

    
        
          The Hands of the Emperor

        

        
        
          Lays of the Hearth-Fire, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Victoria Goddard

        

        
          Published by Underhill Books, 2019.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE HANDS OF THE EMPEROR

    

    
      First edition. January 8, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 Victoria Goddard.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1988908151

    

    
    
      Written by Victoria Goddard.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Victoria Goddard

	    

      
	    
          
	      Greenwing & Dart

          
        
          
	          Stargazy Pie

          
        
          
	          Stone Speaks to Stone

          
        
          
	          Bee Sting Cake

          
        
          
	          Olive and the Dragon

          
        
          
	          Whiskeyjack

          
        
          
	          Blackcurrant Fool

          
        
          
	          Love-in-a-Mist

          
        
          
	          Plum Duff

          
        
          
	          The Saint of the Bookstore

          
        
          
	          Clary Sage

          
        
          
	          Traveller's Joy

          
        
          
	          Balancing Stone

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lays of the Hearth-Fire

          
        
          
	          The Hands of the Emperor

          
        
          
	          At the Feet of the Sun

          
        
          
	          Those Who Hold the Fire

          
        
          
	          The Game of Courts

          
        
          
	          Feonie and the Islander Regalia

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Red Company

          
        
          
	          Derring-Do for Beginners

          
        
          
	          The Redoubtable Pali Avramapul

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Terec of Lund

          
        
          
	          Terec and the Wall

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Sisters Avramapul

          
        
          
	          The Bride of the Blue Wind

          
        
          
	          The Warrior of the Third Veil

          
        
          
	          The Weaver of the Middle Desert

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          In the Company of Gentlemen

          
        
          
	          Not Far From the Tree

          
        
          
	          Till Human Voices Wake Us

          
        
          
	          The Connoisseur

          
        
          
	          In the Realms of Gold: Five Tales of Ysthar

          
        
          
	          The Return of Fitzroy Angursell

          
        
          
	          Petty Treasons

          
        
          
	          The Tower at the Edge of the World

          
        
          
	          Aurelius (to be called) Magnus

          
        
          
	          Portrait of a Wide Seas Islander

          
        
          
	          Terec and the Wild

          
        
          
	          The Bone Harp

          
        
          
	          The Glassblower

          
        
          
	          In Lonely Lands

          
        
          
	          Urbanite

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Victoria Goddard’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Victoria Goddard

Dedication

The Hands of the Emperor

Volume One | The Meeting Place of Iki and Ani

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Interlude One

A Letter

Volume Two | The Nobody from the Islands

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Interlude Two

A Letter

A Letter

Volume Three | The Heart of the World

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Interlude Three

A Proclamation

A Letter

Volume Four | Aōteketētana

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Interlude Four

An Announcement

An Invitation

A Response

A Reply

Volume Five | The Song of the Home Fire

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Chapter Sixty-Nine

Chapter Seventy

Chapter Seventy-One

Chapter Seventy-Two

Chapter Seventy-Three

Chapter Seventy-Four

Chapter Seventy-Five

Chapter Seventy-Six

Chapter Seventy-Seven

Chapter Seventy-Eight

Chapter Seventy-Nine

Chapter Eighty

Epilogue | The Sum of All Things

Epilogue

Sign up for Victoria Goddard's Mailing List

Further Reading: Stargazy Pie

Also By Victoria Goddard

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To all those who work to change the world from within the system, and especially to Anita and Charles, whose dedication to their work is only matched by their hospitality: thank you.

      

    


An impulsive word can start a war.

A timely word can stop one.

A simple act of friendship can change the course of history.

Cliopher Mdang is the personal secretary of the Last Emperor of Astandalas, the Lord of Rising Stars, the Lord Magus of Zunidh, the Sun-on-Earth, the god.

He has spent more time with the Emperor of Astandalas than any other person.

He has never once touched his lord.

He has never called him by name.

He has never initiated a conversation.

One day Cliopher invites the Sun-on-Earth home to the proverbially remote Vangavaye-ve for a holiday. 

The mere invitation could have seen Cliopher executed for blasphemy.

The acceptance upends the world.

This is not quite what Cliopher expected when he first contemplated the prospect of retirement.
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IT WAS AN INDICATION of Cliopher Mdang’s status in the eyes of his lord that he was given the use of a sky ship for personal business. 

Of course, Cliopher mused as he looked up from his reports to see the Vangavaye-ve suddenly there below him, that was being generous. He was from so very far away from Solaara that every other method of getting to Gorjo City was measured in months, not days. It had been many years since he could take six months off at a time.

The ship heeled as it began the spiralling descent. Out of his porthole window Cliopher saw familiar landmarks of the Outer Ring: the narrow Gates of the Sea permitting egress from the Bay of the Waters; the Five Sisters; all the sweep of reefs and islands and volcanic mounts, remnants of the prehistoric supervolcano that had formed the archipelago. 

He loved the view down, the bright turquoise of the shallow lagoons, the darker blues of the Bay of the Waters, the green jungle and white beaches. He permitted himself to watch for a few minutes, until the ship brought him round to the full glare of the sun, whereupon he resolutely turned back to the report he was writing about the state of affairs in Nijan, half an ocean away. 

He had almost finished when the shouts of the sailors changed in tone and urgency. The movement of the vessel shifted at the same time, righting itself and slowing appreciably. He had packed his luggage earlier, so all he had to do was mark his spot, layer the documents back into their case, set that into the shoulder bag of travelling clothes and presents, and clean and stow away his pens and ink into his writing kit. 

All this accomplished, he slung the bag over his shoulder, tucked his writing kit into its familiar spot in the crook of his arm, and gathered the four finished dispatch cases in his free hand. Because it was not one of his usual holidays he had felt obliged to keep up his work until the last minute.

He smiled to himself. He usually did keep working until the Vangavaye-ve came into sight. On this occasion his Radiancy’s unexpected gift of an extra holiday had come when he had just begun writing up a set of reports about his last brilliant mad start, as the various members of his office called his more unconventional ideas. He preferred to call them his carefully developed plans for the betterment of the world.

He straightened one of the dispatch cases, which was showing a desire to slip out of his hold, and cast one further glance around the cabin to ensure he had not forgotten anything, especially any stray report. Once, when he was much younger, he had imagined that success would involve a reduction in the quantity of reports. 

His faint smile widened into a grin, here where no one could see him so openly amused. He had learned better.

He’d also learned just what you could do with all those reports and how they were written and by whom and under what circumstances they were read. 

At a sudden falling series of whistles from outside the room, Cliopher straightened his expression to his habitual mildness, exited his cabin decorously, and made his way to the rope and wood bridge two of the sailors had just finished lashing into place.

“Thank you, Captain Diogen,” he said as he passed him.

“My pleasure, sir,” the captain replied, saluting. “We’ll pick you up two weeks from today. The third hour of the morning, that’ll be.”

“I shall be here,” Cliopher assured him, shifting the dispatch cases slightly. He took a deep breath, tasting the air, that familiar scent of flowers and greenery and moisture and home. “Safe travels.”

“Aye, you’re my most punctual passenger. Till then, Sayo Mdang.” 

The captain saluted again, fist to temple. Cliopher bowed slightly—did not drop all the dispatch cases—and stepped onto the bridge, resolutely not looking down. Heights did not particularly bother him but he did intensely dislike looking between his feet to see land several hundred feet below. 

On one occasion he had been forcibly escorted across the rope bridges of the Southern Grey Mountains, and he had never quite lost the memory of terror and helplessness. He had learned what he must do to cross the rope bridges between ship and Spire, however, and with his gaze trained on the wall before him he did not even need to catch his breath.

He stopped in the Light Minders’ office at the top of the Spire. Princess Oriana was in Jilkano visiting her relatives, so only two people were on duty there, one for incoming and one for outgoing messages. 

Cliopher’s cousin Tya was one of the Light Minders, but she wasn’t on duty this morning. “Some sort of family thing,” the outgoing message taker said. Cliopher vaguely recognized her as a contemporary of his nephew, a minor wizard of about twenty. She looked at his cases. “Didn’t you just get off the ship?”

“I did,” he replied, setting the dispatch cases down on the counter. “These need to go to Solaara, please.”

“I’ve always wanted to go on one of those ships,” the other Minder said, turning in his chair from the scrying mirror. His brother had been in Cliopher’s year at school, but he couldn’t quite remember the Minder’s name. “Oh, hello, Kip. No one said you were coming this month. Didn’t you already have your holiday this year? Ah, well. It’s not like the princess takes people for rides, and the only other ships that come in are on government business.”

“Which this is,” Cliopher said patiently, pushing the cases over. “The address is on the boxes—”

“We always send them to the same place anyway,” the outgoing Minder said. “Practically everything either comes from or goes to you, Kip. I swear you’re the very definition of the dedicated correspondent.”

Cliopher chuckled obediently at this gentle barb and spent another couple of minutes asking questions about the Minders’ families and connections to his own. The outgoing Minder finally promised to send his cases off to Solaara at the next turn of the Light, and Cliopher escaped the interrogation with a mild sense of relief.

The Light Minders’ office was a small room at the top of a tall tower, next to the equally small room for the sky ship officials, which was empty. If he’d been on duty—but he wasn’t, and it wasn’t exactly his business whether the princess wished to keep track of visitors by sky ship or not. 

There would not be many, in any case. The other princes rarely, if ever, made the long trek across the Wide Seas, which took days even by sky ship. As far as government business went, Cliopher came for his holidays once a year. Parcel deliveries to Princess Oriana would be more frequent, but that was it. Nothing much of world-affecting note ever happened in the Vangavaye-ve.

The upper portion of the tower was wrought iron painted white; the lower was stone, holding various magical devices and supplies for the princess’ sky ship. Cliopher went down the tight spiral slowly, feeling his age in the protests from his knees and thighs.

He had not been exercising enough—he had been too busy—and he hoped, guiltily, that he would not need to participate in whatever family event was going on. Events meant feasts, and feasts meant dancing. And dancing, alas, was not quite as much fun as it used to be. 

Cliopher dutifully admired the beauty of the provincial palace, halfway up the eastern slope of Mama Ituri’s Son. He derived more pleasure from looking at the university grounds below the palace gardens. He had many fond memories of university studies and friends.

Below the university were a few grand houses and parks at the shoreline, meeting the boardwalks and bridges from the outcropping on which the Spire was located. The royal and university marinas took up the space between the two islands and the floating houses of Gorjo City proper.

He could not pick out his family home near the Tahivoa lagoon from this angle, but the network of canals, private pools, and lagoons, housing and business complexes, rooftop gardens and brightly-coloured sailboats, was every step more familiar and more beloved.

By the time he reached the bottom of the Spire he no longer felt like Cliopher Mdang, personal secretary to the Lord of Rising Stars, Secretary in Chief of the Private Offices of the Lords of State, official head of the Imperial Bureaucratic Service, unofficial head of the world’s government, the Hands of the Emperor.

He was, instead, merely everyone’s Cousin Kip, the one who left.

***
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CLIOPHER WAS WEARING the basic black and burnt umber linen robes of the upper secretariat, since he was technically on duty until he got off the sky ship but had no desire to muss his finery to no purpose. He had put on a third layer that morning, for the ship’s cabin was cool. 

Despite the fact that it was still early enough that the sunlight hadn’t reached water level, by the time he got down the lower slope of Mama Ituri’s Son he was overheating. He stopped at a row of benches by the university marina to take off his over-robe.

After he packed it into his bag, he leaned against the balustrade behind the benches to watch the activity in the marina. 

Activity was not perhaps the right word; not even the pelicans were doing more than sitting on the mooring posts. The sunlight glittered on the water, a black cormorant flew low and swiftly across the open lagoon, the various craft bobbed gently. The university marina had a delightful assortment of vessels, ranging from small wooden dories to a half-finished replica of one of the ancient ocean-going ships, made out of balsa wood and banana leaves, in which his ancestors had crossed the Wide Seas.

He regarded the construction with mild interest, but was too far away to see what peculiarities of design might have gone into it. And it was not as if he knew what to look for, or at, not really. His own experience with a similar vessel had been one he’d made himself, and neither he nor his instructor had been particularly expert.

That had been long ago, long before the floating pines of Amboloyo had been discovered and turned into ships, and long, long before he’d warranted a ride in one. Just a few years after the Fall, in fact, when he had been determined to come home, whatever it took.

It had taken a solitary voyage across the Wide Seas in an eighteen-foot boat made by a clumsy, half-mad, uninitiated civil servant under the guidance of an old and crazy historian from the Isolates.

Cliopher watched the wavelets, the light breeze stirring his robes against his legs, remembering small moments of that journey. It was odd that it was the rope bridges that had left most indelible and undeniable impression on him. Perhaps it was because he was a Wide Sea Islander that the years-long voyage through typhoon and doldrum had faded so easily into the past, while that thirty-six-hour traverse of the Grey Mountains still prickled the back of his neck and visited his dreams. 

He had been most pleased, a year or so ago, to accompany his Radiancy to the opening of a new stone bridge across the Haren Gap. None of the men, middle-aged and respectable chiefs of their communities, now, had recognized in the Hands of the Emperor the young man they had chased like a rabid dog across the ropes. He had smiled pleasantly at them and wished them well of the modern world and refused the laughing invitation to cross the old bridge before it collapsed completely.

He turned away from the ship. No, he did not need to look more closely to remember that.

A small pleasure yacht a few slips away being readied for a sail. A middle-aged man with his back to him fussed with ropes and sails. It was nice to watch someone else at work. 

“Hoi!” the man on the yacht cried, half-turning. “Grab that rope?”

Cliopher hurried over to where he was indicating, catching the mooring hawser before it slipped off the dock. 

“Kip?”

Cliopher looked up to see his oldest friend. He smiled broadly. “Bertie!”

“Whatever are you doing here? For the second time this year! You didn’t write to say you were coming.”

“My lord gave me an extra holiday as a reward. It was rather last-minute. Where do you want this rope?”

Falbert Kindraa had ferociously bushy eyebrows, which he used to great effect when scowling, as he did indiscriminately on friends, family, students, or visitors to the university museum where he was Curator in Chief. Cliopher always contrasted them with the scowls of Prince Rufus of Amboloyo, which were half as effective and many times as mean.

“Bring it aboard. I’m heading off to fish for the day. Come with me?”

There were few things Cliopher could imagine enjoying more, just that moment, but he had a nagging sense that he should probably see his mother first. “My mama—and the Light Minders said that Cousin Tya was at some sort of family event—”

Bertie snorted explosively. “Are you not a grown man? Your mama isn’t expecting you, is she?”

“Unless she saw the sky ship—”

“Which was here and gone so quickly I assumed it was a parcel delivery for the princess. Come, Kip, don’t be absurd. Do you want to come?”

He still hesitated, knowing full well that his mother would expect him to see her first, no matter how attractive the thought of spending the day with Bertie was. 

Falbert knew this, too, for he shook his head at him. “The family event is the hundred-day feast for your cousin Hillen’s newest child. That’s why I’m going fishing and why you definitely should come with me. You oughtn’t countenance giving consequence to him.” 

“That’s true.”

“Not to mention your mama would undoubtedly prefer you come a day later and thus avoid any potential of you saying what you’re thinking to your aunt Hilda.”

“Oh, I think I could probably hold my tongue if I had to.”

His friend made a face, as if Cliopher had said something strange, but then he smiled, and Cliopher shrugged off his own momentary unease with the thought that a hundred-day feast required not only dancing but also traditional finery. He had always kept his efela in Solaara as a reminder of home, and he did not relish trying to squeeze into an old costume that showed no evidence of anything he’d ever done in his life. 

Bertie said, “But you’ve already been home this year, so you’ve done all the dutiful visits.”

“That’s also true,” said Cliopher, grinning, and he stepped aboard.

***
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“WHY DON’T YOU MAKE coffee while I get us on our way?” Bertie suggested, pointing him to a doorway at the stern. “You should be able to find everything right enough.”

Through the door was a short ship’s ladder leading into a bright and surprisingly spacious room. A minuscule galley faced a line of storage compartments with a bench running above them. A table was latched securely into place on the wall between two round portholes. A door at the far end suggested there was a privy and further rooms beyond. 

Falbert had written to him about this yacht, which he had bought on the occasion of a long sabbatical some years before. Cliopher had hoped he would come all the way to Solaara to visit him—Bertie had always claimed a dream to circumnavigate the world—but nothing had come of it. He had taken the boat on the month-long journey to the Isolates, however, and that meant it had to have space for stores and sleeping.

As Cliopher grew accustomed to the bobbing motion, he investigated cabinets, lowered the table, opened the ingeniously concealed cookstove. It was very similar to the one he had in his own apartments, the heat source an enchanted stone, though the aesthetics differed. He spent a moment figuring out the controls, which were the opposite of the ones on his but, he recalled after a few moments, the same as in his mother’s house. Then he started looking for percolator and coffee.

The apparent orderliness of the space was belied by the chaos within the latched cupboards. He had to pull out half the dry goods before he found the bag of coffee grounds, and all of the pots before he found the percolator. He set the water on—the system of cistern and hot and cold pipes, again, up-to-date, as he saw when he peeked into their cupboard to check. Bertie clearly had not stinted himself on outfitting his yacht. 

The boat was threading its way down the central canal, he saw as he glanced out the window to see the great buildings of the hotel district sliding past. He regarded his writing kit, which he’d set on the table, and then decided he was on holiday.

Bertie came in just as the coffee was ready and Cliopher, having finished organizing all the cupboards, was sitting to his report. Cliopher looked up when the shadow fell on him.

“Coffee’s ready.”

Bertie grunted and stumped over to the cupboard where the dishes were stowed. He took out a mug, closed the door, frowned, and opened the door again. Cliopher finished writing his sentence, shook the paper gently in the air to dry it, and watched as Bertie proceeded to open all the cabinets.

“Same old Kip,” he said at last, pouring his coffee. “We’re out of sight of Tahivoa, you can come on deck without fear of a stray cousin seeing you.”

Cliopher put all his papers and pens and ink away again and followed him back out. Bertie went to the tiller and unlashed it. “Fair winds and a fair day ahead,” he said as Cliopher found a spot against the railing to brace himself. “The unexpected pleasure of your company. Not to mention tidy cabinets.”

“You must keep things orderly at the museum?”

Bertie snorted. “I don’t bring my work home with me, unlike some people.”

Cliopher turned his face to the sun and the breeze. “It’s so lovely to be here. What have you been up to?”

Bertie harrumphed as he guided them carefully around two women sitting reading books under a shade umbrella in a small dory anchored to a marker buoy, fishing lines trailing unattended into the water. “The usual run of things. We’ve got a new exhibit opening up next month, so I’ve been busy getting everyone together. What about you? What were you writing up?”

“I just finished assessing the state of things in Nijan.”

“That won you a holiday?”

He chuckled. “No, my lord gave me the time off because I’ve spent the last six months persuading the provinces to set up stockpiles of supplies in case of natural disaster, and I finally got the Jilkano princes to do their part.”

“Good on you. Ghilly was involved with the stash here. That must have been five or six months ago, come to think of it. It amazes me that Princess Oriana was ahead of anyone.”

“Princess Oriana will sign what I put in front of her,” Cliopher said, hoping that was a big enough hint.

“She’ll go wherever the wind blows strongest. Hold on, Kip, we’re about to hit the cross-currents.” He made a minute adjustment to the tiller angle.

Cliopher dumped out the remainder of his coffee so he could wrap his arm around the railing. He reminded himself once again that no one within the Ring cared very much about anything that happened outside of it. 

The yacht leaped forward. He decided there was nothing else for it, and laughed.
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NO ONE IN THE PALACE of Stars would call Cliopher Mdang a jester. 

He was generally known (he hoped) to have a sense of humour, and his deputy Kiri roasted him with almost as little mercy as his family, but he did not deflect every incoming emotion with laughter. He took other people’s words at face value, and expected them to take his own the same way. Despite the amusement he personally took in discomfiting other people by doing so, it always disconcerted him to come home and find his every statement of fact taken as a kind of elaborate joke.

After they had passed the turbulent cross-currents in the middle of the Bay, the sailing was smooth and exhilarating. Cliopher hung on to his railing and enjoyed watching Bertie at work. He could have managed the boat, but he would not have the grace of long practice his friend displayed.

“Aren’t you hot in those dark robes?” Bertie demanded suddenly.

Cliopher was, but had been disregarding the sensation, as it was a frequent experience. “I suppose I am. Why?”

“Don’t you have anything to change into?”

“Not really. I have some things at my mother’s.”

“Don’t you spend any time outside? Get yourself to my cabin and find something to put on before you get heatstroke.”

Cliopher obeyed. It was nice to have someone order him around brusquely like that. He had good friends at the Palace, primarily the other chief members of his Radiancy’s household, but they did not generally treat each other with such easy familiarity. The Vangavaye-ve in party manners was significantly less formal than the most casual occasion at the Palace. 

He refrained from doing more than rehanging those of Bertie’s clothes that were jumbled into the wardrobe. After some searching he found a sarong in a bright floral print. Bertie was a bigger man than he, and the tunics were all too large. 

He touched the one efela necklace he always wore, the one he’d made when he was twelve, but then left it. There would be no questions as to its meaning, not here, and he did not need to fear it showed his vulnerabilities to his enemies. Given the Vangavaye-ve’s general disinterest in the wider world, the only people who paid any attention to him were members of his family and close friends, and they already had all the ammunition they needed. 

On his way out he found a wide-brimmed straw hat, which he put on.

“You may laugh,” he said when he returned to his spot at the railing.

He saw Bertie eye the necklace, then shrug and ignore it. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Solaara is much hotter than here, but I don’t spend a lot of time out in the heat of the day.” He shaded his eyes to see where they were, not recognizing any of the landmarks. “Where are we going?” 

“Off the east end of Lesuia. Toucan’s cousin Maya told me there’s a splendid fishing spot there.”

“Don’t the people on Lesuia mind you fishing in their waters?”

“They’re all radical communists and don’t believe in property rights.”

Cliopher could wish other communities—the Nijani, for instance—had anything like so coherent a political philosophy. At the moment they could not not agree on anything, not even to what extent they despised their duke. 

He had always thought that, unwritten and unformulated though it might be, there was an elegant and effective system of governance binding the Wide Seas Islanders together that went back far before the coming of the Empire and had very little to do with the superstructure of princess and bureaucracy that rested upon the traditional powers of elders and chiefs. In his younger and more idealistic days he had devised a new system of government for the Empire based on the Islander tradition.

He smiled at Bertie. “There are worse beliefs to hold.”

“Says the government man.” 

Cliopher snorted involuntarily. At least everybody the whole wide world around could agree on who to blame. 

“Hold the tiller for a moment while I reef the foresail. Keep her heading towards Linoroa.”

After some further shouted instructions Cliopher recalled which distantly visible peak was Linoroa. He enjoyed the sense of the sea running against the tiller, making the smooth wood thrum in his hands. The yacht moved with a steady, confident motion, correcting course as he shifted the tiller to compensate for Bertie’s work with the sails. Obviously Bertie had been intending to sail it by himself, but it was pleasing to feel he could be of service. 

He fell into a kind of reverie, the water glittering brilliantly, the wind fresh against his bare shoulders and back, hands steady on the tiller. There were all those metaphors about the ship of state. He was not the captain—that was his Radiancy—but, yes, he was sometimes the man standing watch at the tiller, holding the ship steady.

“South a skosh!”

Cliopher obeyed the shouted instruction and the more pungently expressed corrections that followed. That was all right, too, both in the literal instance and the in the wider metaphorical sense. That no one dared, or evidently even desired, to tarnish the official position of the Lord Emperor did not mean people did not have various and strongly-expressed opinions on the workings of the mundial government. Cliopher got to read those reports, too. It was felt they kept him humble.

Bertie did more things with various ropes and sails, then clomped back to him. “You look very happy.”

“So do you.”

Bertie looked at his yacht with great pleasure. “I love this boat, Kip. I could never live inland like you.”

“There’s a river in Solaara.”

“How often do you go sailing on it? Didn’t think so. What do you even do outside?”

“I go hiking in the Grey Mountains sometimes. There’s a park called the Liaau.”

“You’ve written about it.”

“I walk outside through the gardens in the morning and the evening.”

Bertie grunted. He took back the tiller and did some complicated manoeuvres with various ropes. The yacht heeled over, then straightened on another tack. In the distance ahead of them the low peaks of an island were starting to resolve into clarity. “About another hour and a half. Did you finish your report?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You keep looking back to the cabin.”

Cliopher massaged his hands. “It’s fine.”

Bertie scowled. “I won’t get any fun out of you till it’s finished. Go ahead. Make some more coffee.”

Cliopher emptied the old grounds into the small waste bucket and made a fresh pot. This was the way it always went: the cross-currents of old friendships and current lives, of competing priorities and serious work. To Bertie the report was something keeping Cliopher’s (no, Kip’s) attention from proper topics, and no doubt boring as hell. To Cliopher it was his duty, his responsibility, and something that would eventually change, however minutely, the lives of millions of people. 

He took the coffee out to Bertie, who was standing proud at his tiller, then returned indoors to take out his writing kit again.

Nijan was a large island offshore of the continent of Jilkano. It was nominally ruled by a duke, who was enormously unpopular with his people. Many of them had written to Cliopher to tell him this. 

They were not—at least those who took the time to write to the government were not, yet—disloyal to the mundial government; neither were they complete anarchists. They were instead trying to create a new form of government, trying out new methods, holding strikes and protests with abandon, splitting into factions, regrouping, breaking up order, restoring it, rebuilding. The Nijani police service, in particular, was central to both keeping order and destroying it.

Every six months or so Cliopher went to Nijan and walked around the capital and at least one of the outlying districts. He talked to people for a few days, trying to ensure he heard from as many layers of society as he could. He looked in on the small manufactories and the workshops, the warehouses and the marketplaces, the shipbuilders and the farmers. Zangoraville was the trade centre of the Wide Seas, bringing together the produce of all the Islands and the manufactured goods of Dair and Jilkano. What happened there would affect every other community and province chafing under the current systems of governance.

He did not blame them for chafing under the current systems. He had spent a lifetime slowly—so slowly—reforming them, but true change would require a complete restructuring of the hierarchy of power. That might happen in one small island duchy: it was almost impossible to imagine it happening across the whole wide world.

Cliopher hoped that his eventual successors would be able to build on the foundations he had created. He could see in his mind’s eye what a juster society could be: could see how close Nijan was to grasping it. 

He left the visions of a perfectly just society to the philosophers; in his experience they usually required assuming one could simply ignore some fundamental element of human nature. He had spent his lifetime working within an ancient, complex, and corrupt bureaucracy and court. He no longer believed one could legislate out of existence greed, or stupidity, or sheer perversity of will.

It reassured him that neither could one legislate out of existence love, or hope, or the desire for beauty.

He did have ideas for solving more practical problems. The stockpiles of emergency supplies were only one element in his goal to eliminate poverty. 

If he could accomplish that ...

Cliopher wrote his report, pen singing across the paper as he adjusted to the motion of the ship. He wrote about the current factions and his projections for their development over the next few months. He wrote about the new lighting system (invented by a local engineer who had decided that she was not the sort of person to get involved in the protests and politics, but that she could do her part to make the city a better place for all its inhabitants) and his proposal that the system should be examined by the College of Wizards and other engineers for suitability, and then instituted by the Ministry of the Common Weal in all the major centres of population. He wrote that the duke was likely to bring his suit to his Radiancy, and that so were the heads of the three major factions, and that the police service was walking a fine line between autocracy and independence.

He vaguely noticed the yacht’s motion changing, the angle of the table shifting under his hands. His conscious thought was how lovely it was to work with his oldest friend just on the other side of the door. In the Palace his rooms were at the end of a wing, with a good view of the city but far from his friends, who lived in close proximity to their lord. And outside the Palace was never the Vangavaye-ve, the wonder of the Nine Worlds, home.

When he arose he discovered that they had reached their destination. Bertie had set out the anchor and taken out his fishing lines. There were two seats amidships under a sun umbrella. One for Bertie—and one for him.

Cliopher watched his friend for a few minutes as he drew in a line and cast it out again. “Thank you.”

Bertie grunted. He gestured at the bait box beside him, the other line. “Remember how to use it?”

“Just about.”

Like steering the yacht, baiting the line came back to his hands after a short hesitation. Cliopher cast out the line, not as smoothly as Bertie, but well enough for someone out of practice. He settled back in his seat. “I should have brought out more coffee.”

“There’s beer for when we’ve caught our lunch.”

Cliopher glanced sidelong at him. “Isn’t it a little early?”

Bertie snorted. “Relax a little, Kip. You’re tight as a drum.”

“I am relaxed,” he protested, then realized Bertie was teasing. “What about you? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

“I took today off. Anyhow, I’m on half time. Easing into retirement.”

There was a tentative tug on his line, but Cliopher missed hooking his fish. “Really?”

“Don’t sound so shocked! Surely you’ve been thinking about it?”

Cliopher cast out his line again, more smoothly this time. “I can’t say I have.” He frowned at the brilliant aquamarine water, the white sand, the green jungle behind it. Coral-crested cockatoos screamed at one another in the treetops. 

“We’re getting on, Kip. Faldo’s twenty-two this year. Parno’s nineteen. Your nephew’s twenty-one. It’s about time to stop while we can still enjoy life. Let them do the work for a change.”

Faldo and Parno were Bertie’s sons from his first marriage. Cliopher had never married, had no children, had none of that. He had—

He had a hundred projects that had made the world a better place.

“And it’s been longer in Solaara, hasn’t it?”

“I suppose so. It never seems like it.”

Bertie reeled in his line, examined the hook, put on a piece of baitfish. “Nearly a thousand years, people say.”

Cliopher did not like to think too much about the strange jumps in time that had happened in the early days after the Fall. He blinked against the bright water. “That was mostly right after the Fall. It just seems like the days are long and full. ... After my lord finished the Lights that seems to have been sorted, and it’s the same amount of time here as there. Before I think everyone wondered how I found the time to write to everyone, but the letters were farther apart for me.”

Bertie grunted. “All the more reason, then, for you to retire.”

He thought about the Vangavaye-ve, about those letters from his family and his friends that still asked him when he was coming home, albeit less overtly now than they had in the beginning. 

Thought of plunging deep into the world where he knew everyone and everyone knew him, where what he had done with his life was a hazy rumour from beyond the Ring. Thought of the pleasure it would give his mother, his sister, his aunts, his uncles, his cousins, his friends—himself. Thought of how satisfied they would be for him finally to take his place where he ought always to have been.

He thought of his lord, pacing in his study, bearing the weight of the world on his shoulders. Thought of how well they worked together, the enmeshing of respect and knowledge and good humour and experience. Thought of leaving his lord to the court. Thought of leaving his friends in Solaara—Conju and Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo—how none of them had families, had lost them in the Fall.

Thought of leaving his work undone. All those projects slowly, delicately, unobtrusively transforming the government according to his vision of what the world could be.

Thought of his lord, never failing to do his duty.

Thought of his lord, with no one to joke with him.

Thought of losing that—he could not call it friendship, could he? That implied a kind of equality, and there was no equality possible between the Sun-on-Earth and anyone else. 

But call it a relationship, that was permissible. 

He suppressed the wish that he dared call his Radiancy his friend.

He said, “I suppose I hadn’t thought about it.”

“And now you have, the answer is—no?”

“Certainly not this year.”

Bertie scowled at his line. “I suppose that is fair enough.”

The words were polite. Cliopher ached for the times when they had been able to speak their hearts to each other. It was not as if he did not know what had changed. Or who had been responsible. He had been planning to come home, once. But he had gone; and each time he might have stayed he had left. 

“What are your sons planning to do with themselves?” he asked, that seeming a safe enough topic.

“Faldo’s going for to apprentice with a glassblower. Parno—” Bertie sighed gustily. “I don’t know what to do with the boy. He wants to be a warrior—a warrior! He’ll end up one of those fancy men of the princess’ if we can’t get him to see reason.”

“He could try for the Imperial Guard,” Cliopher suggested.

Bertie lifted his fishing pole sharply and started to reel in the line. “Not everyone wants to leave their home behind to feed their ambition, Kip.”

Cliopher opened his mouth, but this was an old argument. He could persist—but to what end? He would not change Bertie’s mind, and it would spoil things. He smiled instead and changed the subject to the much safer one of neighbourhood gossip.

***
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THE GOSSIP WAS GOOD, the fishing was better, and the location splendid. Cliopher slowly let himself drift back towards the joking, laughing, enthusiastic Kip Bertie clearly wanted. No doubt the beer helped.

As the sun sank westward Cliopher said, “Aren’t we heading back tonight?”

Bertie beetled his brows at him. “Wind’s shifted. The currents will be better in the morning.”

He had once known how to read the wind and waves and stars as automatically as breathing. “I’ll take your word for it. What about supper?”

“We’ve got a dozen red snappers. Go wild.”

Cliopher was not a great cook by any stretch of the imagination—in fact, he took the majority of his meals in the Palace refectories unless dragged out into the city by Ser Rhodin or Conju, who were both much keener on the subject than him—but he could handle pan-frying fresh-caught fish, and had already found lemons and various greens and fruits in the galley cold box. He made a simple salad and brought it all up on deck, where Bertie was still lounging.

“I could get used to having you on board,” Bertie rumbled as he accepted his tray. “If you change your mind about retiring.”

“It’s not—” Cliopher stopped. “Bertie, it’s not that. If my lord ... I’m not sure that he would like me to leave his service.”

“Would he prevent you?”

Cliopher had never gone against the expressed desires, let alone commands, of his lord. He was not quite sure how to say that it would be somewhere in the region of blasphemy, treason, betrayal. 

“I would not like to make my lord unhappy,” he said at last.

“Never mind,” said Bertie. “Pass the salt, would you?”

***
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THE NEXT MORNING THE winds took them around the north cape of Lesuia island. As they rounded a large rocky outcropping, it became clear to Cliopher that Bertie had chosen this route on purpose, for the lagoon on the other side of the reefs from them was perhaps the most beautiful Cliopher had ever seen.

Making it even more perfect, there was a splendid little building on the beach, exquisitely designed and situated. 

“What is that?” Cliopher asked.

“The old duke of Ikiano’s summer house,” Bertie replied. “No one lives there now, though I hear the current owner rents it out.”

Cliopher looked at the building as long as he could see it. Thoughts were forming inchoately in his mind. He did not want to make his lord unhappy—that was the pure truth. But he did not like to see his lord unhappy, either, and here, far away from the pomp and splendour of the Palace, he could look back on his recent interactions with his Radiancy and wonder ... well, things that he could not say aloud.

Bertie thought him stretched tight as a drum, when Cliopher felt himself relaxing after the tense negotiations with the Jilkano princes, the taut atmosphere of Nijan. A day of enforced inactivity later, he was starting to feel truly relaxed, and he wondered what else Bertie—who could be insightful—was seeing in him.

He sifted through thoughts of his relationship with his Radiancy, but he kept circling back to the idea that his lord took no vacations, never fully relaxed from his duties. They were not always onerous, those duties, but they were ever-present. 

***
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JUST BEFORE HE LEFT for Nijan he had spent the bulk of the day, as usual, in his Radiancy’s study.

It was the middle of the long dry season of Eastern Dair, halfway between the high ceremonials of the Solstice and those of Accession Day. The court was in recess, and his Radiancy’s afternoons were preoccupied with an intricate work of magic intended to moderate the typhoons in the Wide Seas.

The first quarter of the lord’s new year was the period in which the bureaucratic examinations were held, and in the months beforehand most of the Upper Secretariat were engaged in shepherding their favourites through their studies. 

Cliopher had a very capable deputy who was ambitious enough to have reached the second rank, but not so ambitious she was not content to wait there. Kiri preferred the day-to-day work of compiling the reports that were passed up to him and his Radiancy to actually waiting upon his Radiancy.

His Radiancy was sober and even sombre, and if Cliopher saw a gleam in his eye on occasion, and perhaps was the recipient of a witticism or a smile, well, his Radiancy was a very quiet man as a rule, and kept most of his thoughts to himself. Kiri ran her department on laughter and high energy, and the serenity and splendour of the Imperial Apartments dampened both.

Cliopher had tried hard not to lose the pleasure that entering the Imperial Apartments (they well warranted the capitals) had awoken in him on his first nervous entry as the next candidate under consideration. It was not so much that the rooms were appointed with the finest furnishings that money could buy; you could go to one of the great museums and see that. No, the private chambers of the Last Emperor of Astandalas were furnished with the finest that anyone, anywhere, had ever created.

He had chosen one object at a time and learned all he could about it: where it came from, who had made it, when it had been presented to the Emperor, what might be the significance of runes or carvings or symbols or materials. 

Cliopher wondered sometimes whether his Radiancy saw the splendour, or if his life as the second heir and then Emperor had meant that he had always been surrounded by perfection, had never seen shoddy workmanship, perhaps did not even truly comprehend that there was such a thing.

That particular afternoon Cliopher finished the final drafts of the day’s work. He set them on his Radiancy’s desk, ready for signing, and then, seeing that there was a good quarter hour before his Radiancy would emerge from his private study, decided to tour the rooms. 

He went first, as always, to a vase made by the Voonran ceramicist Liän do Eza, in a technique that had taken her ten thousand pots to master, and then another ten thousand before she had one perfect one to present to her emperor. 

The result was a three-foot porcelain vase ranging from translucent cream through the richest iridescent peacock-blue, the colour of a Glorious Imperial bird-of-paradise. Its asymmetrical curve was so endlessly satisfying that seven poets and three composers had written their masterpieces in response to a glimpse of it when his Radiancy had permitted an exhibition of his familiar treasures.

Cliopher had set his chair so that when he looked up from his papers he could see that fall of colour, that curve, and in the privacy of his own chambers had tried his own halting response on the oboe. The Vangavaye-ve was the homeland of song, and his family were all musicians; he had the love, though not the talent.

A jewelled nightingale that sang on what had been, in old Astandalas, the longest night of the year, and spent the rest of the year golden and brilliant in its golden cage. That was a gift to a former emperor. The mechanical bird had legends woven around it. Cliopher touched the cage with one gentle finger; it made a soft chiming noise.

A table made from sandalwood, whose supports were so intricately carved they appeared of copper filigree. A portrait of his Radiancy on his first accession to the Imperial Throne. Artorin Damara had been just past thirty when he became Emperor. 

The painted face was idealized, benevolent, serene, handsome. His eyes were the traditional gold leaf used for representations of the Emperor, one of whose titles was the Lion-Eyed. They were descendants of the Sun, and tradition was that their eyes, even these many generations on, showed that inheritance of power, authority, and divinity. 

You could not tell from the portraits which among the Emperors had actually inherited the colour, if any of them had save the last. In the days of the Empire it had been taboo to look directly in the Emperor’s eyes. 

It was no longer taboo: magic no longer blinded the fool who dared, even though, if anything, the Emperor was far more revered now than in those days when the magic of five worlds had hedged him about with glory. 

Cliopher knew he was fortunate to have entered the Last Emperor’s personal service after the Fall, when some of those stricter taboos had been relaxed. He had met an old woman, once, who had been blinded in her childhood for her presumption in looking too fully upon her Emperor. Cliopher had not lasted a full hour before looking his in the eye.

He had stuttered his apologies and his Radiancy had returned to his usual imperturbable self, and Cliopher had gone home that night and written to his cousin Basil that he feared he might be disgraced or worse for his presumption. In the days of the Empire he would have been executed as well as blinded. But the next morning he had been told his Radiancy had chosen him as his new personal secretary.

Cliopher often wondered if that portrait of his youthful self ever bothered his Radiancy. He might be a great mage, and the strange magic since the Fall of Astandalas might have made time topsy-turvy for him as for everyone, and he might live the life of uttermost luxury, but he was no longer young. He walked straight and tall, and thanks to his moderate appetites his physique remained reasonably slim, but there were fine wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and an ineffable sense of sadness at time’s passage in his bearing. 

And people were beginning to wonder.

No one said anything; but they were.

Cliopher stopped at length before an embroidered map of the five worlds of the Empire at its broadest extent which hung on the wall along from his Radiancy’s private study. The backing was silk, the threads studded with gemstones for cities. Cliopher had never looked at it closely, and he grew quickly absorbed in trying to name the places depicted. 

When the door beside him opened suddenly, he jumped back and exclaimed aloud.

His Radiancy frowned at him. “Did you call me?”

Cliopher willed his heart to stop thundering. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”

“Did you call me just now?”

“No, my lord.”

His Radiancy frowned at the room, which was empty apart from them and the two honour guards standing motionless by the outer door, and closed his door firmly behind him. Cliopher thought irrepressibly that it was the only door he had ever seen his Radiancy open or shut himself. 

“No one else was here?”

“No, my lord.”

“And the guards didn’t speak?”

“No, my lord.”

“I could have sworn I heard someone call my name ...”

Cliopher did not voice the thought that he could not name a single person who would dare address his Radiancy by name, but his Radiancy clearly was thinking the same, and smiled wryly. “No, I suppose you did not. What are you looking at, Cliopher?”

“The map,” he said, gesturing guiltily at it. Not that there was anything to feel guilty about. “It is a superb piece of work.”

“Made by the Dezarno fishwives,” his Radiancy said, surprising him again. Cliopher briefly met his gaze; his Radiancy smiled and walked over to stand near him. Not too close: the prohibition against touching was the strongest of all.

That taboo had not been lifted after the Fall. Cliopher was no wizard and did not know why it had not broken with the rest of the magical bindings, but he had never been tempted to test it. There were too many stories about people who had in the past dared lay hands on the person of the Emperor without the proper rituals of purification.

His Radiancy passed his hand across the islands of Colhélhé until he could point to a small scattering of tiny pearls sewn into a greeny-gold thread. “There they are, the Dezarno Archipelago. The fishwives made the thread out of the beards of mussels and other shellfish. The pearls came from Uguliaan.”

He traced out a few sweeps of blue and grey thread, his finger black as a shadow, nail lacquered gold, until he touched on the tiny stitches around a cluster of four atolls made of soft pink pearls. “The gems from all over. The silk from Ulstin-le-Grand.”

Nothing in his voice suggested he knew the infamous story of the Red Company and the Customs House on Ulstin-le-Grand. Cliopher kept his smile to himself as his Radiancy touched other islands, murmuring of silver gulls and sea folk, places where they harvested the scent of rain and others where the nautilus had shells where each new chamber was rimmed with gold. A few snatches of poetry, and then his Radiancy’s hand rested on the Long Isle of Colhélhé, the edge of that world. There were no pearls or gemstones on its narrow length, though it must have stretched thousands of miles, a raised lip to the endless oceans.

“Are there no habitations on the Long Isle?” Cliopher asked.

His Radiancy touched a small archipelago, itself a lonely outpost far from either the Long Isle or the nearest other islands. “The Nelosi are the closest. Shepherds and knitters; the only ones who leave are musicians, and not many of them.” Then his hand strayed again to the Long Isle, to a point a bit north of the Nelosi, at the furthest curve. He tapped a point right on the edge, where a tiny diamond glittered when his finger moved the fabric. “There’s something here.”

“Indeed, my lord?”

“One of the anchors for the Empire’s magic. There were five.” He walked down the length of the map, touching other remote islands so that other tiny gems glittered. “Outside the Vale of Astandalas on Ysthar. Here in far northern Voonra. Out past the Outer Reaches of Alinor. Somewhere past the Isolates there was one.”

He paused, hand on the islet way down in the southern portion of the vast expanse of the Wide Seas, far even from the Vangavaye-ve. Looked down the length of his empire back at Cliopher standing near the opposite end. “I was exiled there. Before I became Emperor. That was where I lived.”

“It must have been a lonely isle,” he ventured, when his Radiancy said nothing more.

“I suppose it was,” his Radiancy said softly, his eyes far away.

“My lord ...” But Cliopher did not know what else he could say.

His Radiancy moved abruptly. “Come now, Cliopher. You have done very well indeed with the Jilkano princes.”

Cliopher ducked his head down, a little embarrassed by the praise. “It took me far longer than I had hoped, my lord.”

“Tchah. You succeeded. I think—yes—you have more than earned a holiday. Go see your family and celebrate making my underling princes bow to reason for once.”

“My lord—”

“Take three weeks,” his Radiancy said, smiling, and left to dress for evening court. 

Cliopher stared at the map. The Vangavaye-ve was so far from everywhere, two worlds away from Astandalas, on the other side of Zunidh from Solaara.

And yet his Radiancy had been exiled to a more lonely spot, an island full of magic and mystery, and lived there until one morning he woke to inherit an empire.
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AFTER HE AND BERTIE returned to Gorjo City, Cliopher spent the rest of his visit thoroughly engrossed in his family’s affairs. His nephew Gaudy asked him a few shy questions about life in the Service. Cliopher answered them patiently, trying not to be too eager, trying not to overwhelm his nephew with his enthusiasm. It was difficult. Cliopher so rarely was asked for details of his life’s work ... but his mother and his sister were watching and listening. 

He thought, again and again, of all those letters begging him to come home, and again and again he sighed inwardly and outwardly put on his polite court smile, and he answered the questions as disinterestedly as he could manage.

The troubling question of retirement ran like an undertow through all his conversations, all his thoughts, all his wanderings with sister and cousins and friends along the familiar canals and streets. Every time he thought about leaving his Radiancy’s service his mind turned inexorably to his Radiancy—to the man who was no longer young, whose face was serene and benevolent and hid—what?

He was ten or a dozen years older than Cliopher, and if Cliopher worked long hours because the work was important and challenging and he was relied upon—

—And because there was no one waiting for him in his chambers to complain that he was late. No one to ask him about his day. No one to notice if he was up at dawn and still working when the bells chimed midnight—

Cliopher had woken on Bertie’s boat, cradled by the gentle movement of the Bay of the Waters. For a moment he lay there trying to remember what he had to do that morning, unsure why he felt so unsure. Then he remembered that he was on holiday, that he was on Bertie’s yacht, that he was home.

He sat up and looked out the window. He was facing the land, away from the sunrise. The light caught the tops of Lesuia island, and he watched as the sunlight slid down to the beach, catching the dawn flights of bats back home and birds out on their journeys.

This could be yours, a voice said in his heart.

It could be. He knew his Radiancy would not prevent him from retiring if he asked. He knew that. He knew ...

In the quiet splash of the waves on the hull of the yacht, in the calls of birds to each other, in the soft whisper of the dawn wind, the image of his lord came before his mind’s eye. Standing there before that map of his fallen Empire, pointing out those utterly lonely outposts of magic, to one of which the Emperor had exiled his second heir, who had not been supposed to inherit.

But inherit he had. He had been brought to the Palace of Stars, placed upon the golden throne, crowned the Serene and Glorious One, the Sun-on-Earth, the Lord of Rising Stars, the Lord of Five Thousand Lands and Ten Thousand Titles.

No one to look on his face. No one to say his name. No one to touch him. No one to be his own, and no one else’s. No one for whom he could be himself. 

Cliopher had been ambitious as a young man; Bertie was not wrong there. He had dreamed of serving the Empire, dreamed that his fate was entwined with the Emperor of the Lion Eyes. He had forced the governor of the Province of the Wide Seas to send him the examination texts, to send him the examiner—and when he failed, to do it again the next year, and the next, and the next, until after five tries Cliopher had finally passed.

His family thought it ambition that kept him where he was. He got up, padded silently on bare feet past Bertie’s cabin, through the galley, up on deck. He looked to the east, closing his eyes against the sunrise, feeling tears starting with the brightness, the tugs of competing and opposing desires.

All this could be his. He could come home—

His lord would let him go. Conju and Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo would bid him farewell, and perhaps they would come visit once or twice, but after a lifetime of service together there would be a sense of ... difference. For none of them had families, and Cliopher did. None of them had homes to go to, and Cliopher did. And none of them would ever leave his Radiancy’s household, for why would they?

He made coffee eventually. Bertie was still asleep, so he took his cup onto the deck to sit in his borrowed sarong under the umbrella. He went through his writing kit for his diary of events, and created a calendar of all the things that would be done over the next year by himself and his Radiancy.

By some accident of bureaucratic cycles, almost nothing at all was happening over the six weeks of the Little Session. 

Despite its name, it was the gap between official court sessions. After the birthing pains of the annual budget, the monthly Helma Council took its annual recess then. Most years Cliopher used the period to conduct reviews of various portions of the Secretariat and to do in-depth research and development of new projects, while his Radiancy did major works of magic.

His Radiancy was nearly finished with his current project, an enormously complicated effort to moderate the vicious typhoons that had plagued the Wide Seas since the Fall.

Bertie came up on deck at this point of his meditations, just as Cliopher was examining a terrifying idea in his mind and shying away from articulating it even to himself. There were certain lines one did not cross, even in one’s thoughts, if one was—as Bertie had said—a government man. And Cliopher was. 

Oh, how he was.

Then they went past that glorious little summer palace, and the idea crystallized. The more he examined it—all the way back across the Bay of the Waters, through the next ten days of his visit home—the more he attacked it from every angle, the way he attacked any new idea—the more he examined it, the more precious and important it seemed.

He asked a few questions, scattering them among relatives and across days to ensure no one was likely to put them together. No one cared much, delighted as they were he was asking them anything at all about the gossip of the Ring. Usually he did not ask; did not need to, in point of fact, for observation and attention revealed more than the direct answers would have told him.

It was a lesson he had learned from his great-uncle as a boy, when he had spent a year learning the ways of the ancestors out on Loaloa of the Western Ring. Buru Tovo had pounded Listen first! questions later! into his head until Cliopher had finally managed to rein in his unruly tongue. It was not until he had started to take a position at court that he had realized just how useful a lesson that had been.

On his last day home, he divested himself of company. He went first to buy a strand of efela shells to mark his triumph with the stockpiles. (The situation in Nijan, he acknowledged wryly to himself, would take years before he could justify celebrating it with an efela necklace, if ever he could in his lifetime.) He could be proud of the stockpiles. No one would go hungry again in a disaster: not as they had after the Fall, when he had seen exactly what happened when a government collapsed. 

Outside the shop he looked at the strand of tortoiseshell cowries he had acquired. The deep brown shells were glossy, cool in his fingers, familiar and beloved as the buildings and people all around him. He ran his thumb over the underside, enjoying the curve of the opening, the texture of the ridges against his thumbnail. The spots were beige and pale gold, catching the sun.

He tucked the shells into his writing kit. There they would remain, a tangible piece of home, until he returned to the Palace and could put them away with the rest. He did not like displaying them, even in the privacy of his quarters; it made him feel too much like one of the officials who returned from far-flung outposts of the Empire and displayed artefacts from the natives. 

He was not accustomed to dithering so much once a decision had been made.

Finally he made his way to the lawyer who acted as agent for the summer palace on Lesuia. The Mdang family was enormous and well-known, and so although Cliopher—or rather Kip—himself was not, the lawyer had no difficulty about him signing a lease for the period of the Little Session.

His hand was trembling as he signed his name across the document.

Fortunately the lawyer did not actually know that he was in fact the head of the Service, and merely murmured something patronizing about using the scribal pens when one was unaccustomed to them.

Surely it was only petty treason.
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