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      The Truthspoken Heir was originally published as season one of the ongoing serial The Stars and Green Magics, covering episodes 1-36, as well as three prelude episodes (chapters 1-3 here).

      I made some minor editing changes from the original serial version, most notably that Rhys’s last name is now Delor.

      This book features several characters who use gender neutral pronouns (they/them/their, fae/faer/faerself, e/em/eir, or other neopronouns).

      This book, barring the occasional and inspired burst of strong language, is a solid PG-13.
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        A Truthspoken’s life is never truly their own. Truthspoken have choices, but the choices always come down to ‘is it good for the kingdom?’ If not, then it’s not a choice at all.

        ARIANNA RHIALDEN, MELESORIE X IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      “My daughter. I’ve reviewed all available candidates and have begun negotiations with the Javieri family for you to marry their daughter, the prince.”

      Arianna Rhialden, Truthspoken Heir to the interstellar Kingdom of Valoris, stared at her father with perfect control. Perfect poise. Her breath didn’t quicken, her quickening heart rate didn’t show—and it slowed again when she willed it. She was Truthspoken, after all. She was in control of her body and her mind.

      “Father,” she said, inclining her head. “I’d hoped to be consulted on the choice of my future consort.”

      They were in her father’s study. A familiar room, homey in its way. There wasn’t currently a fire in the hearth—her father had been in meetings all day—but the beige walls themselves held a warmth, the powder blue, overstuffed couch she sat on knew her form. She’d spent many hours here under her father’s training, learning how to read every nuance of a face, a posture, a personality. Learning how to shift them at will and become someone else.

      Her father sat back, his narrow eyes sharpening on her. His black hair was bound into a femme-style knot to one side, diamond and red nova heart pins holding it in place. His red lips twitched, and it wasn’t in a smile.

      Arianna braced herself.

      “The Javieri family was the only real choice. It was them or your mother’s family, the Delors—and that line is too close to your own. You know the power they hold, and the power they threaten us with. You know your duty, Arianna. You have always done your duty. Prince Lesander is charismatic, she is excellent with handling people, she has as much social training as it’s possible to have without being Truthspoken.”

      He raised his brows. “She’s beautiful.”

      Arianna gave a tight shrug. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate beauty—she did, even if she had little desire to actually sleep with anyone. Or the time to explore if she ever wanted that option. That wasn’t the issue, though, was it? She wouldn’t have to sleep with her wife, or husband, or spouse, whoever that would be.

      She wanted to not be tied to anyone. She wanted to not be forced into a proximity with someone she didn’t know.

      Arianna was the Truthspoken Heir, and yes, it was her duty to marry. She’d always known it would happen, but she’d thought she’d have more time to train before then. She’d been steadily taking on more responsibilities at the palace. She wanted to go on a tour of the other worlds, solidify her power and persona in the public eye. She didn’t want to spend a significant portion of her time entertaining her future wife.

      There were very few people she actually liked in the universe, and she was sure that this Lesander Javieri would not be one of them. Hardly anyone was on a level enough to be interesting to her.

      “I will, of course, meet with her if that’s what you wish,” she said.

      “Arianna, I’ve already made the formal overtures to the Javieris. Lesander is on her way. That’s a two-week trip from the Javieri homeworld near the Dynasty border. We’ll convert one of the upcoming balls into an engagement ball in your honor. That popular band, the Rings of Vietor, will be in the city then—your sister would swoon to line them up for the ball. It will be an excellent opportunity to build your popular image, make your engagement a cultural event.”

      “Father,” Arianna said carefully, smoothing out the edges of her green silk tunic, “is there something I should know, that you’re rushing this engagement?”

      He’d already made the plans. Adeius, then it was done. She’d have no choice.

      Not that she ever had a choice. Her life was her kingdom’s. Her life would never be her own.

      She met his eyes and saw something there, just a flash of unease, that set her senses on alert.

      “The political climate is volatile,” he said. “Perhaps more than you know.”

      She knew a lot. She knew the politics of the Kingdom of Valoris with its one hundred and eighty-seven vassal worlds. She knew the ongoing schemes of the high houses to gain power and potentially overthrow the Truthspoken who ruled the kingdom. She knew the internal tensions around the Green Magicker sect and their need for more power, and the intensely alien Kidaa on the anti-spin border. She knew all of this, and she couldn’t see where that added up to her needing to secure an engagement to the Javieri prince in the next two weeks.

      “How? How is it more volatile than I know? I’ve been sitting Reception for the last month, listening to the courtiers’ woes. The situation with the Javieris isn’t any less stable now than it was a month ago. I’ve been judging, I’ve been ruling—”

      “While I gather information. While I deal with the Navy and the Army. While I deal with the diplomats and ongoing treaty negotiations. Yes, Daughter, you have been ruling over much this last month, but don’t forget, you are not the Seritarchus. You’re not the ruler of this kingdom—I am. Power needs to be rebalanced, and this alliance with the Javieris will do that. Can you set aside your dislike for people of all kinds—”

      “I don’t dislike people.”

      Arianna stilled as she watched the disapproval on her father’s face. She was losing control of her temper. Adeius, she’d been talking over him. She never got rattled enough to do that. She had to stay in control. The Truthspoken Heir must always be in control.

      “I don’t dislike people,” she said again, her tone more moderate this time. “But I truly don’t see how an engagement now will benefit the kingdom. It will only take me away from my duties, and you need me—”

      “Arianna, I need you to do your duty as the Heir, and at this moment, that is to marry into the house that is most advantageous for the kingdom. You must marry, and you must have your own heirs.”

      She caught something in his tone, and her focus sharpened. “Is your life in danger? Have you been threatened more than usual—”

      He laughed, a jarring, bitter sound. The red nova hearts in his earrings sparked in the light.

      He so seldom laughed it gave her pause.

      “Truthspoken are always in danger of assassination. The sooner you are married and your heirs are started in their incubators, the better for all of us. If I’m killed, you’ll be the ruler. If you’re killed—well, your sister isn’t ready to rule a kingdom. I’m giving you every chance I can to give you a strong and stable rule when that time comes. May it be many, many long years off.”

      But she didn’t like the edge in his voice. If she was always in control, he—well. He was the Seritarchus. He was control itself.

      He stood, tugged down the cuffs of his midnight coat. “Do your duty, Arianna. Marry the prince. If you have to craft another persona for yourself to make it work—do that. Just make it work. The engagement will be in two weeks. Now, if you will excuse me, I have work to do, and so do you.”
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        My dear prince, you stole my heart by just walking in.

        OLUN SHIRALL IN THE VID DRAMA NOVA HEARTS, SEASON 8, EPISODE 12, “ORBITAL DANCE”

      

      

      

      Dressa Rhialden, second Truthspoken heir to the Kingdom of Valoris, caught her breath as Prince Lesander Javieri entered the reception room. Lesander was grace itself, tall, with pale pink skin, her flame-red hair bound up and cascading around bare shoulders, deep blue shirt and tan trousers cut at just the right angles to show off her curves without flaunting them. Diamond earrings that caught the light. Lips slightly parted as she held out her hands to greet . . . Dressa’s sister.

      Dressa was trained to never let any emotion show that she didn’t want to. She kept her smile open and genuine, if not overly wide. Delighted to meet the prince who would marry her older sister, but not so delighted as to cause an interstellar incident.

      Her chest constricted as her sister, Arianna, the Truthspoken Heir, took Lesander’s hands, exchanging chaste kisses. Arianna was perfectly poised herself, not one of her hairs out of place in her elegant knot, minimal makeup on her flawless, copper-brown skin.

      Dressa could be flawless, too. She could be whoever she wanted—but flawless wasn’t the persona she portrayed to the court. And anyhow, flawless wouldn’t matter here in a political marriage.

      And this woman, this prince who almost outshone the Truthspoken Heir herself, was forever out of Dressa’s reach.

      Adeius, she had no wish at all to be the Heir, but the thought of having Lesander as her wife was so tempting. But she had no wish to rule the kingdom someday. She was perfectly happy to leave that chore to her sister.

      “Prince Lesander, it is good to see you well.” Dressa’s father, the Truthspoken Ruler of the Kingdom of Valoris, stood on the other side of Arianna, hands clasped loosely in front of him. He was wearing his own body today—or what body he publicly showed as himself to the court. Athletic build, long black hair bound in a tight braid down his back. Wearing a ring on every finger and a purple high-collared coat that matched his purple color-shifting lipstick.

      Lesander broke from Arianna to clasp his hands as well, though she didn’t go so far as to kiss his cheeks, and he didn’t offer.

      “Seritarchus. I am honored to join your family.”

      “You haven’t joined it yet,” the Seritarchus said dryly, and Dressa watched Lesander stiffen the slightest degree.

      The marriage, of course, was all politics. Lesander’s family was one of a number of high house families actively clawing their way to the highest seat of power in the kingdom—which was right here, in this palace, in this ornate reception room.

      Lesander wasn’t quite the enemy. But she wasn’t coming from an allied family, either.

      “Of course,” her father went on, “after the ball tomorrow evening, the engagement will be formally signed, and we will start the process of acclimating you into our household. Until then, please enjoy your rooms in the guest suites, and make use of every amenity you wish to. The palace staff is at your command—within reason, of course.”

      The problem with a political marriage, Dressa knew, was no one knew just how the marriage would work out. If Arianna wasn’t attracted to Lesander—well, a marriage could succeed without physical love, they did all the time.

      Dressa knew her sister, though. Arianna’s true wife would be the good of the kingdom, and where would that leave Lesander? Their marriage contract required mandatory exclusivity until they’d pulled their second child from the synthetic womb, whether they themselves consummated their marriage or not.

      When Dressa was right there, feeling warmth she absolutely should not feel. This was going to be an excruciating next few years for everyone, wasn’t it? An excruciating lifetime for Dressa.

      And what was she thinking? There were plenty of courtiers for her to have flings with. Her father would negotiate her own marriage in a year or two, and then she’d have her own spouse to deal with. Lesander was beautiful, yes, but she was one of many, many beautiful people in the Rhialden Court.

      Dressa shifted, the slightest betrayal of her agitation, and caught her father’s eye—not good. She didn’t see her father often these days, and that was by choice. Probably mutual.

      “Of course, Seritarchus,” Lesander said with a slight bow. “I will only and ever treat the palace staff with respect.”

      She glanced at Dressa, and the Seritarchus stepped back, waving at his second daughter.

      “By all means, greet your future sister.”

      The words grated, but Dressa didn’t let it show. This couldn’t work out any other way—she wasn’t the Heir, only the second. And High House Javieri wouldn’t settle for the second.

      Lesander’s hands when they took hers were warm and soft. Lesander’s smile quirked sardonically at the corners. Her blue eyes flashed with more personality than she was letting show through, too. As a high house prince, whether she was trained in the Truthspoken social arts or not, she certainly wouldn’t lack control.

      “Sister,” Lesander said. “It is good to see you again. You were”—she bent to hold a hand less than a meter off the floor—“this tall when I last saw you.”

      “You weren’t much taller,” Dressa shot back, and Lesander flashed bright teeth before tamping her grin back again and returning to Arianna’s side.

      As she left, her perfume, like ocean juniper, lingered.

      She couldn’t stare, Dressa absolutely couldn’t stare. Lesander would be her sister.

      And Lesander would be tied to Arianna, who only seemed to get stiffer and more controlled every year. Dressa couldn’t think of a worse fate than being married to her sister—

      All right, no, that wasn’t fair. She didn’t hate her sister, and Arianna was by far the more effective Truthspoken—she could shapeshift her appearance and personality with so much more ease than Dressa. She was born to rule and exuded that birthright in everything she did. It was simply who she was.

      While Dressa did her absolute best to flow with the court, laughing and making friends, the opposite of what a future Truthspoken Ruler should be.

      But—by Adeius, Arianna could at least try to be anything other than cold and calculated. Outwardly, of course, Arianna’s public actions would show exactly as much romance as she calculated would help the kingdom. But it wasn’t Arianna’s image Dressa was worried about.

      Why couldn’t Dressa marry the prince and they raise the kingdom’s heirs and leave Arianna to what she really wanted—ruling the kingdom? Then everyone would be happy.

      Alas, alas. Happiness wasn’t a thing often afforded to Truthspoken.

      Arianna was looking a little wan that night, as she had been for the last few days, which was worrying. Dressa did, truly, care for her sister, petty tyrant though she could be. Arianna should never look other than vibrant—that could only mean enough stress for a lack of control.

      Dressa’s father stepped closer to her as Arianna led Lesander to a set of chairs. The whole point of this meeting had been for Lesander to meet their family, but also to meet her future wife.

      “Lesander can hold her own with Arianna,” her father said softly. “She will do well here, I think. Be welcoming, Daughter. That is your role.”

      Dressa pressed her lips tightly together. Nothing, with her father, meant only one thing, and seldom what it seemed. He’d seen her reaction to Lesander, she knew it. Was this a warning? An admonishment?

      She turned to her father. Put on her most vacuous courtly smile. “Absolutely. Of course I’ll welcome my new sister.”

      If he liked Lesander, if he’d chosen her for his favorite daughter the Heir, of course Lesander would do well. And Dressa would watch, every day, as Lesander lived in the royal residence, talking with her sister, attending functions with her sister, and maybe—maybe—sleeping with her sister, though that was by no means required and Dressa was pretty sure that would never happen. Well, and maybe that was a good thing.

      She strode past her father to take a chair beside her sister, to play the dutiful sister. She always did. She always would—it was her place in the palace court. And truly, she wasn’t unhappy with that.

      Except for Lesander.

      Dressa’s eyes kept meeting Lesander’s, until she finally looked away, because that could lead to nothing good. The engagement ball was tomorrow night, and they’d all be on full display. She’d better start burying her feelings now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            THE COURTYARD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Palace Rhialden, established during the rule of Jisorian Rhialden, Seritarchus III, was largely designed by the Seritarchus Consort, Wang Xiu ne Fantine Rhialden. Wang Xiu was co-ruler in all but name until the assassination of the Seritarchus in the eighteenth year of his rule. Because he died from an attack by a guest staying in the residence wing, Wang Xiu ordered, as her last act as Consort, that the new guest wing be built separately from the palace itself.

        DR. AMI TIERNEY IN HER POPULAR BANNED ARTICLE, “A SHORT HISTORY OF PALACE RHIALDEN, BY ASSASSINATIONS”

      

      

      

      Lesander Javieri, heir to a high house princedom, paused in the broad courtyard of Palace Rhialden. Flagstones spread out like a lake around her, crossed by courtiers and various palace functionaries. Behind and to her left were the administrative and residence wings of the palace; to her right was the guest wing. At the far end of the courtyard, the Adeium, the religious heart of the kingdom, sat with its vaulted steel peaks and cream stone walls, an iron fence surrounding it.

      Courtiers paused when they saw her. They were watching her, she knew. A few had approached her in the palace entrance when she’d arrived, but most kept their distance, feeling the social divide outside of hours that would allow such an imposition. A high house prince wasn’t that far removed from the power of the Truthspoken themselves.

      This palace—this was going to be her home. All of this would be hers someday. Through her wife, sure, but hers all the same. She had no intention of being a passive consort like the current Seritarchus Consort, her future mother-in-law.

      “Ser Prince?”

      She turned, seeing her young servant in green and gold High House Javieri livery, weighted down under her luggage. Lesander had sent some of her luggage to be freighted from the spaceport when she’d landed, but she’d brought her most personal items with her into the palace. She hadn’t been given a chance to set up her own rooms before she’d been taken straight to see the Seritarchus and his two heirs. Her servant had waited in the corridor with her guards while she’d chatted with her future wife.

      She’d studied enough of Arianna’s life and personality to know it would be a mistake to flirt with her. But Adeius, the second Truthspoken, Ondressarie, hadn’t been as subtle as she’d thought about making eyes at Lesander herself.

      Not that Lesander hadn’t found her own eyes trying to stray to Dressa. Her expertly styled, loose, wavy dark hair. Her round face, full figure. Her overall air of openness that couldn’t . . . just couldn’t be all that there was to her. Dressa’s focus had been far too sharp, and she was Truthspoken, after all.

      Lesander would have to be careful there. She was here to marry the Heir, not the Heir’s sister. She could keep her eyes from straying. She had to.

      “Yes, yes,” she said, waving her servant toward the entrance to the palace’s guest wing, which, while it connected to the palace by a covered walkway, wasn’t actually part of the main building. “I’m on the second floor, I believe.” She turned to one of the four guards she’d brought with her from her homeworld. “Go, get the floor attendant so we can find our rooms and settle in.”

      Lesander looked back to survey the courtyard once more, noting those who were still watching her and those who’d moved on. She stopped when she saw a figure far across the courtyard, just coming through the gates of the Adeium, accompanied by her own guards.

      The woman had the same air of unconscious power about her as the Seritarchus. Steel-gray hair, dark brown skin, wearing a trim gray suit with amethyst and ruby stud earrings. She wasn’t wearing her official red and purple robes, or the gold pendant of office, but Lesander had no doubt she was Ceorre Gatri, the Truthspeaker, religious head of the Adeium. The second most powerful person in the kingdom.

      Lesander froze as the Truthspeaker spotted her and changed course to intercept.

      She’d already met all three Truthspoken today; she didn’t know if she had it in her to match wits with the Truthspeaker, too. But she couldn’t walk away, so she braced herself and walked forward.

      “Prince Lesander Javieri,” Ceorre said. She held out her hands to clasp Lesander’s, her posture welcoming. Was the welcome real? Lesander’s family had allies at court, but also many enemies. The Truthspeaker would, of course, favor the Truthspoken, but where did Lesander now fit into that equation, if she was going to marry the Truthspoken Heir?

      “Truthspeaker,” Lesander said, dipping a slight bow. “I’d hoped to see you before the engagement.”

      One of Ceorre’s impeccably groomed eyebrows shot up as she released Lesander’s hands. “Oh? If you’re seeking the counsel of Adeius before you’re betrothed, I’m happy to make time.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      She’d been seeking to understand her place here and how to navigate it best to her advantage, but counsel from the god was as good a reason as any.

      The Truthspeaker’s smile was tight and too knowing. Lesander had to fight hard to keep from stiffening, from losing sight of who she was and why she was here under that matriarchal glare. It reminded her far too much of her grandmother’s stare, and the dowager prince could penetrate steel with her glare.

      “Tomorrow morning, then,” the Truthspeaker said. “Before the ball, before you need to get ready and dress. I’ll be in my office.” She waved at the Adeium. “Come into the sanctum, one of the speakers will show you to me.”

      Lesander held up her hands. “Thank you, but I’m sure you’re busy—”

      “I am. But you’ll be marrying one of my charges, and that makes you my charge as well. Feel free to call on me as Arianna might. But I do have a meeting to get to now, so I will have to see you tomorrow. I’m glad to see you’re well, Lesander.”

      And the Truthspeaker was striding toward the administrative wing of the palace, not once looking back.

      Lesander was aware people were watching. More people than had been watching before. Slowly, exhaling, she turned, the guards who’d followed her to the Truthspeaker now following her back to her waiting servant with the luggage.

      “All right, come on, come on. I don’t want to be out in this sun.”

      She strode for the entrance to the guest wing, her staff following. She didn’t dare look back, either.

      Lesander had no thoughts at all that meeting had been an accident. She’d been at the palace all of two hours, and already she was knee-deep in palace intrigue.

      Which was what she’d come here for. This was her life now. This was her new home. And she had to find her place quickly, because she had too many plans for her to screw things up now.
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        A Truthspoken’s greatest weapon isn’t the ability to Change their appearance, to create or destroy or enhance their beauty. We chart everything around us so we can create the illusion of power or strength or whatever is needed in the moment. What’s needed isn’t always beauty.

        ARIANNA RHIALDEN, MELESORIE X IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      Arianna surveyed the cosmetics arrayed around her prep table with dismay. She’d never needed more than the barest makeup, had never spent much time learning how. The dark bruises under her eyes weren’t going to go away on their own, though. No matter how much she’d tried to Change them, they’d only gotten darker.

      She grimaced and smoothed on the smart foundation that was supposed to give her optimal skin texture and coloration, but it didn’t help much. Neither did the violet lipstick. And neither did swarming her eyes with so much blue shadow she looked like a vid star.

      Well, at least it hid the bruising. Vid star was acceptable; the Truthspoken Heir could be audacious, but never, ever exhausted.

      There was a light rap on the door, and she looked up as her sister, Ondressarie, swept into her prep room. Completely ignoring the genetic lock Arianna had set on the door, as usual. She should get an actual physical dead bolt one of these days, one her sister couldn’t Change the DNA in her fingertips to circumvent.

      Dressa was gorgeous, of course, all round, flowing edges. She wore deep blue trousers and a matching sleeveless shirt trimmed in gold. Her makeup was impeccable, as always. Her expression open and curious, just a touch vapid—but Arianna knew better. Dressa was a wild pond; the surface was one thing, but it hid the teeth beneath.

      They both had their father’s silky black hair, their mother’s copper-brown skin. They both had golden brown eyes, and that husky burr to their voices that people tended to find charming. Truthspoken could be anyone they wished with the Change—within limitations. They had to at least resemble the family line.

      Dressa narrowed her eyes. “Stop analyzing me. And Adeius, Arianna, what did you do to your face?”

      Arianna stiffened. Had Dressa seen the bruising? But no, she only meant the overabundance of makeup.

      Dressa reached for Arianna’s cheek, scowling at the residue of powder. “We don’t have time to redo this—seriously. Where’s your bloodservant? Whatever, no time to get faer. Okay, hold still.”

      Dressa moved like a whirlwind of fabric and makeup brushes and jewelry, finishing with a wide titanium mesh necklace that glittered with precious stones—red nova hearts and pale teal volcanic glass from Zeoman IV.

      Dressa shifted her around to look back in the mirror. She’d added some rhinestones beside Arianna’s garishly shadowed eyes. Vid star, at least, had been upgraded to royal rock star? Possibly. Flowing black trousers, silk coat in shifting black and red that caught the eye with its endless depths. Dressa had fixed the lipstick—it was deep red now.

      “Good,” Arianna pronounced, regaining some of her usual poise. She eyed the sweat gathering at the top of her brow. She tried to Change it, to reabsorb the moisture—Truthspoken weren’t supposed to sweat when they didn’t want to. But the effort only caused her headache to intensify.

      What was wrong with her?

      “Nervous?”

      “Hardly.” It was a lie, and Dressa knew it. Arianna waved a frustrated hand, now set with rings. “If I never married, I would be happy.”

      “Well, Lesander at least seems nice.”

      Arianna cut Dressa a sharp look. She’d seen the way Dressa got flustered around the prince when they’d all met informally the night before. They’d both known Lesander vaguely as children, her being the heir to a high house princedom and them being the Truthspoken heirs to the kingdom—but, well, Lesander had grown up. She was a tower of pale beauty and flame-red hair. Arianna could appreciate the aesthetics, could even appreciate Lesander’s quick wit. But she was not interested in marrying her.

      “Mm. So you marry her.”

      Dressa shrugged a bit helplessly. She’d know, of course, that Arianna had seen the evidence of her crush. Truthspoken saw everything.

      And as far as marriage went, neither of them had a choice in this one. Engagements were made at an interstellar policy level, not on the level of two Truthspoken who’d barely passed their legal adulthood. Engagements were made by their father and were not negotiable—for them.

      Dressa bit her lip. Waved at Arianna to cover her own embarrassment. “You look a little—”

      “It’s just stress. I’m fine. It’ll be better after the engagement ball.” And in truth, it might be stress. Arianna had taken over more of her father’s meetings these last weeks, assuming more duties as Heir with her engagement and then wedding approaching.

      She patted at her hair, braided in a rope down her back. She caught her hands trembling in her reflection and closed them into fists, locked them behind her.

      At least she wouldn’t have to sleep with this prince she didn’t know well and had no intention of loving. That part of formal marriage contracts had been consigned to historical dramas. Sex and gender just weren’t necessary factors when a lab tech could make an heir with two strands of DNA and an artificial womb.

      Arianna’s stomach churned. Not hungry—a half-eaten plate of pastries still sat on a nearby table, all she’d been able to force down. She was regretting that now, no matter how faint she’d felt at the time.

      It had to be stress. Stress could slow or hinder a Truthspoken’s ability to Change. She’d never had that problem before. But then, she’d never gotten engaged before.

      Dressa touched her arm. Arianna wasn’t sure if it was in sympathy, or her need for Arianna to fit into her own plans.

      “It’s just the ball tonight,” Dressa said. “You’ll all sign the papers tomorrow, and that’s private. You’ll be fine. You’re always in control. And we’re late.”

      She gripped Arianna’s wrist and pulled her toward the door.

      Arianna truly hated that flippant part of Dressa’s personality, and Dressa was leaning hard into it now, using it to push her where otherwise it would be inappropriate. It was inappropriate for the second Truthspoken to so handle the Truthspoken Heir, even in private.

      “Dressa—”

      Arianna stumbled, steadying herself on her sister’s shoulder, and Dressa paused. Gave her a calculating look.

      She held her breath, waiting for Dressa to say something more. She could read the question, maybe a little of the worry, in the tight bow of Dressa’s shoulders, in the crease between her brows.

      Because Arianna was always in control. Whatever this weakness was now, this shakiness, the bruising, the ache in her bones and fog in her thoughts—in Dressa’s eyes, and in her own, it would either have to be deliberate, or something she couldn’t control.

      If she, as Truthspoken, couldn’t control the responses of her own body, and especially couldn’t control them in public . . . that could be dangerous.

      She met Dressa’s eyes.

      For three heartbeats, Dressa stared back.

      In those heartbeats, Arianna felt some of the power of her position pass to Dressa. Because they both knew they wouldn’t pull off a flawless night tonight without Dressa helping her. And Arianna couldn’t just not show up, no matter how much she wanted to. Truthspoken were always in control. That was the foundation the kingdom stood on. And it would still stand on that, no matter how much she wanted to shove into her bedroom, collapse on the bed, and just sleep.

      Dressa, as the second Truthspoken, had always made a show of how glad she was that she wasn’t the Heir. She could afford to be whimsical, she could afford to laugh and flirt and all the other things that were so carefully controlled for Arianna. Dressa didn’t want to be Heir, and Arianna had no fear her sister would try to leverage her momentary weakness in that way. But she’d owe Dressa, and Dressa, who would deny that she needed repayment at all, would collect in subtler ways.

      Dressa’s tone remained light. “Okay. I don’t know why you’re playing it clumsy tonight, but don’t overdo it, okay?”

      Patronizing already. Arianna’s lips drew tight, and she tried to will strength back into her body, to will clarity into her mind. To not need Dressa at all.

      But her limbs were not responding as they should, were they?

      Arianna smoothed out her coat, drew a breath that caught in her chest.

      Was this just nerves? But what else could it possibly be? Truthspoken didn’t get sick, it just wasn’t possible.

      “This ball is in my honor. It’s impossible for me to be late,” she said. She could will strength into her voice, at least.

      Dressa rolled her eyes and made a mocking bow, waving toward the door. “After you, then, Truthspoken.”
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        The relationship between Truthspoken and those they rule is alarmingly fragile. One misstep, one move to show the Truthspoken are not fully in control—as described in the mandates and holy books of the Adeium—and those who’d wish to replace them can make their case.

        HOMAJ RHIALDEN, SERITARCHUS IX IN A PRIVATE LETTER, NEVER SENT; PUBLISHED IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      Dressa dragged Arianna toward the door. Adeius, they were so late.

      But late or not, she let go of her sister’s arm before they left the sanctuary of Arianna’s rooms. In private, they could be less of who they were expected to be and more of who they were—not that Arianna had ever seen much difference between the two. But in public? They must be absolutely Truthspoken, true to the personas they’d crafted into perfectly shaped tools.

      In the corridor, guards peeled off from their posts on either side of the door and fell into step around them. Two of Arianna’s in front, two of hers in the back.

      Dressa opened her posture, graceful but not as rehearsed as Arianna, her expression open and friendly. Her job, always, was to be the foil to Arianna’s rigidity. To be the friendlier sibling, the one people could approach and confess their secrets to. This suited her well enough—she had no desire whatsoever to move through life with Arianna’s obsession for control.

      She walked a few paces behind Arianna and to her left, as was proper. As they made the turn from the residential wing to the heart of Palace Rhialden, the walls went from patterned cream to smoky glass, a mirror in which to better study her sister.

      She watched Arianna with Truthspoken-trained eyes. Her sister’s gait was slower than usual, more measured. Her shoulders weren’t as squared, or her posture as formally stiff, though Dressa didn’t think it was for lack of trying. Arianna looked . . . small, and that was a startling thought. She’d always preferred being short, a coiled mass of power, but tonight she was unwound. She looked, for the first time Dressa could ever remember, younger than she was.

      Could the engagement be affecting her that badly? All of these things—her gait, her posture, the sallowness of her skin and bruising that she hadn’t quite covered under her eyes—should have been something she could take care of, either through her training or through Change.

      Yes, Arianna didn’t want to marry, but they’d both known the inevitability of arranged marriages since they were young. Nothing would actually happen except a shuffling of statuses—Arianna would move to a larger apartment, and Lesander would be given her own apartment at the palace. It was all very proper, very humane. They hardly had to see each other more than the occasional acknowledgement that the other existed, and their fidelity clause only lasted until their second child was born to make the next generation of Truthspoken. The public certainly wasn’t expecting love, though of course the public always loved a spectacle. They’d write love into whatever Arianna and Lesander did—love wasn’t the point, and everyone knew it.

      So why was Arianna freaked out enough that she was having trouble with the Change?

      Was it a lover? Could Arianna possibly have fallen in love without Dressa noticing? She tried to picture her sister sneaking around the gardens, grinning while some unknown suitor twirled her among the rose bushes. Yeah, no. Arianna was allergic to breaking rules. Or twirling.

      Arianna made an awkward step and her breath caught. One of the nearby guards shifted, but Dressa moved closer, faster, protocol be damned. They were approaching the balcony rail, where two grand stairways curved down to the entry hall below. Where they’d be totally on display, and Arianna would be on her own. The two Truthspoken siblings—there were always two—would descend from opposite sides to show the guests below how the Truthspoken were always on every side of them, always watching.

      Arianna pressed her hands tight against her pant legs, her jaw set. Not even the makeup could hide the sweat rimming her brow. Whatever was going on with her, it was more than the stress of the engagement. Whatever she thought of this night, Arianna would never purposely endanger the kingdom with her lack of control. Not unless their father had told her to, if it was some plot within a plot . . . ?

      No, Dressa couldn’t believe that, either. The Seritarchus maneuvered people like breathing, but he’d never been in favor of showing weakness—with good reason.

      Dressa’s hand hovered near Arianna’s arm. She could tell how much Arianna wanted to bat it away, but she didn’t.

      Arianna always lorded over her, was always the better Truthspoken, the one their father praised, the picture of perfection. Dressa would have thought seeing Arianna less than in control would be satisfying in some small, petty way. Instead, Dressa was working hard to unknot her own insides.

      “You can do this,” she said in a low voice, so low she wasn’t even sure Arianna would hear.

      But Arianna swallowed, gave the smallest of nods.

      The buzz of voices in the entry below grew louder as they approached the balcony rail. They were still out of sight. Five more meters, and they’d be fully on display.

      Dressa stopped Arianna as respectfully as she could. She waited for Arianna to beckon her to lean closer, then said in her ear, “We can go down your stairs together. Make it look like I’m being rowdy—I’ll trip and take you down with me. Act like you’ve broken something and need time to Change it to heal.”

      Arianna tilted her head, her face a puzzle within her heavy makeup. It was garish and strange to see on her usually austere face. “No. Good, but no. I must do this.” She paused, looked toward the balcony rail. “Come down my stairs with me. Make a show of this being a celebration.” She snorted. “I certainly look like I’m ready to celebrate.”

      Yeah. Dressa could do that. And that was a better plan anyway. She’d turn as much attention to herself as she could, let people be annoyed with her so they wouldn’t be looking as closely at Arianna. Which was in itself risky—this engagement was a major show of Truthspoken strength, uniting the Rhialden Truthspoken to the Javieri Princedom line, one of the only high houses with whom they hadn’t yet intermarried. But drawing attention from Arianna wasn’t nearly as risky as letting her lack of control show in front of everyone.

      Oh, Adeius. This would not be easy, would it?

      Dressa ran personality aspects through herself, calculating the results of each one, until she settled on the right keys she wanted to play.

      Right, then. She looped her arm through Arianna’s, who glanced at her in startlement—that looked real, bravo, Arianna—and ran toward the balcony, pulling her sister with her.

      “Dressa, I didn’t mean—”

      “Hey!” Dressa crowed at the top of Arianna’s staircase. She waved and the crowd below, a sea of nobles and diplomats, celebrities and businesspeople, turned their faces to her. “Hey, everyone! Guess who’s getting engaged tomorrow? Rhialden plus Javieri, yes!”

      A confused sort of cheer went up from the crowd.

      Arianna lifted her chin as if this was all meant to happen and held up her hand in a regal wave.

      The murmurs started, then intensified as Dressa wrapped her arm around Arianna’s waist and descended the stairs with her way too quickly. Arianna did stumble, and she held onto Dressa tightly, but all of that would be minimized in the bluster of the show.

      A deep chime sounded, which should have sounded when both of the Truthspoken began to sedately descend their stairs.

      Well. Not tonight.

      Dressa spun as they reached the tiled floor, pulling Arianna into three tight spirals of a dance move before she spun her out, grinning.

      “The soon-to-be-betrothed Arianna Rhialden, Truthspoken Heir of Valoris!”

      Now there were a few more cheers, some clinkings of wine glasses, people deciding to get into the enthusiasm no matter how odd it was. They were here for a party, after all. Someone Dressa pegged as a genuine rock star put their fingers to their lips and blew an obnoxious whistle, which engaged the crowd enough that Dressa had a chance to help Arianna steady.

      Her sister’s attention was caught on something to her left and Dressa turned, seeing the elegant knot of red hair before she spotted Lesander cutting through the crowd like a fighter through an asteroid field. Her perfume preceded her, an exquisitely expensive-smelling scent of ocean flowers and sea breeze. Oh Adeius, could she not do anything without elegance?

      Lesander bowed to Dressa first, flashing the barest bemused smile—and even that made Dressa’s heart beat faster.

      “Truthspoken Ondressarie. It’s good to see you well.” Not that she hadn’t seen Dressa well the night before, too. Not that Dressa wouldn’t be perfectly happy seeing a lot of her.
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