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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      A Bid to Rule was originally published as The Seritarchus, a prequel serial to The Stars and Green Magics series, covering episodes 1-107, the complete book. While it was first intended to be a standalone (and, quite honestly, less than fifty pages), it took on a glorious life of its own. This book changed the course of the main series in many ways, deepening the characters, interweaving new plotlines, and showing me the story I was building toward all along.

      So, this book has been renamed A Bid to Rule, been given a proper place within the series (Book 3!), and as of this moment is the longest book in the series. It’s also a spy novel inside a court intrigue thriller inside a family saga, and I’m deliciously happy with that.

      So don’t skip this book—so much in here is woven into the story moving forward! I deeply hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it, and that Homaj, Iata,  Zhang, and Jalava will find a happy place in your heart, too.

      As far as changes, I made some moderate editing changes from the original serial version, most notably that one of the rival families’ last names is now Delor. I combined some chapters, too, and there are now 104 chapters, not 107. I also added my beloved header quotes! These are all new and were not in the original serial.

      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 PG-13, with a note that it deals with grief, parental death, and mistreatment among family members.

      
        
        For detailed content notes, please see:

        https://novaecaelum.com/content-notes

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        The death of a ruler is a cataclysmic event in the life of a Truthspoken. But also, it’s only to be expected.

        ANATHARIE RHIALDEN, SERITARCHUS VIII AS QUOTED IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      Homaj Rhialden, second Truthspoken heir to the interstellar Kingdom of Valoris, sat rigid in a wingback chair in his sitting room. He stared down at the single square of quality card stock in his hands. Creamy paper, the writing cramped and hurried. There was a smudge of dirt near the edge. Or was it possibly blood?

      His hands, despite all his efforts, were shaking.

      He looked up at the messenger, a young woman who’d introduced herself as Sergeant Vi Zhang of the Palace Guard, she and her pronouns. She wore a maroon and silver uniform, dark bobbed hair framing a heart-shaped face. She couldn’t have been much older than he was, maybe mid-twenties at most. She stood stiffly at attention, waiting for him to speak. To react. Anything.

      “This—” He cleared his throat. “This is from Commander Tavven’s own hand?”

      “From the scene, Ser Truthspoken, it was handed off to me at the palace gates. The commander is on their way back to the palace now, and I’m to relay it’s their first priority to make sure the palace is secure and you are safe.”

      Homaj stood, unable to sit still with the storm welling up inside him. “Yes. Fine. I’ll go meet them.”

      He couldn’t stay here. Not with the walls too solid, not knowing that just down the hall sat his parents’ apartment, which they’d never inhabit again.

      “Ser?” the guard said, startled into a less formal address. “Ser, you must stay here. I’m to stay with you, in your quarters. The Seritarchus, your father—”

      “Is dead,” Homaj said softly.

      His hands steadied by his sides, but his insides roiled, and he couldn’t gather his thoughts enough to soothe them.

      It was what the note had said. The Seritarchus and the Seritarchus Consort were dead, assassinated in an explosion in the city during a tour of one of the city’s hospitals. A hospital.

      And his older sibling, the Truthspoken Heir, wasn’t in the palace, and wasn’t responding to calls.

      And him? Was he safe here, in his sitting room, in the royal residence of Palace Rhialden? Was he, a Truthspoken, ever safe?

      He needed focus, a purpose, a direction at which to aim.

      Zhang shifted. “Ser—Truthspoken—please stay in your quarters. We have two guards at the doors, and myself, and more on the way. I was the fastest runner. They’ll be here shortly.”

      She was adamant, but not losing her cool. Homaj examined the rank pins on her collar. Yes, sergeant.

      “Sergeant Zhang. What is your assessment of my immediate situation?”

      She tilted her head, calculating. “Two prime targets down, one missing. The Truthspoken Heir was last seen in a meeting with Lord Xavi Birka, with whom they’re known to have casual intimacies. We’ve been unable to contact Lord Birka as well. Or the Heir’s bloodservant, who is also missing. The palace is on lockdown. We are searching and strengthening the perimeters around both the palace and the residence wing. You—you are exactly where you need to be. I advise you to go into your bedroom, which has no windows. We will guard all doors, including the doors into the back passages. You, at least, will absolutely be safe.”

      She sounded like she knew what she was talking about, but Homaj read uncertainty in her voice. His Truthspoken training in reading people and all their subtle cues left little room for lies.

      Not that he thought she was lying to him. Only that she wasn’t so sure of events herself.

      Because it was logical, if you assassinate the ruler, and possibly the Heir, to take out the only other Truthspoken in existence as well. Which would be him.

      “You don’t trust the other guards?” he asked.

      Could he trust her? If there was even a chance that any of the Palace Guard had a hand in all of this, could he afford to?

      She narrowed her eyes, her shoulders shifting uncomfortably in her uniform jacket. “They are the Guard. We are the Guard. We’ll protect you.”

      She also didn’t believe that.

      Zhang looked down and away before bracing herself and meeting his eyes. She knew he’d seen through that statement, too.

      Was this a game, something she was trying to tell him but couldn’t say outright?

      No, she just couldn’t bring herself to say that it might have been someone in the Guard who’d betrayed his family.

      Homaj drew in a long breath.

      He had to Change. He was dressed, now, in his own court finery—an embroidered blue silk blouse, flowing white trousers. His long black hair was braided in an elaborate, asymmetrical pile, set with tiny diamond and nova heart pins. All flow when he needed…command? He didn’t know if he was in command, and he couldn’t think it. Not yet. His sibling hadn’t been contacted, might be alive, might be fine. Had to be fine.

      Adeius. Had to be fine.

      His hands were trembling again, and he squeezed his palms tight. What could he do? Who could he be that would most effectively shield him from any attack and allow him to direct the outcome of events? Let him know what the hell was going on?

      He started for his bedroom, and Zhang followed.
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        I’m good at Change. I like Change. It’s a core part of who I am.

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

      

      

      

      On the way to the bedroom, they passed through Homaj’s prep room, with the closet door open and cosmetics scattered across two separate vanity tables. Then into his bedroom, which didn’t feel nearly as safe as it should.

      Homaj glanced through the open doorway to his bloodservant’s bedroom, adjoining his. “Where’s Iata?”

      He vaguely knew that his bloodservant, Iata, had gone to take care of the things he usually took care of in managing Homaj’s daily life in the palace, but Homaj wasn’t in the habit of tracking his bloodservant’s daily tasks. Iata managed his life; he didn’t feel the need to manage Iata’s.

      He scowled. Iata should be here right now. Iata should be here when he needed him.

      Zhang raised her ring comm and spoke a few quick words in code, wrapped around Iata’s name. Homaj quickly translated: Verify Iata’s whereabouts.

      Zhang listened as the reply came into her earpiece, and it irked Homaj that he couldn’t hear that, too.

      “Iata’s in the kitchen,” she said. “Verified.”

      “Send him up.” He wanted his bloodservant now, but the kitchens were in the basement, two floors below where he was standing and under the administrative part of the palace, not the residence. It would be at least ten minutes before Iata made it back. He needed to start his Change, now.

      Homaj shut the door to his bedroom, locked it, and moved toward the large, four-poster bed.

      “Watch me, Zhang. I will be vulnerable in the trance.”

      “Ser,” she said, startled. “Please wait until the reinforcements have arrived.”

      “Do you think there’s time for that? I don’t. This will be a quick Change only. But I must start it now.”

      He lay down, his thoughts already racing ahead to what he would Change. His facial features, surely. His skin pigmentation. Not his height or overall body shape—there wasn’t time for that sort of structural Change. But he’d shift some of the musculature in his legs so his walk would be different. He’d—Adeius, he hated beards, but it would be useful now.

      With one last glance at Zhang, who had her pistol out and was facing the door, he sank back into the soft mattress and closed his eyes.

      The Change trance came easily to him, and he slipped just below the level of consciousness, his body carrying out the Changes his mind had assigned.

      He knew it was only minutes later when he opened his eyes again. The bones of his face ached, his skin feeling taut and prickly. He hadn’t had the concentration to block all the pain and discomfort of the Change, especially a quick Change, but he sucked in a breath and diverted his concentration there now, only breathing out again as the discomfort eased.

      Zhang looked back, did a double take. “Oh.”

      Homaj levered himself out of bed, hands already combing through his long hair, gathering it into a bun. He hadn’t changed the length or texture, but he had changed the color from black to a dark gold. He stepped into Iata’s room, which held a wall mirror—his own was in his prep room, and he didn’t want to leave the bedroom just yet.

      His features were blockier, brow thick, nose longer. He had a small gap between his front teeth now. His face was paler than his usual tan skin, scattered with freckles. His eyes were wider, though he hadn’t changed the color, which was brown. The color mattered far less than reshuffling his features.

      His enemies, whoever they were, would be expecting him to Change. It was what Truthspoken did. It was how Truthspoken ruled. They might not be expecting him to Change this fast, though—Truthspoken rarely accomplished a Change in under an hour. But then, he’d always been a prodigy of the one thing he was supposed to be good at.

      Homaj finished tying up his hair, smoothed down thick brows and the golden-brown beard.

      He was shaky, he needed to eat and replenish his body’s reserves after expending so much in a fast Change. He pulled open a drawer in the stand beside his bed, grabbed an energy bar, and tore open the wrapper. He’d have privacy in his own bedroom and prep room, but when he went beyond it, he would be this new person. And this new person would definitely not know how to Change.

      “Is it safe to go to the prep room?” he asked. The door would have locked behind them as they’d entered the suite, and it was nearly as secure as his bedroom. But the walls of his bedroom felt more of a fortress just now, one he was suddenly reluctant to leave.

      Homaj cleared his throat. He hadn’t Changed his voice yet—that was a more delicate Change, but he moved it down in pitch. Burred the edges. “Please, check the prep room.” That was better.

      Zhang blinked at him, then waved him back, out of sight of the door, and ducked into the prep room. He waited impatiently for her to check the room and the closet.

      “Clear,” she said.
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        The maroon and silver of a Palace Guard uniform signifies the blood our ancestors shed to reach their new home on Valon, and the stars in which they traveled.

        MUZHARIN IRAL IN “THE SYMBOLOGY OF PALACE RHIALDEN”

      

      

      

      Homaj swept past the vanity tables and headed for the closet. No, he needed to strengthen his walk. Not his usual flow. He needed to project more awareness of his body, of the weapon it could become.

      His closet, as a Truthspoken, held clothing of every size, every cut, from every gender presentation and economic class. He moved toward the back where there was a rack of maroon and silver uniforms and a box beside them holding an assortment of rank and service pins.

      Zhang, half watching him, half watching the closed prep room door that led out to the central hallway of his apartment, frowned. But she didn’t comment as he skinned out of his silks and into the lightly armored fabric of a Palace Guard uniform. He buckled the belt and ran his hands up the front buttons with practiced ease.

      “You’ve worn the uniform before?” Zhang finally asked. Then remembered herself and added, “Ser?”

      Homaj didn’t have to answer a familiar question like that from a guard. But Adeius, he wasn’t that petty. Not now. And he was about to be a guard, he had to function, for a time, as her equal.

      “A few times. Not as who I’m about to be, though.”

      An identity which he was rapidly formulating, with as much plausible backstory as he could. Lt. Karda Reyin, newly detached from the Valon City Municipal Guard, sent to back up Zhang ahead of other reinforcements. Zhang was nominally in charge because of her familiarity with the palace and palace protocol, but as an officer, he was her superior. That would nicely entangle the weird dynamics they were about to face.

      He scooped lieutenant’s pins and a Municipal Guard experience pin from the box and fixed them to his collar. Then he pulled out a Palace Guard issue ring comm and fit it on his index finger, left hand to keep his firing hand free, and fit the small transparent earplug in his left ear. Glancing at Zhang’s pistol, he went to the very back of the closet, keyed a code into a safe door, and retrieved a pistol of identical make, complete with the wear from constant use and cleaning. Which his bloodservant, Iata, did, or one of his own rotation of guards, not himself.

      And where were his own guards just now?

      But they’d been set to change their monthly shifts today. They would have gone back into rotation, new guards being assigned by Commander Tavven this morning. No guards were supposed to form attachments to the Truthspoken they guarded, not for the two heirs, at least. His father had a steady complement of personal guards, but then, his father didn’t have anyone to usurp but himself.

      Homaj closed his eyes, briefly, to shut out thoughts of his father. He couldn’t go there yet. Not yet.

      Zhang watched him, bemused. “Ser?”

      “I’m Lt. Karda Reyin.” He gave a quick summary of his ad hoc backstory, and when he finished, her face was a little pinched, but she nodded.

      “Reyin, then.” Zhang surveyed him again, then straightened, relaxed a little, even. As if she was not in the presence of a Truthspoken, but a comrade-in-arms.

      Oh. Oh, he liked her.

      A knock came on the outer prep room door, then he heard the lock thunk open. Zhang whipped around, pistol up, striding for the closet door.

      Homaj made quick steps to press her arm down. “It’s Iata, my bloodservant.”

      She hovered in the entrance to the closet, holding out an arm to bar him from passing. “Do you a hundred percent know that, sir?”

      The knob turned.

      The knock had been Iata’s. But—but as Truthspoken, he should know that anything about a person could be simulated with enough skill and practice. And before he had any other chance to think, the prep room door swung open and Iata strode in, a cooler in each hand.

      So the cook had decided the palace lockdown might be awhile and had sent up food. Or, Iata had insisted. Iata would know he’d likely Change.

      Iata spotted them just inside the open closet door. Homaj watched him quickly survey them both and their tells to determine which, in fact, was the Truthspoken.

      Iata’s dark brown eyes met his, and Homaj searched the nuances of his bloodservant’s face. Iata was taller than him by a few centimeters, and Homaj hadn’t Changed his height. He was just under two years older than Homaj, a whole lot stiffer all around, and lightyears more responsible. Iata had always presented firmly masc, and his long black hair was neatly braided and wound into a knot at the back of his neck, held with two titanium spikes. His extremely expensive bespoke indigo jacket had little ornamentation, but fit him in every angle.

      Iata wasn’t disheveled. He didn’t look frantic or scared. But then, Iata had much of the same training as Homaj did in schooling his emotions off of his face and out of his mannerisms.

      Did Iata know what had happened? The news had come to Homaj by Zhang, but had that been in strict confidence? Was the death of the Seritarchus public? No, Homaj didn’t think so, or there wouldn’t have been the handwritten note. But Iata would certainly know something was wrong—the palace was on lockdown.

      Iata’s mouth twitched, the tiniest betrayal of distress. Yes. Yes, Iata knew.

      “Is the Truthspoken still in his bedroom?” Iata asked.

      Homaj’s heart slammed into his throat, and for the first time since Zhang had handed him that note in the sitting room, he stopped to consider what he was actually doing. He’d known he’d needed to Change, yes. He’d just had a vicious reminder that Truthspoken were not safe anywhere, especially as themselves. And he’d known that the safest persona to be right now, the one with the best chance at getting actually useful information, was a Palace Guard. Beyond that—

      Iata was asking him what he wanted to do. Iata was asking so much with that single question. If he said no, the Truthspoken was not in his bedroom, then Iata would drop the pretense right now. He’d assume Zhang knew Homaj was Truthspoken. He’d break out the coolers, Homaj would eat, and they’d plan their next steps.

      Iata, as his bloodservant, had a limited capacity to Change. He was from a service branch of the royal Rhialden line, a distant cousin to Homaj. Not a full Truthspoken, either in training or ability, but he could enact smaller Changes to himself if needed. He had much more training in body language, accents, and all the little things that could divert attention from one persona to another.

      But few people outside the royal family knew that particularly volatile detail about the duties of a bloodservant, and Homaj didn’t want to add Zhang to that list just now.

      And if he waited for Iata to make the barest possible Change to be unrecognizable, for them both to pass through the palace unnoticed, it would be half an hour at least. Could he afford that time? Could his sibling, if his sibling was still out there?

      He was going to find his sibling. He hadn’t consciously thought about that, but—yes. Yes, that was what he was going to do. What he’d already been moving toward.

      If he didn’t wait for Iata to Change himself, Homaj would have to go through the back corridors alone. Search alone. And then what? A lone anonymous guard just now, with absolutely no ties to anyone, no identity in the system, would have little traction. Would invite more suspicion than anything.

      Adeius. He was running on adrenaline. He hadn’t thought this through.

      Homaj glanced at Zhang. He’d had to trust her enough to watch him while he Changed, but did he trust her to take her through the back corridors that wound in and around every room in the palace? No guards went through there but the Guard Commander and occasionally the Seritarchus’ personal guards.

      He had the gut sense that wasn’t what was needed right now, either. Not a back corridor trek, anyway. He had to work his way into a visible group. He needed the safety and resources of others, because he had no idea who’d attacked his family, and there were ways certain people could identify even the most skilled Truthspoken. In a crowd, he could do his best to deflect attention from anything that might give off his Truthspoken nature.

      “Yes,” he said to Iata, deciding on his accent and interweaving the city cadences with every word. Leaning into this new persona. “The Truthspoken is in his bedroom. I’m Lt. Reyin, this is Sgt. Zhang. We’ll be in the hall watching the main door until reinforcements arrive.”

      Iata hesitated the barest second, then nodded and pointed. “Out, then. I won’t have you bothering the Truthspoken.”

      There were no cameras or microphones in Homaj’s prep room or bedroom, but Iata wouldn’t know if Zhang was safe or not, and he would have marked the tentative glance Homaj had just given her. Yes, she did know who Homaj was and what was going on, but he wasn’t ready to drop all his walls just now.

      “It’s an emergency, we should be here to guard the Truthspoken,” Zhang protested. Was she getting into the spirit of this, or genuinely displeased Iata wasn’t more concerned?

      Iata’s brows rose. “And you will be. In the hallway.”

      “No, I mean that—”

      Homaj touched Zhang’s arm. “Sergeant.”

      He and Iata had just had an entire nuanced conversation, but Zhang would only see they’d had an awkward exchange.

      She glanced at him, then her face cleared. She nodded.

      “Please let us know if you need anything,” he said to Iata, but Iata had already turned away, carrying the coolers into the bedroom.

      Homaj’s stomach churned. He’d just done a quick Change, and the energy bar hadn’t been enough. He really needed to eat a full and hearty meal. But—but. He was in good enough physical condition that it could wait.

      And what would Iata do? He should stay here and make it seem as if the Truthspoken was in his bedroom. Maybe, after a time, he could come out and announce that the Truthspoken had gone out through the back corridors—yes, that’s what Homaj would do, as it would then allow the guards to disperse. And Homaj could go with them. As Homaj’s bloodservant, Iata’s highest mandate was to protect Homaj by giving him cover, whatever form that cover might take.

      But would Iata do that? He’d certainly follow the logic—but there’d been something in Iata’s eyes that Homaj wasn’t as sure of as everything else.

      Okay. Okay, he needed to recenter.

      “Reinforcements?” he asked Zhang as they moved toward the prep room door. “Have they arrived?” None of this was any good if he’d have to try to explain why an unknown guard had just emerged from the Truthspoken’s bedroom suite. That would be tricky enough as it was.

      She tapped her ring comm and spoke to the guards at the apartment’s outer door, then shook her head. “Only Iata has come in.”

      Okay. Good. He had to get out there and establish himself as Lt. Karda Reyin before the reinforcements arrived. The apartment, of course, was under security surveillance, so that was a risk, but the door to the prep room was in a deliberate blind spot in the apartment’s security systems.

      It was just possible that he himself as Homaj could have been scared enough just now, and tired of waiting for reinforcements on his own, to go out and bring back another guard through the back corridors. Not likely, and incredibly foolish, but possible. It was even, mostly, in character. Homaj Rhialden wasn’t known in the Rhialden Court for making the wisest decisions.

      So there was some leeway, and in the state of chaos the palace was in, the sudden appearance of Lt. Karda Reyin might not be as noticeable as it might in the normal everyday. He was used to taking days and weeks to carefully craft and insert his Truthspoken personas into the daily life around him, but he had been trained to craft on the fly, too. The door guards—he’d find a way to bluff his way past the door guards. His new persona didn’t have to hold up indefinitely, just long enough to get him out there and get some answers.

      “I’m Lt. Reyin,” he reminded Zhang, as he reached for the door.

      “Yes, sir.” She met his eyes, steady and determined. “I’ll vouch for you, sir.”

      She glanced back after the closed bedroom door. There was a question in her eyes, but she didn’t ask it. And Homaj, at least, thought he owed her the answer.

      “Yes, he knows who I am. And what’s happened.”

      Zhang nodded tightly.

      He didn’t say more as they stepped out into the hallway, and she didn’t ask. She didn’t have the lifetime of training that he did, but she was catching up fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            DEFLECTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        The friendly rivalry between the Palace Guard and the Valon City Municipal Guard sometimes escalates to brawls—most often, to their superiors’ chagrin, started by members of the Municipal Guard. Those who avoid brawls, however, might find themselves with a chance to transfer to Palace Guard training at some point in their career.

        VALENTINA MARCH IN “HABITS OF SUCCESSFUL LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS”

      

      

      

      Homaj and Zhang took up different positions around the bend in the apartment’s central hallway, standing so they covered both the doorway to the prep room and the main apartment doors at the end of the hall. Except for them, there were no other guards in the apartment, and Homaj had never liked having servants around at all hours of the day—they only came in during the middle of the day to clean and change the sheets. So he and Zhang were, in theory, alone, besides Iata in his own bedroom.

      And when were Zhang’s reinforcements coming again? It had been more than a half hour since she’d arrived with her news.

      Well, he could establish himself as Lt. Reyin in the meantime, start leaving a trail of doubt for anyone who might be watching. Very few people had access to the security feeds from his apartment, but he couldn’t afford to trust any of them.

      “So, Sergeant,” he said. “Um, what do you all do for fun around here? After hours, I mean.”

      Zhang shot him an incredulous look.

      He shrugged. “What? I’m new here.” He holstered his pistol and shook his arms out, stretching his shoulders before grabbing his pistol again and settling back into a ready pose. None of those motions natural to him. “I mean, I know it’s a crisis and all, but afterward, right? Is there a bar somewhere in the palace?”

      “Fucking Municipal Guards,” Zhang said under her breath, and he relaxed a little. She understood. She got his need to settle into this persona, and she was following him there.

      “No, Lieutenant,” she said in a tone that was clearly annoyed, “there are no palace bars. You think we get drunk on duty? And we’re always on duty here. You should have looked into it more before you signed up.”

      “What? The pay’s a lot better.”

      “And the chance for promotion, I’m sure.”

      “That too. And—” He made himself blush. “I met one of the palace guards in a bar—in the city—and after the fourth drink, she told me I should give it a try. I already have the training, I took all the advanced courses to be able to pull diplomatic duty.”

      Zhang snorted. “Who? Who told you that?”

      “Ina Vogret.”

      “Oh, Adeius. You know Ina likes to lead people on, right? She’d tell you to join because she thinks it’s funny?”

      He shrugged.

      “Did she also mention that fraternization among the Palace Guard is not allowed?”

      A brisk knock came from the main doors and they both stiffened, abandoning the riff. He didn’t recognize the knock.

      “Stay alert,” Zhang said as she moved toward the corridor doors. Homaj followed, covering her from the other side of the hall.

      “Reinforcements,” Zhang said, looking through the peephole.

      “Do you know them? Can you vouch for them?”

      “I don’t know you,” she retorted, which was true enough for him as Lt. Reyin. Well, and for him as himself, too. “Yes, I know them.” The smallest hesitation. “I vouch for them.”

      Not all of them, then. Homaj would be on guard.

      Zhang tapped a code into the door lock and it clicked open, the new guards coming in with a rush of cooler air.

      There were four of them, all in maroon and silver, all with pistols drawn, red lights on the pistols’ sides glowing with the warning of their lethal rounds. Bandoliers crossed their chests, holding crowd-control gear.

      The new guards nodded at Zhang, and one, a short and stocky androgynous person with pale skin and a neat crop of white-blonde hair, frowned at Homaj.

      “Zhang, I don’t know this person. Who’s the lieutenant?” Homaj had seen them among the Palace Guard before, but he didn’t know them well—Jalava, he thought their name was.

      Zhang looked back at Homaj, face pinched again. “This is, uh—”

      Oh, hell, she didn’t remember his name as a guard.

      “Lt. Karda Reyin,” Homaj said, coming down hard on that Valon City accent. “He and him. Just transferred yesterday from the Municipal Guard. I’m still in training here.”

      Jalava, junior lieutenant though they were to his own full lieutenant’s pins, narrowed their craggy gaze at him. “And now you just happen to be in the Truthspoken’s quarters? Forgive me, sir, but has anyone vetted you?”

      “He’s been shadowing me all day,” Zhang said. “He’s got diplomatic training. And please keep your voice down, sir—the Truthspoken’s in his bedroom. Reyin and I are watching the door to the bedroom suite.”

      “I’m in command, Sergeant,” Jalava. “I’m senior here—among anyone I trust.” Another glance in Homaj’s direction. “And I have my orders to see the Truthspoken is safe. I sent the door detail down the corridor to form an extra perimeter check for this section of the residence—you two go outside and take up positions outside the apartment. Municipal Guard, huh?” They studied Homaj. “Are you ready for door detail in a crisis?”

      That was the door guards taken care of, then. Homaj wouldn’t have to bluff his way past them—depending on where they were stationed, he’d just go the other way around.

      “Actually, I’m senior?” Homaj said, raising an apologetic hand.

      Zhang grimaced. “Respectfully, sir, you’re in training, and we are in a crisis. Please defer. Jalava, sir, the Truthspoken asked me to guard him personally, and I’d like to continue to do so. Sir.”

      Jalava huffed, rocking back on their polished heels. “Fine. Not as interesting as standing out here, admiring all the scenery, I’m sure. Go.”

      It was a delay, and Homaj would have to find a way to maneuver the group itself outside if Iata didn’t show, or at least get Zhang outside with him and on some mission or other. But for the moment, establishing himself was still the priority. The safety of the group would do no good if they suspected who he really was.

      Zhang turned back toward the prep room, Homaj moving to follow, but then she paused. “Sir, any word from the Commander?”

      “Nothing new,” Jalava said, their mouth pulling tight. “Tavven will call us when they know more. Our job is to keep the Truthspoken safe and alive.”

      There was a very soft thump in the direction of the bedroom. With the sound dampening in both bedroom and prep room, that had to have been loud for him to hear out here.

      Homaj, nerves spiking, looked at Zhang. They both took off running.
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        The security measures of Palace Rhialden are a secret as deeply hidden and speculated on as our ancestral origins.

        CHENGUANG S.P., POLITICAL FEED COMMENTATOR, IN A POST ON THEIR FEED

      

      

      

      Zhang swore as she reached the door to the prep room, which of course was locked. She banged on the door. “Truthspoken? Are you okay in there?”

      An indistinct voice came from within. Homaj strained to hear any other voices—which shouldn’t have been possible. There would be no other voices. The only other way into that room was through the back corridor entrance in his bedroom, and only the Truthspoken and their bloodservants had access to the back corridors. And Commander Tavven. And a few of his father’s guards.

      Shit.

      Another thump. But were there intruders? Right now, anything was possible.

      And if there weren’t intruders, what the hell was Iata doing in there?

      Homaj glanced at Zhang, his own rising panic reflected in her eyes, the sourness of her breath as they bent their heads close to the door to listen.

      Jalava came up, radiating tension, weapon ready. The other three guards they’d brought with trailed behind them, also alert.

      “Well?” Jalava asked.

      Homaj held up a hand, still listening. He could reach for the door handle and open it. All the locks into his bedroom suite were both biometric and genetic, but he was Truthspoken. He could Change his palm and only his palm back to his own DNA and unlock the door. Not without giving himself away, though. Lt. Reyin had no business being able to open that door.

      Was his secrecy worth Iata’s life?

      Was it worth his own, if Iata was under attack, and that attack had been meant for Homaj?

      Then, he barely had time to step back before the knob turned and the door swung open.

      Iata looked out, glaring at Homaj and the assembled guards. He was holding a—Adeius, a truly priceless artisan shirt, one of Homaj’s, and he’d been intending to wear that this week—to his upper arm. There was a red blotch on the cream cloth, and a red smudge on Iata’s face.

      Or rather, not Iata’s face.

      Homaj stared, his stomach clenching. That hadn’t been ten minutes, but Iata had done a quick job of making broad Changes. He’d pushed his features more royal Rhialden, more like Homaj’s own.

      Homaj’s lips drew tight. If Iata was going to Change—and that hadn’t exactly been Homaj’s plan—he was supposed to Change himself into someone innocuous, someone who could move around the palace with ease, to help the Truthspoken he served. That lie about the Truthspoken still being in the bedroom—that was supposed to be a smokescreen, not a freaking reality. He wasn’t supposed to make it look like he was the Truthspoken himself. He wasn’t supposed to make himself a target.

      And he truly shouldn’t have been able to accomplish all that in ten minutes.

      Zhang shot a panicked what-the-fuck look to Homaj, who, in character, shot the same look back.

      “T-Truthspoken?” he asked. “Is there anyone else in there with you?”

      “My bloodservant,” Iata snapped. “Who left a cooler on the floor where I could trip on it.”

      He nailed the accent, and intonation.

      “I need some quick heal!” he shouted in the direction of the guards, all of them. “If you’ve got any—”

      Was Homaj that shrill when he was angry?

      Homaj took a step back as Iata leveled his gaze on him. “Lieutenant. Give me your quick heal patch.”

      Homaj patted his uniform jacket inner pockets, but he didn’t have any emergency patches, as a guard should. He’d forgotten that detail. Small detail in a dizzying chain of events. But he should have been better than that.

      And was quick heal a good idea with a cut like Iata’s? Quick heal came laced with stimulants, and Iata already looked a little wild around the edges. But was that actually blood on Iata’s arm? Why hadn’t he already healed it through Change?

      Zhang touched Homaj’s arm, but it was Jalava who said, “Truthspoken, you have a medical cabinet in the hall? Like in the Truthspoken Heir’s apartment? Forgive me, I haven’t been in this apartment before—”

      “Yes, yes,” Iata said. “Bandages and sealants.”

      Jalava snapped a finger and sent someone off.

      Homaj nodded. “Right.” Nodded again. “That’s good.”

      Jalava gave him a flat look, and Homaj shut his mouth. This was quickly spinning out of any kind of control.

      Iata grabbed his shoulder. “I need a patch, though. Now.”

      Homaj blinked, and focus crashed back in on him.

      Oh, hell. Iata had Changed far, far too quickly for his ability and skill. There was a danger, when a Truthspoken pushed too far in a Change, too fast, of unbalancing the body’s vital systems. A quick heal patch would pump Iata with stimulants, but the smart readers in the patch would identify the imbalances, too, and release the right drugs to correct them. Iata’s cut was only a means to get to that end and get him out of danger.

      Homaj nodded. He turned and waved to the guards. “I didn’t pack my patches today. Forgot. Does anyone have—”

      But they already had patches out, and three patches were thrust at him. He took them, tearing open the first with his teeth while he reached for Iata’s arm.

      “Truthspoken, may I?” he asked.

      “Yes—” Iata hissed as Homaj lifted the shirt he’d been using to staunch the blood. The shirt tried to stick to the wound. Was the cut that deep?

      No. There was no cut. And this close, Homaj smelled the faintly sweet smell of the makeup he sometimes used to simulate blood, if a specific Truthspoken mission required it. Iata had only ripped the sleeve and liberally poured the fake blood.

      Homaj motioned Zhang back and shielded the rest of them from seeing that, too, as he pressed the quick heal patch over the fake wound. He could feel the slightest tremble in Iata’s arm as he held it, and that twisted his gut all over again. Iata was always, always in control.

      Iata shuddered and leaned against Homaj as the patch took his vitals and began pumping drugs. His skin was clammy, his face pinched.

      Homaj shuffled a half step sideways and awkwardly managed to sink Iata down to sit against the hallway wall.

      “Another patch,” Iata whispered.

      “Another patch might kill you. Truthspoken.”

      He met Iata’s eyes. Saw fear and pain mixing with a staunch anger. Iata’s lips twitched in a grimace—one of Homaj’s gestures. He nodded.

      The guard Jalava had sent to the medical cabinet came back with an armful of bandages and ointments, which Zhang scooped up and knelt down beside them on the floor.

      “Truthspoken?” she asked, shooting another glance at Homaj.

      “Thank you,” Iata said, nodding at the bandages. “I’ll need that when the patch is done.”

      “Ser Truthspoken,” Jalava said, “we should clear your bedroom. The only person in there is your bloodservant?”

      Iata held up a hand. “Yes. This lieutenant and his partner will go in. I cleared them before—I wish to keep visits to my rooms minimal just now.”

      Zhang stood, and so, reluctantly, did Homaj.

      “Jalava, sir, can you keep watch on him?” Zhang asked. “The patch is working.”

      Jalava didn’t look happy about not being able to check the situation for themself, but they eyed the Truthspoken on the floor and nodded, crouching down where Homaj had just been.

      Zhang nodded to Homaj, and they both slipped through the open doorway, back into the prep room.
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        Subterfuge is the highest art form, as the canvas is the mind.

        ANATHARIE RHIALDEN, SERITARCHUS VIII AS QUOTED IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      They checked everything in the prep room. They had to. There were no cameras in this room, but the door to the hallway was still partially open, and the guards could see a small way into the room. Homaj didn’t want to close the door with Iata’s status still uncertain.

      The prep room had some drops of red on the pale blue carpet—blood? No, there were matching drops on Iata’s vanity table, though he’d stashed the bottle of fake blood away again. On the floor, clothing was strewn in a path to the closet. Iata must have come out, poured some of the fake blood on a cloth, and then gone to change into some of Homaj’s clothes, because he hadn’t been wearing what Homaj had seen him in ten minutes ago. Adeius. So less than a ten-minute Change. Five?

      Homaj’s heart beat a little faster.

      What had Iata been thinking? Was the shift toward Homaj’s features only supposed to be a resemblance, or had Iata been aiming way above his training to try and actually form Homaj’s likeness? Iata was a few centimeters taller than Homaj. But—but had he been, in the corridor?

      No. No, he hadn’t. Adeius, Iata. And he’d tried to do all that quickly. Even Homaj had known not to make that sort of Change quickly, and he had all the training and inborn ability to accomplish it. Iata wasn’t a royal Rhialden, and he wasn’t trained in much more than the basics of Change. Had he been trying to train himself in private? But no, that wasn’t like Iata, he wasn’t one to break the rules.

      He’d risked his life just now trying to carry out what he saw as his duty. Homaj wouldn’t be as much of a target if no one was looking for him, because Iata as Homaj was already there.

      The bedroom door was also ajar, and he and Zhang stepped inside without a word. Homaj pulled the door nearly shut behind them. The need to process this was outweighing the need to see to Iata’s safety. Iata had the guards, and Jalava seemed competent enough. If they were loyal. If they were loyal.

      Iata would probably be fine.

      There was a heavy, broken vase on the floor. That had to have been the first crash. There were a few shards that could have made the kind of cut Iata was feigning, though the angle would have been weird. Iata hadn’t been going for accuracy, though, so much as speed.

      And after the Change Iata had just done, it was a wonder he’d thought that far ahead. Homaj knew what a dangerous Change felt like. He’d been pushed there in training before, to know the signs and be able to treat them if he had to. So had Iata, though Iata had more training in what to do if Homaj made a dangerous Change than how to handle his own. Apparently, the part about needing to get to a quick heal patch had stuck. Homaj didn’t keep them in his bedroom—he’d never felt the need, with Iata around to go get them from the hall cabinet.

      He was going to stock a case in the low cabinet beside the bed.

      And there were better drugs in the hallway med cabinet for dealing with an over-Change, too, which if Iata had been tending to Homaj while he was Changing, Iata would have gone to fetch. But since Iata had been alone in this, he couldn’t have asked for them himself, and Homaj certainly couldn’t have shown his knowledge. Not and not show a vital weakness in the Truthspoken armor, or expose Iata’s need. A quick heal patch was effective and also innocuous. No one would question the need to put it over a cut.

      They passed from Homaj’s bedroom into Iata’s, where Iata’s trail had begun. The bed was neatly made, as if Iata hadn’t just used it to attempt a dangerous Change.

      “What happened?” Zhang hissed, glancing back at the series of almost-closed doors. “Is this part of some plan?”

      Homaj debated whether to act like it had been. But he’d been reading Zhang since he’d met her, and he decided he needed another ally just now. He’d worry about the consequences of that decision later. After they all survived.

      “Change can be dangerous if done too quickly.”

      She waved a hand like that was a given, though it certainly wasn’t.

      “Your bloodservant is Truthspoken, too? But I thought—there’s only supposed to be three. The ruler, and the Heir, and you—”

      Homaj grimaced. So very few people knew the true extent of a bloodservant’s abilities and duties. He hadn’t wanted to widen that circle, but, well.

      “He’s not Truthspoken—that’s a title given by holy mandate, and yes, there’s only three. Legally.”

      Two now. Maybe…maybe only one, if his sibling wasn’t yet alive. And were they? Oh Adeius, were they?

      He shoved the thought aside. “Bloodservants have a very limited capacity to Change—and that is a high-level piece of information. I’ll have your life if you share it.”

      Zhang stiffened but nodded. “So—so he tried to Change too fast, is that it, and it made him bleed?”

      “Made him sick. He isn’t cut. He feigned the cut so he could get a quick heal patch, which can help balance his system again.”

      “That…was the blood on the vanity,” she said. “Ah. It wasn’t blood.”

      “No.”

      She tilted her head, studying him. “He looked like you. Like you did before you—” She waved at him, at the appearance he wore now. “Close, anyhow.”

      Homaj glanced around Iata’s bedroom, at the neatly made four-poster, the walnut trunk at the foot. The framed shadowbox holos of Iata’s favorite flowers from the terrace gardens. Iata loved working in the gardens and took every chance he could to work with the plants. He’d taken those still holos.

      Homaj felt his body start to tremble. Had Iata really almost died while on a complete fool’s task—a heroically foolish task—of Changing into Homaj so he could be a decoy?

      He blinked slowly as he kept turning around, gauging these familiar surroundings. Or, had Iata known that there might only be Homaj left among the royal family, and had he just made an attempt to take over Homaj’s life?

      But bloodservants were unfailingly loyal. They were raised knowing it was their holy duty, mandated by Adeius and the Adeium, to serve the Truthspoken, their cousins. He knew Iata. He’d grown up with Iata, though Iata was just under two years older. Iata was, in some ways, like a brother. A subservient brother who could never stand on equal footing with him, sure. But, a brother. More than his older sibling had been. But then, that was part of the bond of Truthspoken with their bloodservants. They had to be close, had to trust. Iata managed his life, and he’d trust no one else with that.

      Had he ever done anything to turn Iata against him? Had Iata ever shown signs of ambition?

      He didn’t think so. But he couldn’t discount it, either, could he? Not when his world was still in the process of being upended, and the assassins had yet to be found.

      “Do you trust him?” Zhang asked.

      Homaj turned back to her. She knew the question was a dangerous one, and she’d still asked it. He didn’t know whether to curse or praise Adeius that he had a guard with the cunning to see deeper into Truthspoken plots.

      “I do. As much as I can afford to trust anyone just now.”

      Zhang nodded. “So what’s the plan?”

      “I think—”

      His mind went blank.

      And there he was again, that point at which he had to think, and he truly did not want to think right now. But he couldn’t plan, could he, without viewing the entire scope of the chaos?

      Oh, Adeius, the Seritarchus was gone. And the Seritarchus Consort. His fathers were both, in an instant, gone. Yes, he’d trained for this, he’d prepared for assassination attempts and he’d already outlived a few milder attempts. Truthspoken were not fated to live long and happy lives, not when they stood against a kingdom that secretly wished to see them fall.

      Was his older sibling, the Heir, still alive? He hoped so, oh he hoped so. Vatrin hadn’t wanted to marry yet—they’d wanted a few good years with their lovers before they took an officially sanctioned spouse, and their father the Seritarchus, after a long and heated argument that had made everyone in the residence wing miserable for weeks, had finally agreed. But because Vatrin hadn’t married yet, they hadn’t produced their own heirs. And if Vatrin was gone…then Homaj was it, wasn’t he? The only Truthspoken left.

      Well, save for his aunt, but that hardly counted, did it? There were only ever three officially sanctioned Truthspoken, like he’d told Zhang. When the Truthspoken Heir had their own heirs, and the oldest heir was judged fit to make the choices it would take to rule—usually at twenty, the legal age of adulthood—the second Truthspoken would renounce their position and forswear their ability to Change, as mandated by the Adeium.

      Because his father was the Seritarchus, his aunt shouldn’t have had to renounce her title until Homaj turned twenty-three years ago. But she’d left when Homaj was eight, after a fight with the Seritarchus. She’d sworn off Change and had left the capital of Valon to wander the worlds. Homaj wasn’t even sure if she was still in the kingdom or had gone to live in another nation, though he was fairly certain his father would have known. That did him little good now, though.

      Homaj drew in a long breath. He pulled himself back into his own persona, his training in control, then flowed back into the persona of Reyin, the guard.

      Whatever else, no matter how bad it was, he had trained for this.

      “We have to, first priority, verify if the Heir is alive. When we’ve verified that, then we can gather resources to protect the Heir.”

      Zhang shifted uneasily. “And if they’re not alive? If you…are the new Heir?”

      Homaj fiddled with the rank pins on his collar, straightening them in Iata’s mirror.

      “Then—then there are ten days before the new ruler chooses his title and style of rule. There are ten days when the new ruler has the legal sanction to hunt down and punish the ones who speeded his ascension to the rulership. Ten days while revenge is considered good and moral, and if he can’t manage it in ten days, he’s not deserving of it.”

      Zhang watched him with narrowed calculation. “If it comes to that, sir, count me in.”

      A warmth, a very small warmth, blossomed in his chest. He wasn’t entirely alone in this. He didn’t even know where Iata stood, but Zhang—her loyalty, her sincerity—nearly sang to him.

      He clapped her on the shoulder and headed for the door. “All clear, Sergeant. Best get back to the Truthspoken.”
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        A name is an introduction, a gateway to who a person can be.

        ANHE ISHII IN A HISTORY OF VALORAN TRENDS IN NAMES

      

      

      

      Outside the prep room, the guards had grabbed a delicate wingback chair from the sitting room and brought it into the hall. Iata sat with exhaustion in every line of his body. But he looked up when Zhang and Homaj came out.

      “I need to eat,” Iata said. “There are coolers with fresh food in the bedroom.”

      Homaj held up a hand. “I saw them, I’ll get it.” He couldn’t have brought them on his own initiative—Lt. Reyin wouldn’t know their necessity.

      He detoured back into the bedroom while Zhang spoke with Jalava and the rest of the guards, though leaving them again made him twitch. Yes, Iata had intensive acting training, and some training in direct impersonation techniques, the best training in the kingdom. But, to Homaj’s knowledge, he’d never put it to this much of a test before.

      Truthspoken were the ones who impersonated people to keep the kingdom in check. When the ruler could be anyone or anywhere, control was constantly established and maintained. But bloodservants were meant to support those roles, and sometimes to make subtle Changes themselves, adopting their own roles.

      But could Iata truly impersonate him?

      “Got it,” Homaj said, holding up one of the coolers as he came back into the hall. He set both down on the floor beside Iata and knelt, breaking the freshness seals. He peered inside.

      Jalava looked over, too. “Does this food need tested?”

      “Straight from the kitchen,” Iata said. “Carried by my bloodservant.”

      “And the bloodservant? He’s absolutely loyal?”

      Homaj looked up, but Iata didn’t even blink.

      “Of course.” Iata took the sweet roll and container of slaw Homaj handed him.

      “And where’s your bloodservant now?” Jalava turned to Zhang. “Did you see him? I heard you verify he was in the kitchens over comm.”

      “He went out through the back corridors,” Iata said. “I sent him to gather more information.”

      Iata pried off the lid on the slaw. “But I don’t know what he’ll find on his own. He’s not trained as a guard. We must go out and find out what happened to my sibling.”

      The reasoning was clumsy, leaning too heavily on the fiction that bloodservants were just loyal valets. Anyone who spent any amount of time in the residence would know differently, of course, though most still wouldn’t know the full extent of it.

      But Jalava’s mouth pulled tight. They were certainly buying it.

      “We’re not going anywhere, Ser Truthspoken.”

      “I know better where to look for my sibling than any of the guards.”

      Which was probably true. But Iata wasn’t pressing that for his own benefit, but Homaj’s. Iata was telling him he wasn’t about to let Homaj go out there alone.

      Homaj opened his mouth, but Iata held up a hand.

      “It might be a long day. Please, everyone, if you haven’t eaten in a while, take what you need. I want all of you in your topmost shape. The cook packed these with several meals.”

      Jalava’s expression soured. They looked around at Iata and all the guards, and at the coolers which were giving off a tempting aroma.

      “Have you had breakfast?” Iata asked. “All of this happened early today.”

      “I was about to go off-shift this morning,” Jalava admitted, looking down at the coolers. They grimaced. “Okay, but eat in shifts.”

      They counted out two of their guards and themself to take the first watch. Which left Homaj, Zhang, and another of Jalava’s backup, Ehj, a tall man with a healing nick on his upper lip, his hair braided in tight rows.

      Homaj sat cross-legged on the floor, pulling out containers, sorting the hot from the cold. Did they have time to eat? Yes, he decided, they had to make the time. For Iata’s sake, to give him time to eat more, and for his own—he wasn’t thinking as clearly as he should be, and just now, that could get him killed.

      He read the labels on each container and handed two more to Iata and set aside two each for everyone else.

      And Adeius, no matter how tight his stomach was with tension, he was starving. A Change like he had accomplished should have required a much larger meal than this, and any benefits from the energy bar were long gone.

      But Iata needed it more. Some of the vitality was coming back to Iata’s face as he started into his second round, some of the life coming back to his posture. What in the worlds would Homaj have done if he’d lost Iata today, too?

      He couldn’t think it. Just could not think it.

      Iata’s hand brushed his arm as he reached for a napkin.

      “Sorry,” Homaj said, jerking back. “Forgive me, Truthspoken.”

      Iata made a small shrug. “No matter. Your name is?”

      “Uh, Karda Reyin. Lieutenant. I’m…new. Sir. Ser. Truthspoken.”

      He felt his cheeks heating, exactly at his command, and looked down.

      “I’m Vi Zhang,” Zhang offered. “She/her. And this is Ehj. That’s Jalava, Chadrikour, and Bozde.”

      Iata made note of all of them. Homaj watched the flick of his eyes as he committed names to memory. Homaj was doing the same for those he didn’t know. Neither of them would forget. Training.

      “Ser Truthspoken,” Zhang said, “forgive me for being blunt, but you’re injured. We need to be able to move swiftly and stealthily. We might need to fight.”

      Iata flexed his shoulders. “The patch helped. I’m good.”

      Homaj finished his last container and stood, waving one of the others over. “Yes, and we’re glad of it, Ser Truthspoken. But you’re also still recognizable. If we go out there, some people will know who you are.”

      “I’m not an amateur,” Iata snapped. “Give me ten minutes—”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to Change again,” Homaj said quickly.

      Iata leaned forward, a dangerous gleam in his eyes. “What do you know about Change, Lieutenant?”

      Homaj looked down. “Nothing, Ser Truthspoken. I just thought—”

      Iata waved a hand. And maybe that was a bit much. Homaj didn’t wave that much. But who among these guards would know that?

      “In any case,” Iata said, “we don’t have time for more Change, or the time needed to refuel afterward. And we’re out of food. Cosmetics will get me there.”

      And they would. Iata, like himself, was a master. Iata often applied Homaj’s makeup as he prepared for the Truthspoken jobs his father sent him on, though Homaj usually did his own in the day-to-day.

      Homaj’s meal churned in his gut. He couldn’t think about his fathers right now, either.

      Jalava came over, tapped Homaj on the arm. “Can you take the main door?”

      Zhang looked like she wanted to protest, but she didn’t have a good reason why a guard lieutenant shouldn’t guard something.

      “Sure,” Homaj said.
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        I crave the performance of a good role. It is immensely fulfilling to become another person for a time, feel what they’re feeling, live a life completely outside my own.

        INSAMMAN RHIALDEN (FICTIONALIZED) IN THE BIOPIC VENORAM IV: THE LIFE OF AN IALORIUS

      

      

      

      Homaj took up where Jalava had been watching, at the hallway’s bend toward the apartment’s entry. He could see the main double doors, and his heart sped up just a little. Yes, he’d had training in being both a Palace Guard and various branches of the military. Not enough to pull from a lifetime of experience, not yet—his training in most professions had been just deep enough to impersonate someone for an afternoon. It was his earnest hope that was all he’d have to do now.

      He knew how to use the pistol in his holster. He knew how to fight hand-to-hand, if it came to that, and likely win. On the other side of those doors was the corridor that ran down the center of the royal residence wing of the palace. Out there—was a lot less safe than in here.

      Unless someone decided to attack the palace with artillery. Or bomb the support beams. Or bombard from orbit—

      He wrenched his thoughts away from those scenarios and focused on the conversation just out of sight behind him, which was falsely cheerful. Jalava was trying to get Iata to tell the places where the Heir might be, if the Heir had caught wind of what was happening and gone into hiding.

      Iata was having none of it. Good. He knew the value of keeping his usefulness intact, and none of them knew how much they could trust the Palace Guard.

      When the meal was finished, Iata called Homaj back, motioned to Zhang, and headed for the prep room.

      Homaj didn’t like leaving the rest of the guards to roam free in his apartment, not with Zhang’s unease, but he just as surely didn’t want to leave Iata alone. He suspected that feeling was mutual.

      “Close the door, this is private,” Iata said, settling himself before Homaj’s vanity table.

      Homaj let the door click shut and heard the lock engage. He hesitated a moment, then touched the control panel beside the door and turned on the active sound suppression fields. The prep room and bedroom weren’t under surveillance like the rest of his apartment, and the sound dampening was already good, but he wasn’t about to take any chances.

      He turned back to Iata, who now wouldn’t meet his eyes.

      Yeah, he knew he’d overstepped. Far, far overstepped in trying to Change toward Homaj. But, that was done. Homaj didn’t have it in him to be angry just now, not when his sibling might still be out there.

      Homaj came around the vanity table, gauging what Iata’s appearance needed, grabbing up jars and opening them. “Let me, it’ll go faster.”

      Iata’s brows twitched in protest, but after a moment, he nodded. Yes, they were both masters at cosmetics, but Homaj was still better at changing the shape of a face, camouflaging with misdirection.

      Iata sat still, his eyes closed, while Homaj worked with as much speed as he dared.

      Questions flitted through Homaj’s thoughts, and admonishments. He didn’t ask his questions, though. Not because they weren’t alone, but because he wasn’t sure he wanted the answers just then. Like, “Did you, oh person who’s like a brother to me, just Change so you could try and take my place?” or “Were you stupid enough to try and draw any attack against me on you?”

      Okay, yes, he was angry. He just didn’t know where or how to direct his anger. He couldn’t afford, even here, to lose control.

      “Zhang,” Homaj said, “can you go into the closet, pull out a Palace Guard uniform in his size?”

      “No,” Iata said, opening his eyes. “If we produce a magic uniform for me, they’ll suspect you also. We’ll need to ask one of them to lend me their uniform. Bring out something one of them can wear.”

      Zhang peered into the closet. “Like what? There’s one of everything in here.”

      Homaj snorted. “To the right, near the back. There’s light tactical street gear. That’s innocuous enough.”

      He finished softening Iata’s features and penned a sheen of gloss on his lips.

      “Egh,” Iata said. “I hate the cherry one.”

      “Too bad. Red liner or blue?”

      “Red.”

      Homaj uncapped the blue.

      “That will make me look bruised.”

      “The red will make you look bereaved.”

      Iata tightly gripped the chair arms. He looked up. “Homaj, I am bereaved.”

      It was a plea. A plea for Homaj to understand why Iata had done what he’d done, and what Iata was feeling now. No, Iata hadn’t just lost his fathers, but the Seritarchus had trained them both. The Seritarchus had been a big part of both of their lives.

      Homaj closed his eyes against his own flood, against the growing tightness in his throat. He’d been trying not to think about the card that still lay on the table in the sitting room, notifying him of a successful assassination.

      “Explosives just don’t get through like that,” Iata went on in a low, heated voice. “Not when the guards are doing their jobs.”

      “I know,” Homaj said.

      Well, and that answered that question, didn’t it? There was no way Iata could have Changed to try to replace him and have that much emotion quivering in his voice, Truthspoken-trained or not.

      Homaj sniffed hard, capped the liner again, and surveyed his work.

      Maybe not his finest work, but serviceable.

      “Lean more femme?” he asked.

      Iata studied himself in the mirror. He nodded.

      Homaj grabbed a comb and pulled Iata’s long hair back—he’d loosened it from his braid in another of those elusive minutes in which he’d had to Change—twisting it into a high, knotted style more popular with femme presentations just now. More importantly, it was a style Homaj found uncomfortable and pinching, so he never wore it himself. Iata would just have to deal. He secured it all with an array of nondescript black pins that anyone could have used.

      Zhang emerged from the closet, holding up an armful of discreetly armored street wear. “I didn’t know what size, exactly. I’m not good at measuring by eye. Half of what I buy doesn’t fit me.”

      Iata stood as Homaj finished the last hair pin. Iata took the bundle from Zhang and sorted it quickly to find what items he wanted, draping them over one arm.

      He rolled his shoulders once, and on the relaxation his posture shifted, became more flowing, his movements much broader than Homaj used when he himself was presenting femme—which was good. Every bit of distance they could put between Iata and Homaj was good.

      “Name?” Homaj asked.

      “Mir,” Iata said. “Or, no. Sky?”

      “Mir is better. Doesn’t stand out.”

      Iata nodded. “Okay, then, Mir. Mir Shajan.” He pitched his voice a little higher, softened the edges. Added an accent that held notes of the rural county outside Valon City.

      Zhang had watched Homaj do this before, but she watched Iata do it again now with furrowed brows.

      “Okay,” Iata said, bobbing his head. “Okay.” The only thing he’d done so far to betray that he was nervous.

      He truly didn’t look at all like Homaj, or himself. Homaj had applied heavier cosmetics, obviously so, though not as obvious on the heavy contouring, and with a deliberate lack of artistry that would absolutely not say “Truthspoken.” Slanting femme had been a good choice, too. Iata was masc in his own presentation, but Homaj had seen him do femme before in training, and he did it with excellent ease. And with Iata—always with Iata—the performance would carry the rest.

      For Homaj’s part, though he wasn’t really feeling it anymore, he’d keep pushing his current persona masc. He scratched at the beard, grimaced, shrugged. It was camouflage, that was all.

      “Okay,” Homaj confirmed. “Let’s go.”

      They made their way back out to the corridor.
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        I don’t always take the back corridors. Sometimes I want to walk among the people as myself, not around them.

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

      

      

      

      It was Jalava whose size best matched Iata’s, and an unhappy Jalava, now dressed in discreet tactical gear, surveyed Iata one last time before jerking their head toward the door. “If we’re going to do this, best get going, Lieutenant Shajan.”

      Iata shrugged and gave an edged smile, patting Jalava’s gun now holstered on his own belt.

      Jalava’s face puckered.

      Adeius, Iata shouldn’t bait Jalava. Would Homaj bait them, if he was himself?

      Well, yes. Yes, he would.

      “Should we take the back corridors?” Zhang asked. “Would that be safer?”

      “No,” Iata said with tight finality. “Those are reserved for Truthspoken and their bloodservants alone.”

      There was an uneasy glance among the guards, which Homaj shared with Zhang. But yes, Iata should absolutely have vetoed that suggestion. If the back corridors were compromised, the whole palace would be compromised, if it wasn’t already.

      “Unless there’s no other choice,” Iata amended.

      “Agreed,” Jalava said. “Though we’ll go in at the first sign of trouble. I’m not gambling with your life. Agreed?”

      They waited for Iata to reluctantly nod, then turned the inner ring on their ring comm, listening through their earpiece.

      Homaj tensed. Would Jalava alert someone that their squad was on the move? But they didn’t, not even in code. Good.

      Homaj didn’t like that Iata’s stumbling out from the prep room after his botched Change, and then switching clothes just now with Jalava, would be caught on surveillance. His own transformation into a guard was more credible now, with Iata-as-Homaj coming out at just the right time to establish that both Iata and Homaj had been there, and that Iata-as-Homaj had been the one to come out. But that also wouldn’t hold up to close scrutiny for anyone who’d seen the surveillance and knew what to look for. There just hadn’t been time to properly set up the identity of Reyin and establish the inroads into the palace he normally would have.

      And who would have access to the apartment surveillance? His father the Seritarchus would have, and his father’s bloodservant, Omari, who helped with the administrative end of ruling the kingdom. And…who would also have been with the Seritarchus at the hospital, he was always near the Seritarchus.

      Tavven’s note hadn’t stated that his father’s bloodservant had also been killed, but a bloodservant wouldn’t be formally listed alongside a ruler, would they? That he hadn’t been named as a survivor was more telling.

      Homaj swallowed.

      So that left Palace Guard Commander Tavven with the only access left to the apartment surveillance. Possibly one of Tavven’s trusted seconds if Tavven was still out and the palace was in a crisis—or maybe not. Would Tavven have remembered, in this crisis, to transfer those permissions?

      Could Homaj trust for absolute certainty that no one else had gained access to the system? Or that Commander Tavven themself hadn’t been compromised?

      He wasn’t at all used to mistrusting the Palace Guard’s ever-present security.

      Jalava waited, listening to their ring comm, then touched their ring again and waved at the door. They’d sent Ehj and Chadrikour to guard the door outside the apartment while Homaj and Zhang had been helping Iata in the prep room, but they’d recalled them back when Iata announced he needed a uniform change.

      Now, Jalava waved the pair back out. “Ehj, Chadrikour. Check if we’re clear.”

      Tall Ehj and willowy Chadrikour carefully cracked the door, then opened it wide enough to slip out.

      They all waited while the two ran opposite directions down the corridor and came back.

      “Clear,” Ehj said. Then added, “All the doors are closed. No one in sight. Didn’t see the door guards we sent down the corridor earlier, either, or anyone around the bends.”

      There should always be someone. Doubly so in a crisis. Did Commander Tavven think that sending Zhang and Jalava’s four would be enough to guard him? Or was Tavven trying to deflect attention from him, concentrating their guards somewhere else?

      Jalava grimaced and made to touch their comm again, then hesitated. They met Homaj’s eyes. “Don’t want to announce we’re on the move.”

      Homaj nodded. “We’d do the same in the Municipal Guard. Were the door guards recalled, do you think?”

      “I don’t know. Everyone, be on guard.” Jalava glanced at Iata, who was thumbing the safety off on his borrowed pistol. “Please tell me you know how to use that.”

      “Of course I know how to use it.” Iata glared at Jalava, daring them to defy him.

      “This is a bad idea,” Jalava said, scrubbing a hand through their short hair.

      “And I might not yet be the Heir,” Iata said. “If Vatrin’s out there, I’m not willing to give anyone else leverage over my sibling. Over the kingdom. We’re going.”

      Yes. Yes. With that, Homaj fully agreed.

      Jalava took a breath. “Okay. Clear enough.”

      They filed out into the residence’s main corridor.

      The air was cooler outside the apartment. Too quiet, everything too still.

      Homaj tapped his own comm earpiece on, turning the inner circle on his ring to tune to the main Guard channel. It was mostly quiet, with short bursts of code. No one would risk more, not knowing who or where the enemy was.

      From listening and parsing the code, Homaj gathered that the palace was being searched in earnest for his sibling, Vatrin, and those who’d last been seen with them—Vatrin’s current lover, Lord Xavi Birka, and Vatrin’s bloodservant, Eyras. The status of the second Truthspoken—Homaj—was listed as secure, and Jalava didn’t make any move to update that status. All of the residence wing had been searched and cleared twice, though no one yet had cleared the back corridors. The Guard Commander was the only one besides the royal family, the bloodservants, and a few of his father’s personal guards who had access there, so Commander Tavven wasn’t back yet. And…either his father’s guards weren’t back, either, or they were dead, too.

      Homaj fought to keep his posture in a normal state of alertness, not the itching, crawling dread that was winding up his spine. A new thought grew and loomed large in his mind: his apartment’s internal surveillance was extremely secure, but more people had access to the residence corridor feeds. If anyone saw them come out from the Truthspoken’s apartment with different guards than had gone in, that was an exposure, too. He’d been hoping to plant some doubt with the door guards Jalava had sent out to make a checkpoint, but that wasn’t an option now.

      Well, they were out now. He eyed Iata ahead of him, walking that very fine line between being Homaj and being Homaj being someone else. He checked his own posture, his body language, his performance, and subtly shifted what he thought might help push even more distance between them.

      If it came to it, if Iata drew fire, would Homaj be able to stand there and let him take it? Even knowing that was part of a bloodservant’s purpose, too? Deflection, and support?

      And what if whoever came for Homaj came with an explosion, too? Would it matter if Homaj wasn’t himself just now, if he was still too close? Should they split up? Should he sacrifice Iata to save himself?

      Adeius.

      Of the two of them, with the Seritarchus dead, and the Heir possibly dead or compromised, Homaj had the bloodline and training to become the next ruler. He was supposed to be the second heir. But now, he might be up.

      Between him and Iata’s lives, purely pragmatically, Homaj was far more important than a mere bloodservant.

      But, Adeius. Iata was hardly just a bloodservant, he was like a brother, he was a friend. Iata might be the only family Homaj had left in all the worlds. How could he possibly let Iata go to draw fire and escape himself?

      He swallowed bile. He should make that choice. He really should make it right now. But instead he moved just a little closer to Iata as they walked down the corridor.
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        Truthspoken take personas and truly live in them. A persona isn’t just a role we play, it’s a facet of ourselves that we become.

        ANATHARIE RHIALDEN, SERITARCHUS VIII AS QUOTED IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      “The Adeium,” Iata said as they neared the bend in the central corridor. “Have we searched the Adeium?”

      Homaj had been wondering, too, though if his sibling was there, surely Commander Tavven would know. The Adeium, the religious seat of the kingdom, sat across the back courtyard from the palace. He’d spent many, many days there training with the Truthspeaker growing up. He knew the Adeium as well as the palace itself.

      If the Truthspoken ruled over the minds of the Kingdom of Valoris, then the Truthspeaker equally ruled over their souls, both in the eyes and will of the god Adeius. Equal in their separate authority, balances to each other. The kingdom might have just lost the Seritarchus, its Truthspoken ruler, but it hadn’t yet lost its Truthspeaker.

      But was taking refuge with the Truthspeaker even safe in this crisis? If the Seritarchus had been assassinated, was it a stretch to assume the Truthspeaker was in danger as well?

      Another thing to worry about.

      “Yes, the Adeium was searched,” Jalava said tersely. “The Heir isn’t there. And we searched the administrative offices, and the guest wing, and the terrace garden, though not the grounds gardens yet, not fully.”

      Iata was a few steps ahead of Homaj and didn’t look back, though Homaj could tell by the tiniest twitch of his head that he wanted to. Iata didn’t say what they’d both be thinking—there were places in the Adeium that the speakers could hide a Truthspoken, if they wanted to. If the Truthspoken asked them to. Or even against the Truthspoken’s will, for their own safety.

      There were other places in the palace that Vatrin might be as well that weren’t obvious to the guards.

      Jalava held up a hand, and everyone stopped. Homaj kept his pistol down, but stared at the corridor bend just ahead.

      Jalava signaled Chadrikour and Bozde and they ran ahead, close to the wall, weapons ready. Homaj tensed as Bozde eased to the edge, extending their pistol past it just enough to get a visual reading on the pistol’s tiny screen.

      “Clear,” Bozde said, and went around the bend. “No one ahead.”

      “That shouldn’t have been clear, either,” Jalava said, glancing at Homaj, who they seemed to have adopted as their second, no matter the tangled ranks involved.

      Homaj agreed. In a crisis, guards were supposed to checkpoint every defendable point in any area where a Truthspoken was. He didn’t know if this was a sign of disorganization or something yet more sinister.

      “Where to?” Jalava asked, a soft question, not looking at Iata.

      Iata hesitated. Glanced behind him as if looking back the way they’d come, his gaze passing over Homaj’s. He jerked his chin the tiniest measure downward. Down exactly toward the palace kitchens.

      Homaj waited a heartbeat before dipping his own gaze down, rubbing the back of his neck. Not as blatant as a nod, but Iata would read his body language and know that was his assent. Now wasn’t the time to preserve Vatrin’s various identities as a Truthspoken, no matter how long they’d taken to build.

      “Jalava,” Iata asked, “do you know Siv Gladi, the overflow chef?”

      “Uh, yeah? Yeah, you mean the one who makes pastries? They bring the extras to Guard H.Q. after a gala. What does that have to do with—”

      “Do you know where they are now?”

      “No—I mean, I know they work at the palace during the big events.” Jalava glanced at the bend in the corridor, where Chadrikour had come back and was waiting, keeping an anxious watch on both corridors.

      Homaj grimaced. Wrap this up, Iata. Just say they needed to go to the kitchens.

      “I don’t think Siv’s in the palace, we haven’t had a gala this week. Why are you—” Jalava coughed. “Do you mean Siv is—”

      “Is an excellent chef,” Iata said smoothly. “We should head to the kitchens.”

      “I’ll call it in, we’ll search for—”

      “No, sir,” Zhang broke in, moving past Homaj. “No one else should know until we find them.”

      “Yeah, that’s the point, Sergeant,” Jalava said, wheezing as they pounded their chest. “We have to actually find them.”

      “I mean, I’m new here,” Homaj said, “but even I can tell when the chain of command is thoroughly fucked. You didn’t tell anyone we’re on the move.”

      Jalava’s fist tightened…and eased again, a wave of pure exasperation. “Okay. Okay, then…the kitchens.”

      They made it, finally, around the bend in the corridor, then took a sharp left to an auxiliary staircase—also not guarded. What the hell, Commander Tavven? But on the way down, they did meet four of the Palace Guard jogging toward the stairs on the first floor, and then up them as they passed, only giving the barest nods of acknowledgement. One glanced toward Homaj and at the Municipal Guard pin on his collar. Homaj tensed, but the guard looked past him to Jalava, who nodded.

      When they reached the basement kitchens, an enormous room with dozens of workstations and several full chef teams, the staff was keeping busy. Palace lockdown didn’t mean there were less mouths to feed, apparently, or that those mouths were less hungry. Everyone who’d been in the palace when the lockdown started was still here.

      Homaj inhaled stewing carrots in ginger sauce, an array of thickly sliced printed meats, and freshly baked rolls. He snatched a hot roll from a basket and took a bite before one of the cooks could swat him away. And, well, maybe he shouldn’t have done that. That wasn’t what a guard would do.

      But he grinned and turned up the charm on his smile, even while his eyes were scanning everywhere. Looking for Siv Gladi. Or at least, his sibling Vatrin’s tells, on whoever they might be.

      Vatrin might not have had time to Change much, like Homaj hadn’t had time. Could Vatrin accomplish a drastic enough Change to the taller, thinner Siv, if Siv was a genetic signature and form they knew well? Maybe. But then what about their lover, Lord Birka, who was also still missing? Homaj’s gut said they’d be together.

      Vatrin might be able to do a quick Change on themself, but they couldn’t Change Lord Birka. Only Truthspoken—well, and their bloodservants—could Change. And they’d have little or no cosmetics to work with, not the kind that could shift appearances.

      And what about their bloodservant, too? Vatrin’s bloodservant, Eyras, could be anywhere, and also anyone as well. Vatrin had never been as close to their bloodservant as Homaj was with Iata, but that didn’t mean Eyras wouldn’t protect the Heir with her life.

      “Hey, we’re looking for Siv Gladi,” Jalava yelled over the kitchen din. “The pastry chef. Have they been in today? Has anyone seen them?”
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