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      Féonie Durgalen was all of nineteen when she was offered the position of costumier to the new Lord Chancellor of Zunidh, Cliopher Mdang.

      She had been working as part of the Lord Emperor’s Lower Household, first as a general servant and later assistant to Lady Ylette, his Radiancy’s costumier, since she was fifteen. Féonie had been fortunate indeed to get even that first position, and sometimes could not quite believe that this was her life.

      When Lord Conju, who ran his Radiancy’s household, summoned her before him and Lady Ylette, Féonie was at first terrified she’d done something wrong. They both looked very serious, and she could only stand there doing her best to hide her fear that they would send her away.

      Féonie was from a very, very poor part of inland Mgunai. Her family had nothing: she was the only one who had ever been more than ten miles from home, bar two cousins who had gone to the city and never been heard from again.

      It had been one fortunate chance after another, seized and held as tightly as she could, that had led her to this point. Some months what money she sent home was all that the rest of her family had.

      “Do you know why you’re here?” Lord Conju asked her.

      Féonie shook her head, unable to speak. His voice was gentle, which was worrying: usually it was astringent, persnickety, cautious.

      Lady Ylette looked nearly sour. “You’ve heard,” she said, “that his Radiancy’s secretary has been made the new Lord Chancellor.”

      Féonie nodded. Everyone had heard that. She had never met the man, but she revered him, for his reforms had meant that the last time there had been a drought, no one in her family had starved. She’d even heard, from the letters sent by her one brother who had been to school, that there was a new health centre in their village, and it was free. Féonie had been shocked enough to find that she was permitted to go to the Palace physicians that she could barely fathom the idea that her family had such a privilege now as well.

      Lord Conju looked at Lady Ylette, who tossed her head and said, “If you must take her from me, you must.”

      Lord Conju turned his gaze at Féonie, who tried not to shrink back. His face, more intent than she was used to, suddenly softened. “Don’t fret, we’re not sending you home, Féonie. Sayo—Lord Mdang needs a larger staff than he has had before, and we thought that you would be a good candidate for his costumier.”

      For a moment his words made no sense. Then Féonie ventured, “Who would I work under, then? Does he have a personal tailor now?”

      “He goes to a tailor,” Lord Conju said.

      Lady Ylette frowned and shook her head. “You will be in charge of his garments. I have received permission from his Radiancy to make Lord Mdang’s first new court costume, before his induction as Lord Chancellor, and you will assist me to learn the colours and fabrics appropriate to his new position.”

      “Assuming you’d like to take it up,” Lord Conju added.

      Féonie had not got where she was by saying no to an opportunity that presented itself. “I’d be honoured,” she said clearly, if a touch faintly.
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      For a few months, she was tremendously busy, for Lord Mdang needed an entire new wardrobe to match his new position. He was unfailingly polite to her, asking after her background and family, not forgetting any names she mentioned of her siblings. He didn’t ogle her, let alone try anything else. She hadn’t expected he would, not with the rumours about him and his Radiancy, but it was still such a relief to feel safe.

      She was better paid, too, and of course, being able to start to develop her own ideas for his clothing was a splendid gift and opportunity.

      All in all, she liked Lord Mdang very much. He appreciated her work and her designs, and he wore them well, and he was always polite.

      And then she discovered why he had been made Lord Chancellor, as the quiet reforms that he had always undertaken started to become much grander and more apparent.

      She had been in his household for a year, maybe, when he called his staff together to talk about his new annual stipend plan. The moment was one that would live on her memory: a shining jewel far beyond anything she’d ever experienced before, even the one when the well-born Lady a’Nyura visited her school and chose Féonie to be her lady’s maid.

      Féonie had only been twelve, but she had been the prettiest and the smartest, the one her family and her teachers had all decided was the one who might be able to make something of herself if they were able to make sacrifices and get her to school, get her those opportunities. She had not wanted to leave her home and her family, but she knew they were always one step from hunger.

      She had gone with Lady a’Nyura and learned everything the housekeeper and senior maids would teach her. She had already liked sewing, and learned how to care for the fancy cloths and ribbons, the jewelry and the hair and all the rest of the dream-like life of the nobility.

      They had gone to court when Féonie was fifteen so that Lady a’Nyura could look for a husband.

      She had found one; and he had not been so polite as Lord Mdang, no, not at all.

      Her ladyship had dismissed Féonie instantly when she'd heard what had happened. She'd not listened to a word of Féonie's protests that she had not wanted her ladyship’s new husband to kiss her or fondle her. None of that had mattered: it was nevertheless her fault.

      Féonie had found a hidden corner in the servants’ halls, somewhere she could cry in private. She’d been terrified out of her wits when one of the Imperial Guard found her, but he had been gentle and kind and listened to her story, and when she had sobbed it out over his shoulder he had not hurt her further but had instead taken her to Commander Omo, who had listened to her story and summoned his Deputy Commander, the terrifyingly aristocratic Ser Rhodin, who had carefully retreated to a safe distance, his hands perfectly visible, when she shivered on seeing him. Commander Omo had then taken her to Lord Conju, who was also an aristocrat but was definitely not inclined towards young ladies, or any ladies at all, and thus safe.

      She had learned later that Ser Rhodin had spoken to Lady a’Nyura’s new husband, who sent Féonie a written apology and a large sum of money, and then promptly retired to his country estate, apparently permanently. Lord Conju gave her a position in the Tower under Lady Ylette, which was how Féonie had found her true calling as a costumier.

      When Lord Mdang gathered his household together in one of his elegant rooms, she was not afraid of being dismissed without notice or references, but she did … well, she thought she would probably always fear disaster.

      Lord Mdang had had someone set out chairs, but he himself stood, a little excited, a little nervous. He’d lost a bit of weight, Féonie thought, watching the way his clothes fell. She’d have to re-measure his waist before she made his next outfit. The fashion was for a close-fitting tunic and then a looser robe, and while this one was hardly baggy, it was not quite to the point.

      “I have called you together,” Lord Mdang said abruptly, “to discuss a … project I have been working on for many years.”

      They all looked at each other. Lord Mdang had many, many projects, and while they were affected as much as anyone else by them, he had never before called his household together to discuss them.

      “It is a monthly stipend,” he said simply, and then when they stared blankly at him—Féonie certainly had no idea what he meant—he smiled in that sudden, boyish way he had, the way that made his whole face light up and look decades younger, and went on. “It will eventually extend to everyone, but right now I am starting with a trial year with the Palace staff. I would like to emphasize that you do not need to keep your position to receive this.”

      That caused a buzz, no one really saying anything clearly but all looking back and forth, muttering a bit. Féonie frowned, trying to understand what he meant.

      Lord Mdang lifted up his hand. “I am not asking anyone to leave. Indeed, I hope you enjoy your work enough to stay. I am happy with your service. But …” He looked around, meeting each of their eyes carefully, looking, Féonie felt, deep into her heart. “But you may not be happy here. And if you are not, this is a way for you to be free to make another decision.”

      He smiled at them and let his accent sharpen. “You know I am not an aristocrat myself. I am from very far away from Solaara. It is hard to be so far from home sometimes. I’m sure some of you feel the same. I know it is most often money that is at stake. I have worked—many people have worked—very hard over many, many years to get to this point.”

      He paused there, and into the silence Féonie lifted her hand. “Lord Mdang?”

      “Yes, Féonie?”

      “Are you saying that this is an addition to our salaries?”

      He took a breath. “Yes. It is not contingent on your work, however. This is for you just for being you. Everyone will get it eventually. Right now we are beginning with the Palace staff so I can have examples when I bring my full plan before the Council of Princes next year.”

      And so, suddenly and unexpectedly, Féonie received an extra sum every month.

      The first month, she looked at the small pouch of coins and thought to herself that she held in
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