Leaf by leaf, page by page


Throw this book away


All the sadness, all the rage


Throw this book away


Rip out the binding, tear the glue


All of the grief we never ever knew


We had it all along


Now it's 


Smoke





The things we've written in it


Never really happened


All of the people come and gone


Never really lived


All of the people have come have gone


No one to forgive


Smoke





	-"Smoke", Ben Folds Five








	"This meeting of the Valendia Parliament will now come to order."


	The speaker's voice rang out through the large, hollow chamber, echoing off the high ceiling and the vaulted wooden walls, designed specifically with acoustics in mind, to let even whispers carry easily.  Though those who had built the great meeting hall centuries ago had been adamant that no untoward dealings would go on among their number, this was easily circumvented, Piers had found.  When he'd first become a lawyer for the council, he'd been young and idealistic; he'd been shocked at the secret agendas and manipulations that went on behind the scenes, in the rooms just down the halls and in the palace courtyards.  He'd soon enough seen the necessity of it, though, and his duty was, after all, to protect and keep the peace of the kingdom.  The ends must justify the means, for there were too many conflicted, misguided fools sitting in the seats of power for any righteous decisions to come about through the proper methods.


	If a few years dealing with parliament had caused him to abandon what he'd once thought of as integrity, the few years following had caused him to become jaded, and he looked upon the unhappy child sitting at the end of the table opposite him with neither guilt or pity.  Even if the boy's father had been quite the hero, Aldous Bardorba had been a liberal even among liberals.  With his death three days past, the political balance was precarious, and those who served the king and the kingdom, as Piers did, knew they would not get another chance to set things the way they rightfully should be.


	Beside him, Father Segante shifted a bit as Piers was called upon, and the lawyer resisted the urge to give him a warning look as he stood to take the floor.  Though their most dangerous enemies had been silenced over the last few years - and the most dangerous just a few days ago - a few sympathizers remained, and if they were to see any signs of discomfort, they might be able to discern that more was going on than it appeared.  Today, Piers was ostensibly here to read aloud the wishes of the late duke of the Graylands, from the official documents he and his wife had signed not long before their deaths, and that was all. The priest had more reason to be uncertain, perhaps, for despite his agreement, it might be that he still feared the wrath of his deity for taking part in this scheme. The god of St. Iocus frowned upon deceit, it was said.  Piers had not been particularly pious even in his childhood, and so unlike the priest, he did not fear the fires of hell over their plotting.  St. Iocus would understand that what they did, they did to secure his faith, the true faith, throughout Valendia.  No more lawless heretics, no more rebellious cults... The Graylands would soon be a safe place to live, under the protective hand of the saint, and the rest of the kingdom would follow suit, as the king desired.  As for the shady activities that made it so... well, St. Iocus would certainly intercede on their behalf.


	Rapping the papers he held upon the low table that stood before him, Piers cleared his throat and began to read.  "This is the declaration of Aldous Byron Bardorba and Ellemir Harigotte Bardorba, duke and duchess of the Graylands: If upon the death of the duke, Joshua Corinne Bardorba is too young to take his place upon his father's seat, then shall the regency pass on his behalf, until he is sixteen years of age, to the following... Father Nencio Segante."


	A few murmurs ran through the crowd of nobles at the name - it was known by most that the duke had not been a believer, though his wife's devotion to the church was well-documented.  At last the murmurs subsided into a smattering of applause, which grew into a deafening roar as more of those assembled looked past their surprise to the implications of the appointment: with a priest overseeing the Graylands, the church's power was increased vastly, not only over the Graylands but over Valendia as well, for the church and its supporters now had the two-thirds majority in parliament.


	The wave of applause was halted by a single small voice.  "No!"


	A hush fell over the room as the little boy leapt down from the chair in which he sat, his small hands making small fists as he glared at the lawyer and the priest, who had risen to join Piers at the center of the hall.  "That was not what Father wanted!  You're lying!"


	Piers stared down at him in shock; by all accounts, no one had ever heard Joshua Bardorba speak in his four years.  Most assumed he was a lackwit, which was why Piers and his superiors had thought their plan would go through with remarkable smoothness.


	The majority of the chamber had their eyes on the boy as well, stunned into silence by his outburst.  Even the nursemaid who had been sitting at his side was gaping.  "...Young Lord Bardorba," Piers began, once he had collected himself, "I assure you - I simply read the words your father has written, and made law by his signature and your mother's."


	"A fake!"


	A few mutterings arose in the assembly, and the chairman rose, holding his hands up for silence.  Once the room had quieted, he looked down at the indignant child with kindness.  "Now, now, Lord Joshua... we all know that your mother supported Father Segante for the regency.  Though she and your father had their differences, would she have gone against your father's wishes on such a matter, even as far as forging his signature?"  She wouldn't have, of course, Piers thought nervously; that was why they'd had to forge both signatures instead of only one.  "Besides," the chairman continued, "the Graylands will revert to your jurisdiction upon your sixteenth birthday.  This is not a permanent-"


	"My father was a fair man, and he would never have allowed one of Iocus' fiends to rule his lands for but a day!" the boy interrupted.  "It's a bloody lie!"


	"Lord Joshua, we understand that you are distraught over your father's death," the chairman told him quietly but firmly.  "Please seat yourself and be quiet, and you will be able to go home all that much sooner."


	"Why should I?  You're all a bunch of liars, thieves... murderers!  I know all about you!"


	The nursemaid, having recovered from her surprise, stood at a nod from the chairman to slip her arms around the young noble as his voice rose to a furious shriek.  His fists and feet beat at her with little effect as she carried him sobbing from the meeting hall.


	Once the sobs had faded into silence, the chairman glanced around and nodded.  "Now, let us attend to the matter at hand," he suggested, looking at Father Segante, who had frozen where he stood, halfway up the steps to the podium.  "The regent has been named, and the papers have been checked to see that all is in order," he added pointedly, "and so now we can go on to make the position official in the eyes of the law and the eyes of God."


	His part in the plot finished, Piers left the hall as the ceremony began, and was annoyed to see the papers in his hand trembling.  A mere boy should not have been able to frighten him that much - after all, there was no way that he could have known - why would the duke have discussed matters of politics with a four year old child?  Those young eyes, though, had seemed to stare into his very soul, as if they truly did know the truth.


	Someone behind him nudged his shoulder as he left, and he turned his head only slightly, just enough to see that it was Bishop Jaufres.  "That was certainly odd," the bishop commented, his voice low as they quietly stepped aside into an empty courtroom.


	"God picked an inopportune time to cure the boy of his muteness," Piers agreed.  "Strange, too, that he should speak so well for his age, when he's never before spoken at all."


	"Perhaps he has a demon."


	When Jaufres said something of that sort, Piers could never be sure if it was in jest.  "Considering his father's alliances, I suppose that could very well be.  What shall be done about this, if I may ask...?"


	"Nothing at all," the bishop replied.  "This was an angry, spoiled child making wild accusations, and that is that.  Everyone knows that Aldous coddled the brat.  We have eleven years with which to tame him - and if the taming does not go as well as we like, eleven years is plenty of time for an... accident... to befall young Lord Joshua."


	Another thing Piers had never expected, upon coming to his position, was to hear a man of the cloth speak so about a child, but now he simply nodded and sighed.  It would have been much easier if the boy had been a lackwit after all.


