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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 her hands more money than her family usually saw in a year.

      The second month one her friends invited her out to a play in the city, and Féonie was able to say yes.

      By the third month, when she sent money home again, she probably would have done anything for Lord Mdang.

      By the sixth month her brother told her that three of their younger siblings were now at the school instead of in the fields. By the tenth month her grandmother had been able to go to the city to have a tumor removed. By the end of the year her family had a house.

      And that was before the annual stipend was indeed extended to everyone, absolutely everyone, and for the first time since she had been taken away by Lady a’Nyura Féonie could afford to go home and see her family.

      When, therefore, Féonie learned that Lord Mdang was going to be made Viceroy of Zunidh and run everything when his Radiancy went away, she was entirely in favour and also fiercely determined to ensure he looked his absolute best during all the ceremonies.
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        * * *

      

      She had been invited—Lord Mdang’s whole household had been invited—to witness the fantastic fire dance he had performed in the throne room.

      It had been Féonie’s first time in the throne room, and she had stared at the jewels in the floor and on the ceiling and draped over half the people in the room, and the coals laid out in strange, sinuous patterns, and felt as if she were in a dream.

      Her friends among the guards—Ato was the one who had found her, that first time when she had cried over his shoulder, and his partner Pikabe, and those of his Radiancy’s core guard who were not currently on duty—came and drew her to a position halfway down the hall, where she was able to see. She was so much shorter than practically everyone else, but no one gainsaid the Imperial Guards when they placed themselves somewhere.

      And so she got to see when Lord Mdang came out, and the whole of his fantastic performance. She had never seen anything like it—had never imagined anything like it.

      He wore what he’d called a grass skirt, made out of leaves woven together, that shirred and whispered as he moved. He was otherwise naked, barefoot, bare-legged, bare-chested, bare-armed, bare-headed. One necklace hung about his neck, the pearls and black stone pendant Féonie had seen when she was taking his measurements.

      In the flickering, dim light of the coals, he stood below the throne like one of the demigods or earth deities. Féonie watched, entranced, as the man she knew as a kind and gentle and brilliant administrator, a bureaucrat—someone who sat at a desk all the day—danced a complex and beautiful dance across burning coals for nearly a full hour.

      She had seen the holy men back home walk across coals, in a trance of ecstasy. That had always seemed incredible, impossible, an inhuman feat.

      Lord Mdang placed his feet precisely in the open channels of the pattern, his hands and his arms moving gracefully, with meaning she could see but not understand. His steps were light as a bird skimming across a field.

      She was crying, open-eyed tears running down her face, the heat from the coals making the air waver in front of her.

      She had observed this man, watching his motions and his bearing, ensuring he looked ever better as he settled into his position and his power. She knew he had been exercising more, and that it could not all be dancing, for she had seen the evidence in his body, as his waist slimmed and his shoulders broadened with lean muscle.

      She had never seen such a thing as this. Lord Mdang was no mage, no wizard, no lauded athlete. He was not like the Imperial Guard, who practiced on the fields behind the Palace.

      He was Lord Mdang, who never forgot the name of any of her seven siblings; who always greeted her politely, courteously, kindly, no matter how preoccupied and busy he was.

      This was Lord Mdang, who was brilliant and kind and nowhere near as handsome as any of his friends; and who could dance across fire as if he did it every day.

      Féonie might have fainted from the close, hot, breathless air, the astounding sight before her, the way the firelight picked up the sheen of sweat on Lord Mdang’s torso, but Ato stood behind her, and he let her lean against his solid strength.

      There was something about the way Lord Mdang danced that made her feel as if she could dance across fire, touching the earth as lightly as a skimming bird, grant meaning and beauty with each sketch of her hand in the air, the heartbeat of the drum coming up through the soles of her feet.

      When she watched the holy men walking across coals, she had never felt that way.
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        * * *

      

      When she next met with Lord Mdang, she chided him for not showing her his family patterns before.

      He gave her a look, surprised⁠—

      More than surprised. She rambled something, as his face showed a piercing grief and yearning and doubt, and then it cleared, and he replied with an almost convincing lightness. But she noted the tremble in his voice, and the tears shining in his eyes, and the way he pressed his hands flat against his thigh.

      She puzzled over his response that night, even as she studied the sketches she’d made according to his hesitant descriptions.

      He was not an aristocrat, but he had already been so highly placed when Féonie first encountered him that she had always imagined his status unassailably high above her.

      But he wasn’t, was he?

      He was like her.

      He was from far, far away; a small, isolated community; a large family. She did not think his family was anywhere near so poor as her family had been—they had come to visit him, and they had seemed quite ordinarily well-off, the same sort of class Féonie had worked so hard herself to join.

      She would never have dared put her grandmother’s embroidery on a court costume. Not unless she wanted to be condescended to, told she was quaint, patted on the head and smirked over.

      Féonie studied the things Lord Mdang had from home, the carvings and his strange, beautiful shell necklaces. She went down to the museum and scrutinized the Wide Seas Islander collections, and she talked to his nephew, and she did her best.

      Her best was good—very good. Getting better every day.

      But not, for all that, good enough. Not for the raiment Lord Mdang would be wearing for the final stage of the viceroyship ceremonies. They took place in the Vangavaye-ve, in his home, in front of his family. Féonie knew better than anyone just how much it mattered that he wore the right clothes for such an occasion.

      She looked at all the court costumes she had made for him, and studied the grass skirt he had worn for the fire dance, and the painting he had acquired of his great-uncle as a young man. That last was the most helpful, for Lord Mdang’s great-uncle had clearly been in some version of finery.

      Féonie studied the painting and knew how little she knew. She could not recognize all the materials, and all she knew from what Lord Mdang had said was that each leaf and stitch and line of paint and pearl had significance and meaning.

      At last she admitted defeat. She could not find out enough in Solaara.

      Therefore, she resolved—for she would not, she would not, do anything less than more than her best for Lord Mdang, at this ceremony of all ceremonies—she needed to do some primary research.

      She needed to go to the other side of the world and talk to his great-uncle.
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      As she could obviously not go to Lord Mdang for assistance, given that this was to be a surprise, Féonie gathered her courage and requested an audience with his Radiancy himself.

      Despite nearly four full years in the Lower Household of the Emperor’s Tower, the closest Féonie had ever come to being in his Radiancy’s presence was that time in the throne room when Lord Mdang had danced across the fire. She remembered the rich, velvety voice, falling out of the air above them like rolling thunder.

      Lord Conju arranged the audience and accompanied her to it once it was granted, after a thorough overview of all the courtesies she was supposed to employ. Since she came for an official audience, Féonie passed through the seven anterooms of the public entrance to his Radiancy’s apartments rather than the service halls.

      It would have been much more intimidating had she not known all of the guards on duty, and been able to smile and greet them by name; and if she had not spent the past few years in Lord Mdang’s household, and herself been able to hold some of the cloths, seen some of the treasures, on such deliberate display here.

      She barely noticed the treasures, as Lord Conju swiftly led her through the rooms and the guards saluted and opened the doors. Féonie smiled at them, and saw their returning smiles, carefully hidden from Lord Conju, as she trotted along in his wake.

      She knew they loved his Radiancy, and so too did Lord Mdang, and so he could not be cruel.

      Commander Omo—himself!—announced her, for he was on the personal guard today, him and Ato. Féonie’s heart beat with excitement. It was not as if she and Ato were courting, exactly, but they were friends, and she was glad he would be here. He would not say anything, of course, he had told her often enough of the utter imperviousness and strength the guards were supposed to display at all times.

      Féonie had spent many pleasant hours with the guards over the years. Many of them had sisters back home, wherever home was, and they missed their families as she missed her brothers.

      And of course, there was Ato, who smiled at her so shyly.

      Féonie went down into the full formal prostration, and when his Radiancy bid her arise, rose up again as she had practiced.

      She had heard that long ago it had been treason and taboo to look upon the Emperor’s face, but the guards had whispered how his Radiancy always liked those who dared look at him best.

      So she looked at him, under her eyelashes as she had long since been taught, back when she was Lady a’Nyura’s maid and learning how to be an unobtrusive and valued servant.

      His Radiancy smiled.

      He stood in the middle of the room, which was a cool, elegant, beautiful place, with a door to a terrace and two desks. There was a splendid tapestry map of the old empire on one wall. That Féonie had seen before, once when it had been taken down to be cleaned. She’d been granted the honour of assisting Lady Ylette as they worked through the whole dozen yards of the tapestry. Féonie had puzzled over places she had never even heard of, and others that were merely names; and she had been touched, in an odd way, when she went to one of the Palace libraries to study the atlases and discovered that one of the shining jewels represented the town near her home.

      His Radiancy was wearing clothes of sumptuous elegance and eyewatering simplicity. Lady Ylette’s tailoring, of course: Féonie would have recognized it immediately even without knowing she was his Radiancy’s costumier. He wore casual clothes, not court wear: a tunic and trews in perfectly matched Imperial Yellow silk of the most diaphanous weight, and over them sleeveless robes in ahalo cloth of a near-white that was perfectly the colour of the seed pearls weighting its lower hem.

      He really did have yellow eyes. Even without the colour being picked up from his tunic they would have been at least amber-gold. With his black skin he looked the very embodiment of Astandalas.

      “Saya Durgalen,” his Radiancy said, and his voice was as controlled and velvety a thunder as it had been in the throne room. “To what do we owe this pleasure?”

      She curtsied instinctively, smiling prettily up at him, as she had been taught showed off her features best.

      “Glorious One,” she said, “I thank you for this audience. It is presumptuous of me in the extreme, but I have a boon to request of you.”

      His eyebrows rose. They had the faintest hint of gold dust brushed into them. He had a line of gold around his eyes, quite the opposite of lighter-skinned folk who would outline their eyes with black kohl.

      As with all those in training to be personal servants in his Radiancy’s household, Féonie had spent her time with the mannequins used to practice steadiness of hand when applying the complex designs and unfamiliar materials of his Radiancy’s toiletries. It was said that Lord Conju (and those other two or three grooms of the chamber who were trained well enough to substitute in for him on his holidays) could apply such lines of eyeliner without once touching his Radiancy with anything but the barest point of the brush.

      Lord Mdang refused adamantly to wear make-up. He accepted, reluctantly, the perfuming of his clothes; Féonie was fairly certain that was only because Lord Conju made the perfumes as a gift for him, and Lord Mdang did not wish to hurt his feelings.

      “And it is a boon,” his Radiancy said slowly, with a curious light kindling in his eyes, “that you do not feel able to ask of Lord Mdang, in whose household you are?”

      Féonie curtsied again. “I do not, Glorious One, because it is for the purpose of a gift for his excellency.”

      His Radiancy regarded her for a long moment. There was that light in his eyes, and a small smile at the corner of his mouth. (Was he wearing gold-flecked lip-paint? He must be, for the light to glimmer like that. Féonie was not sure she quite liked it; though it did look quite impressive, of course.)

      “Do go on,” he invited her, and as she began to explain her idea, he started pacing, up and down the length of the room, with his hands behind him and his back very straight.

      Féonie admired the way the seed-pearl embroidery caused his ahalo cloth over-robe to flare and swirl about his legs as he paced. He clearly had a habitual path, clear of furnishings: he went past one desk, up to the windows, turned before some decorative thing on a plinth up there, and came back down the same line to the other desk, where she guessed usually his secretary sat. Lord Conju stood silently by the door to the inner rooms.

      When she had finished her proposal, his Radiancy turned back and stood once more before her. She dropped her eyes instinctively in the face of the distant-storm power she could feel in him. She had never been in the presence of a great mage before, and it was breathtaking.

      His Radiancy wore sandals of pristine white leather and Imperial Yellow silk ribbons for their laces. He had gold rings set with white stones on his big toes, and his nails were lacquered gold.

      Féonie rather wistfully wondered if Lord Mdang would wear sandals with silk ribbons, in Zunidh’s colours of course, if she made them for him.

      Somehow she doubted it. Unless it could be passed off as part of a court costume? He resigned himself to practically anything, for those.

      Which made it all the more imperative that this finery, for the ceremony at his home, in front of his family, be perfect.

      “We have long admired your work upon our Lord Chancellor,” his Radiancy declared, and Féonie looked up at him, for surely he had not meant that the way that sounded⁠—

      But he was smiling at her, his golden eyes luminous, and her heart thundered with the weight of his focused attention, his smile, his magic, and the knowledge that his Radiancy was just as much in love with his Lord Chancellor as Lord Mdang was with him.

      Well, thought Féonie. That put a different complexion on matters. It had been tragic enough to imagine the great unrequited love affair—but for it to be requited, but unable to be consummated? That was both high romance and high tragedy.

      Féonie had never thought that those rumours were true … though of course she read the thinly disguised novels and went to the plays with her friends, everyone did. The guards had a book club they had shyly invited her to. They thought Lord Mdang and his Radiancy were better than any play—but of course his core guard got to see them together practically every day.

      “Thank you, Glorious One,” she said politely.

      He nodded absently, and paced again, silently. She waited, once more admiring the lines of his clothes, Lady Ylette’s restraint and genius. Féonie would have to practice adding more simplicity and—and lightness—to her own creations.

      “You will need money, we expect,” his Radiancy said, glancing over at Lord Conju, who bowed shortly. “Have you a budget in mind?”

      And that was surely a yes, she thought, trying not to show her exultation. She lifted her chin and said bravely, “Ten thousand valiants, Glorious One.”

      Lord Mdang was very insistent that there be budgets, and detailed expense reports, for every household expenditure. He didn’t seem to fuss over the amounts, so long as they were reasonable for what they were. He knew better than most people just how valuable ahalo cloth was.

      Ten thousand valiants was an enormous amount of money. Ten thousand valiants was how much Féonie had managed to send home for her family to live on, these seven or eight years since she had gone away in the train of Lady a’Nyura. Ten thousand valiants was a year of the annual stipend.

      Even to his Radiancy, that was a surprising number. He raised one eyebrow, elegantly as he did anything else, and Féonie could see amusement glittering in his eyes.

      “I shall be able to provide a fully itemized report on my return, of course, Glorious One,” she said, refusing to back down.

      His face actually lit with a genuine smile, just a little crooked on one side—and for the first time Féonie realized he was a person, a real person, and he did love Lord Mdang and he knew him, and his Radiancy was smiling because he knew exactly why Féonie would be able to provide a fully itemized report, because Lord Mdang would expect it.

      “Indeed,” was what his Radiancy said, and he swept off up and down his little pacing route, pausing at the splendid blue-and-white vase that sat on a plinth near the middle of the room, and which Féonie had been surreptitiously eyeing, for it was quite as glorious in its simplicity as his Radiancy’s clothes.

      Finally he continued. “We expect your work to be equal to the occasion, Saya Durgalen. The Cavalier an Vilius will arrange for the money …” His Radiancy glanced at the empty second desk, shook his head, and crossed to the fancier desk, which seemed to be his own, for he found paper and a pen and ink without any hesitation. He wrote several lines, folded the page, sealed it casually—though Féonie was almost certain it was the Imperial Seal, and therefore not casual at all—and set it on the table for Lord Conju to collect, which he duly did.

      “It occurs to us,” his Radiancy said, looking meditatively not so much at Féonie as past her, “that Saya Durgalen will be handling both large sums of money and most valuable materials in her excursion. While we would not expect there to be any reason for concern, prudence suggests she be accompanied. What say you, Commander Omo?”

      Féonie knew better than to turn her back on his Radiancy to look behind her, but she listened intently. That faint scrape and nearly-inaudible thump: the commander moving his feet together and saluting with his spear. “Ato would be my recommendation, my lord,” Commander Omo said, and then, perfectly neutrally, “and myself.”

      Féonie could not quite prevent herself from looking down as his Radiancy raised his eyebrow once more, first at her and then at, she presumed, Ato, who stood behind her on the left.

      “Very well,” his Radiancy said, his voice no longer perfectly neutral but almost warm, and she blushed, blushed, as she had not done since she had first come to court. “Commander Omo, we trust you will see to the sky ship? Ten days should be sufficient leave, we imagine.” He fixed his gaze suddenly on Féonie, who dropped once more into the deepest curtsey she could manage without fully prostrating herself.

      “Thank you, Glorious One, for granting me this boon,” she said.

      He smiled at her, that real-person smile, just for a moment. “We shall look forward to hearing the itemized report of your expenditures and the stories of the adventures that go with them upon your return,” he said, and she was grateful that surely was the dismissal, for it meant she could sink down to the prostration again and then, when she had backed away from his Radiancy’s presence, and seen that he had turned to look out the window, she was able to glance just once at Ato and Commander Omo as she was leaving the audience.

      Neither moved a muscle, until Commander Omo winked. Her heart warmed, just a trifle, and she smiled brightly at Ato as she left to go plan the rest of her adventure.

      She liked that his Radiancy had understood that this was an adventure, for her. She could begin to see why Lord Mdang adored him so.
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      It would take Féonie three weeks to get home, and she had thought that an embarrassingly far distance, demonstrating just how rural and backwards her home was.

      It would take Lord Mdang months.

      But because she had been smart enough to go to his Radiancy, she got to go on one of the sky ships, and thus it would only take three days.

      She was given a cabin, and Commander Omo had one, which Ato could have shared but he had preferred to bunk with the sailors, whom he knew, apparently, from earlier journeys with Lord Mdang and his Radiancy. This was the ship that usually sailed Lord Mdang, and so Féonie, once she got over the extremely odd realization that she was being considered a social equal with—with Commander Omo! And the captain! She was given a seat at their table—well, once she was able to accept that perhaps this was a bit of a fairytale, then she could make good use of the freedom of the ship.

      She talked to Captain Diogen, and what would probably have been officers on another of the sky ships, had he not run his ship (as she soon found out) according to the Islander tradition. Traditionally they had a captain, and a navigator—apparently these were not always the same person—and the rest of the crew did all the necessary jobs.

      “That’s why you have me to dine with you?” Féonie dared ask, when Captain Diogen was showing her the splendid spyglass in the look-out.

      “When we’re on the postal run, with no passengers, we’re not near so formal,” he replied, nodding at the sailor on look-out—a woman, and wasn’t that a marvellous thing? The crew was nearly equal halves male and female sailors, and there were three (three) who were neither, and went by Sayu. “It’s not our way, on the Islands.”

      “How splendid,” Féonie replied warmly, and turned the conversation to what they thought of Lord Mdang, and what they knew of the people in Gorjo City she’d been told to seek out.
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        * * *

      

      It was not all conversations and meals with the captain. There was plenty of time for Féonie to sit with Ato, Commander Omo a discreet distance away, and talk.

      They didn’t talk about anything important, of course. They sat on a bench placed in the middle of the ship, and they looked at the clouds and the endless expanse of blue ocean below them, or stars above them, or islands when they crossed the scattered atolls and mountainous islands of the Wide Seas, and they whispered over the newest developments in the drama that was Lord Mdang and his Radiancy’s epic romance.

      Captain Diogen had a parrot that he called Kip, which took an unaccountable fascination for Féonie, and kept bringing her things he’d stolen off the captain’s desk. Féonie told Commander Omo, when he came to collect the objects, that stolen gifts was not a courting custom of her people, and that gave the commander the opportunity to ask her what her courting customs were.

      Commander Omo was a very smart man, and Féonie had long known from the guards’ book club that he was a great romantic, so that was a very pleasing development. She was fairly certain she’d seen Ato take out a notebook, but she had carefully not looked at him.
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        * * *

      

      Then they arrived in the Vangavaye-ve (not, as anyone who had spent more than a quarter-hour in Lord Mdang’s company very well knew, the Vonyabe or Vonyabi or Vongavi or any of the miscellaneous spellings one might find in Astandalan-era books), and Féonie was focused on work.

      Mostly.

      Gorjo City was reputed to be one of the most beautiful cities in the world—in the Nine Worlds, even—and she felt it behoved her, as someone trying to fully understand Lord Mdang’s culture so she could reflect it properly in her art, to make sure she got a very good sense of the place.

      Commander Omo had spent some time wandering around Gorjo City with his Radiancy, apparently, and had suggestions for where she and Ato might like to go to … take in the ambience.

      Féonie would have been more shocked at the idea of his Radiancy wandering around like a real person if she hadn’t known all that about him and Lord Mdang, and also if Gorjo City hadn’t been quite so beautiful. No one could be unmoved, surely, by this city built on the water, with the verdant mountains of the encircling islands in the distance, and the two volcanoes so perfectly conical looming above the houses.

      And the water! Féonie’s family were the poorest of the poor, in the arid inland sea of Mgunai: they harvested salt, raking up the sparkling white crystals, labouring in the dehydration pools owned by the local lords.

      (That had been owned by the local lords. Féonie’s brothers, released by Lord Mdang’s annual stipend from the near-slavery of their social rank and poverty, had gotten together with others from their village and formed their own cooperative saltworks. Féonie had designed a label for them, knowing from her time at court just how important reputation was; she had nearly burst, and had certainly actually wept, when she saw Durgalen Salt for sale in the shops of Solaara.)

      Anyway. They were poor, and water had always been a precious, precious thing. A city built on water was like a mirage.

      The people who lived there clearly used boats as easily and casually as Féonie’s neighbours might use donkeys or bicycles. She eyed the boats with amazement and trepidation, and was glad that Commander Omo and Ato knew how to navigate the complicated network of boardwalks and bridges that acted as dry land.

      Not that Féonie couldn’t have found her way, because they had not even climbed down from the sky ship tower when someone said, “Oh! Isn’t it Cousin Kip’s friend! Omo, wasn’t it?”

      Commander Omo nodded back, but she could see he was pleased to be recognized and so warmly welcomed.

      “Is Cousin Kip with you?” the man asked, peering at the sky ship. “We weren’t expecting him …”

      “No. We’ve got another commission.”

      The man looked at Féonie curiously, who held up her chin and tried to look dauntless, since she was far too young and pretty to be intimidating. She felt a motion, as Ato came up behind her, and the man grinned with a kind of wistfulness. “I’ll make a note … Is the ship staying?”

      Captain Diogen disembarked then, and with a sharp nod at Féonie and the commander, bore the chatty man off to his office. Féonie relaxed.

      “You’ll find,” Commander Omo said unexpectedly, “that everyone knows Lord Mdang, and they will all call him Kip.”
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        * * *

      

      This turned out to be entirely true.

      Féonie was armed with a letter of introduction from Lord Mdang’s nephew Gaudy, who had also given her the careful advice as to which of the many people involved in making a traditional Islander outfit she needed to speak to and in what order.

      She began, therefore, by asking Commander Omo if he knew the way to Lazo Sayo Mdang’s barber shop.

      He gave her an approving smile, nodded, and set off without hesitation into the maze of boardwalks and bridges. Féonie took a deep breath—it was very early morning, and she was not recovered from the sight of sunrise over the Vangavaye-ve.

      The air smelled good. She looked at the water as they crossed over it, or walked beside it, or waited while someone sailed a boat through an opened drawbridge before they could pull the ropes that would let the two halves return to the horizontal. It seemed remarkably clean, and there were any number of fish, and strange creatures that grew sideways out of the posts and pilings like monstrous underwater flowers.

      The city was not anywhere near as large as Solaara: they crossed nearly half of it in about half an hour, if Féonie was any judge of time. She wasn’t entirely certain she was, for she was so intent on taking in all the things she was seeing—the houses, the fish, the birds, the plants (growing in pots! Everywhere!)—the people.

      Oh, the people.

      They were beautiful: their skin a lustrous rich bronze, darker than Lord Mdang’s—but then, Féonie considered, he spent the vast majority of his time indoors. Perhaps when he spent time outside his skin would become as richly coloured.

      It was a bit of a pity that he didn’t spend that time outdoors. If his skin-tone were this deep he would set off the rich blues and whites and oranges of his court clothes to perfection.

      She wondered if there were any way she could persuade him to go outside more. Even in his own rooms, Lord Mdang was always fully clothed. She wasn’t going to be able to persuade him to go out into the gardens wearing nothing but his trews so that he could have an even tan.

      It was a pity, though.

      She caught sight of a man walking by in traditional Islander clothes, or—well—clothes was not really the right word. Finery was what Lord Mdang called it. And it was fine.

      A grass skirt, knee-length, of intricately patterned shades of buff and red and purple, and a shell necklace such as Féonie had seen that Lord Mdang wore. But not as nice, she thought: Lord Mdang’s was made of the exotic golden pearls that⁠—

      That were not exactly exotic here, were they? No more than rubies were exotic in Féonie’s home, for all it was considered a rare gem in Solaara. Rubies were valuable, of course—she remembered her grandfather finding one, once, when he’d gone up into the mountains for firewood, and he’d sold it and they’d all had enough to eat for months.

      She lifted her chin and caught up to Commander Omo, who had drawn ahead while she was thinking. It was due to Lord Mdang that those hard times would not come again, not for Féonie herself and not for any of her brothers or her little sister or anyone.

      “This is it,” Commander Omo said, stopping outside a very ordinary sort of barbershop indeed.

      Féonie looked at it, not doubtfully—had she not already decided that Lord Mdang’s family were ordinary? But—consideringly, yes. Gaudy had been very emphatic that she needed to get on “Uncle Lazo’s” good side, and if Tanà Tovo were there, him even more.

      Féonie remembered Tanà Tovo from his visit to the Palace. He’d chatted with her about Lord Mdang’s clothing, which he’d admired enough to please her vanity, and about her home and family and why she was there, and once when Ato had come in behind his Radiancy, Tanà Tovo had elbowed her and whispered that the guards all seemed to be very fine and did she think it was because his Radiancy liked looking at their muscles.

      She’d nearly forgotten that. But it did suggest⁠—

      It suggested that seeing Lord Mdang in Islander finery would please his Radiancy as well. First, because he loved Lord Mdang, and he appreciated Féonie's art and increasing skill in dressing him well. Secondly, because he loved Lord Mdang, and he would know what wearing his own proper finery would mean to him. And third, because he loved Lord Mdang, who had been working hard on his physique and should get to have it be admired by the one he loved.

      Since his Radiancy and Lord Mdang were playing out a tragic romance in front of her very eyes, that was the least she could do in return.

      The least.

      There were three old men outside the barbershop, sitting on benches with some sort of game in between some of them. Féonie assessed their clothes, and lingered on the shell necklaces. She was sure that it meant something that each of these elders had a snug necklace very like the one Lord Mdang always wore, and a second one of a single material. Tanà Tovo had had such a necklace, a red one. Made of fire coral, he’d said, to represent his area of study, because he was one of the lore-keepers.

      These were other lore-keepers, then. Féonie smiled winningly at them and said, “I am looking for Tanà Tovo, if he is here?”

      “What business do you have with him?” That was the elder with a necklace that looked as if it were made of green-violet beetle elytra. There had been a fashion for that at one point, when Féonie was still with Lady a’Nyura: she had spent weeks sewing hundreds of the beetle wing-cases to a lace overdress.

      Her hours at the museum and talking to Gaudy and the Islander sailors on the sky ship had paid off. She curtsied. “Are you the efà of the Walea? I may have business with you also, sir.”

      The elder did not pretend not to be surprised. “Not too many velioi recognize my efela, girl.”

      Féonie reminded herself she was dauntless. “I am here to learn to make proper Islander regalia for Cliopher Mdang—Kip, I suppose you would know him as.”

      The three old men looked at her, and the two who were playing dominoes quietly nodded to each other and began to pack up their pieces.

      “Tovo’ll be back in a bit,” the efà of the Walea said. “Bit of an emergency out the back with Lazo. Nothing to worry about, but they’ll be busy for a while. But you’ll want us, anyhow. If you know my title then you’ll know I’m the one to talk to about what someone’s earned.”

      “And what has he earned?” The other elder asked doubtfully. Féonie wasn’t sure of their gender, now that she had come closer to them: but she did recognize their efela (that was the word for the necklaces) from Gaudy’s description. This was one was made not of beads but of superbly beautiful knots made out of ahalo silk and what she was astonished to see was foamwork fibre.

      “You are the fenà of the Nevans,” she said with more certainty than she quite felt. “And that is why I have come here, to sit at your feet,” (oh, she was glad she’d talked to Gaudy!) “and tell you what Lord Mdang has achieved, that I might make for him regalia appropriate to his status as well as his rank.”

      The third elder burst out laughing. Unlike the other two elders, he had three efela. One looked like stones. Just—stones. Pebbles. They weren’t even particularly pretty, though they were nicely rounded and smooth. And the second was even odder, to her eyes: pieces of wood and small white shells. The third was, perhaps, oddest, if she hadn’t seen Lord Mdang’s portrait of Tanà Tovo in his rooms and learned from the old man himself that he had been a great pearl-diver in his day.

      A necklace of pebbles, another of mixed wood and very ordinary-looking white shells, and a loop of flame pearls.

      Gaudy had said that the man with these efela was Tanà Tovo’s boyfriend, who was a god-touched hermit who collected shells out on one of the otherwise uninhabited islands and didn’t come into the city very often, but was greatly to be respected if he did.

      Gaudy hadn’t given her a name or a title, and had looked a little uncomfortable when she’d asked for one. Féonie let the old man, Tanà Tovo’s boyfriend, examine her closely, and examined him right back.

      She’d only ever seen one other person with eyes that strange, and he was worshipped as a living god.

      Right.

      There were always stories.

      “Kovim,” she said, curtseying to him. It meant ‘grandfather’ in her own language, and she offered it as a gift, remembering both grandfathers, both dead now, who had been small men, in the ways of the world, and remained large in her memory.

      He grinned at her and reached into a sack he had at his side. “Will this do, Féonie?”

      Tanà Tovo might have told his boyfriend her name. She stepped forward, hand out, and he dropped a strand of the fire coral in her palm.

      She met the elder’s eyes, and remembered everything Lord Mdang had ever done for her, personally, and for everyone else in the whole wide world, and she said, “It’s a good place to start, yes.”
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      Féonie and the Islander Regalia is a short story in the Lays of the Hearth-Fire series. You can find out more about Cliopher’s Buru Tovo and Islander culture in Portrait of a Wide Seas Islander and about Conju’s backstory in The Game of Courts. There will be more to come about the Imperial Guards’ Book Club—visit my website, www.victoriagoddard.ca, to find out more about all my stories and to join my newsletter to hear about new releases.
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