want you to know that. I'm not here to inspect."

"What are you here for?"

It was a direct question that a more careful person than she was would not have asked. He did not seem to mind it. He said: "To understand what I've commissioned." He paused. "And to see how it progresses."

"You can see it progressing."

"Yes." He looked at the cloth again. "I can."

Maret filed this. It was early in the weaving - the enchantment was present but not powerful, and the capacity required to see it at this stage was lower than it would be in the finished cloth. She would not draw conclusions yet. But she filed it.

"What does it look like?" Davan asked.

The emperor looked at him with an expression that was considering rather than offended. "From where I'm standing," he said, "the weave has a quality of - density isn't the right word. Presence. The colours aren't what I expected." He looked at the cloth again. "I expected something showy. Something that announced itself."

"It isn't that," Maret said.

"No." He seemed almost relieved. "What does it do, exactly? I've been given a summary by the Court's advisors, but summaries of this kind of thing are-"

"Inadequate."

"Yes."

She told him. She used the same language she used when she explained the work: precise, technical, without mystification. The cloth revealed incapacity to govern. The specific nature of that incapacity. The way the enchantment functioned not as a judgment but as a reading. He listened with the attention of a man who had read a great many documents and
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