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      I made some minor editing changes from the original serial version, most notably that Rhys’s last name is now Delor.
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        A love match isn’t always a thing to be desired. Why tie yourself down when a good seduction will get the same result?

        LORD ESARA TEOH MÉRON BRINT IN A GUIDE TO ETIQUETTE AT THE PALACE RHIALDEN COURT

      

      

      

      Dressa came out of her Change trance slowly, gradually aware of her surroundings. Under the covers, her body held its usual shape, and she sighed deeply, feeling its familiar bounds.

      The scent of ocean juniper turned her head to find Lesander, just rolling over to face her.

      She blinked several times. Had Lesander stayed there the whole hour it had taken her to Change? No, it had to have been more than an hour. Her mouth was dry and thick, more than a Change would account for. She’d—Adeius, she hadn’t just Changed, she’d slept, too.

      Dressa pushed up. The lamp on the end table was on dim, but the room had no windows, no clocks. “What time—”

      “Early morning,” Lesander said. “Shh. The Truthspeaker said the Adeium is guarded, and she guarantees the Seritarchus won’t disturb us. She said she spoke with him last night. Came to me after. She said to let you sleep, and to sleep myself.” Lesander yawned wide. “Which I did.”

      Dressa’s breath hitched. “What did my father say?”

      “You’ll have to ask the Truthspeaker.”

      Lesander groaned and buried her face back in her pillow. “Would you mind sleeping a few more hours?”

      Dressa wasn’t anything like tired now, knowing her father had been to see Ceorre. She had to know how that had gone. She had to know just how deep in the shit she was. In the courtyard the day before, he’d nodded to her. What had that meant? He couldn’t have approved of what she was doing, not after she’d flat-out defied him and gone over his head to Ceorre.

      She looked down at herself, at her own self. Now that she wasn’t Arianna anymore, her mind was not reconciling the urgent fact that she was the Heir—she, Dressa, not Arianna. She herself was the Truthspoken Heir, as herself.

      Lesander shifted, pushed up to sit, too. “Are you all right?”

      Dressa nodded, her mouth compressed.

      Lesander tilted her head, bit her lip. Dressa’s gaze went right there, white teeth on pink lips.

      “Am I freaking you out?” Lesander asked.

      “What? No! No, it’s—” Dressa pushed her hair out of her eyes. She’d look a mess. Her dark hair in tight tangles, no makeup. Absolutely un-sexy. “I’m surprised I’m not freaking you out.”

      “Oh, you are. I’m absolutely freaking out.” But Lesander’s tone was sardonic, the corners of her mouth quirking up.

      Lesander studied her, and Dressa, arrested by the growing heat of the look, stared back.

      “So, am I your type?” Lesander asked.

      Adeius, Lesander didn’t mince words, did she?

      “Uh—” Heat. She was being flooded with heat, and she debated the merits of trying to enter a light trance right now to calm it all down. Would Lesander notice either way? Should she tell Lesander she had a crush on her?

      Well, but why the hell not? Lesander was her wife.

      “Yes. Yeah. You’re gorgeous. And so poised, and—”

      Lesander’s lips met hers, hot and full, her hand slipping around the back of Dressa’s neck.

      Dressa froze for one heart-stopping moment, hardly daring to believe this was happening.

      Then she leaned in and hungrily kissed Lesander back.

      Fingers tangling in Lesander’s flame-red, bed-mussed hair.

      She tasted earthy, she tasted like morning breath, and Dressa didn’t care.

      Lesander pulled back just long enough to breathe against her mouth, “You’re my type, too.”

      Dressa knew she should slow down and think a minute, think about what she was doing, about the politics and the consequences, but she was hungry, in so many more ways than one, and Lesander was a goddess and willing and Adeius the soft skin of her neck tasted just as good as Dressa had imagined.

      And then they were struggling out of their inconvenient clothes. Sheets were tangled. Skin to skin.

      And—Adeius.
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        * * *

      

      Dressa lay beside Lesander, their shoulders touching. She stared wide-eyed at the ceiling, her heart still racing.

      She’d been with other women before, mostly nobles, and it had always been knowing that it was a fling for mutual pleasure and nothing more. She could never have more.

      But this was something more, surely. She was still floating. She wasn’t sure she’d stop floating at all that day.

      Lesander gave a self-satisfied snort, then stretched like a cat and rolled out of bed. “We’d better get to the palace, do you think? You’ll need to be seen coming home today.”

      Dressa blinked at her, her mind and body still unattached, not computing the things of the ordinary world.

      Lesander looked back down at her from tugging on her shirt, fastening the buttons. She smirked and stalked toward the door.

      “Where are you—”

      “Just the bathroom. I’ll be back.”

      Dressa sighed in a relief that held her chagrined.

      Adeius, what was happening? How had they gone so far, so fast? She’d been expecting weeks of probing Lesander’s wishes—she hadn’t at all expected Lesander would like her right back. Would things be awkward now? They hardly knew each other.

      They knew a lot more about each other now than they had an hour ago. And she couldn’t think about that again if she wanted to get anything done today.

      Dressa rubbed her face, got out of bed, and dressed herself.

      She had to be careful. She had to be so careful, because Lesander made her crazy, all of which was currently heightened to the state where when Lesander came back in, the hair around her face curled from splashing water on her face, she wanted to seize Lesander’s collar and drag her right back to bed.

      Had she been the one in control? Had Lesander? She didn’t know. Both. They’d been so entangled. She’d never felt that synchronous with anyone in bed before. She’d never been with someone who hadn’t, on some level at least, been afraid of her and her power.

      Dressa stood near the bed, breathing more heavily than she could smooth away.

      Lesander was a Javieri.

      Lesander was her wife. Her consort.

      Lesander watched her, and some of the bravado left her posture. She approached slowly, more tentative this time, and held out her hands.

      Dressa took them and pulled Lesander against her, she couldn’t help that, just to feel her warmth again.

      “I’m not your enemy,” Lesander said, as if she’d read Dressa’s mind. Or more likely, her body language.

      Dressa closed her eyes as Lesander pressed her lips to her neck. She shivered, and she’d have to stop this soon or they’d be back in bed again, wouldn’t they? Not that she didn’t want that with everything in her. She curled her toes into the floor against the need.

      She gently pushed Lesander back. No, Lesander wasn’t her immediate enemy. But she wasn’t sure why Lesander had decided to kiss her before, she wasn’t sure why Lesander had wanted to sleep with her. Had it been innocent, had it been mutual attraction, mutual comfort? Or had it been a deliberate seduction? Lesander absolutely had evaku training. This was the Rhialden court, where such seductions were common maneuvers. Had Lesander seen Dressa’s crush on her and leaned into it? Had she truly felt attraction in return?

      Ceorre’s warnings about the Javieris were running through Dressa’s mind like blaring sirens. The Javieris wanted to overthrow the Rhialdens. They wanted to be close to power. It didn’t get much closer than this.

      “You’re upset with me,” Lesander said, her posture growing more closed.

      Dressa saw the tactic for what it was, saw Lesander trying to put her on the defensive. Was it a deflection of true hurt, or did Lesander want to push on her emotions?

      Dressa sidestepped the statement, taking a gamble of her own. “I’m the Truthspoken Heir. You understand that I can’t, absolutely can’t, trust you on word alone.”

      “Because I’m Javieri?” Lesander spat.

      Dressa refused to be moved by that ire, either. “Yes. I’m not a fool, and you’re not a fool. Can we agree to that?”

      Lesander swallowed, and Dressa watched her throat constrict with growing heat again. She wanted to press her lips to Lesander’s silky neck. Again.

      Lesander inhaled sharply, half turned, let it out again. “I was prepared for Arianna. I was not prepared for you.”

      That hit Dressa with a thrill to her stomach, but she still held it apart. “In what way?”

      Lesander made a frustrated sound. “Do you want me to outright admit I’m trained to manipulate?”

      Dressa shrugged. “So am I. I only care what you’re trying to do with it. With me.” She had to ask. She just had to straight out ask—she had a sense Lesander would appreciate that far more than subtlety. “Why did you want—” Her throat closed. She waved at the rumpled bed. “Why did you want to be with me, why right now?”

      “Because you’ve been driving me crazy since I saw you, two—no, is it three days ago now? Three days ago. Arianna is not my type, and I felt zero attraction from her. I knew that would be a loveless marriage. My parents knew that—your parents knew that. I think they wanted that. I knew I’d definitely not get to have—” She waved at the bed. “And I didn’t want that with Arianna. But you are—” She took in Dressa, as if the statement was self-explanatory.

      Dressa bit her lip, and she did work to calm her body’s heat then. In this conversation, she couldn’t just be Dressa. This conversation was about politics.

      But she was reading sincerity from Lesander. Not fully sincere in all angles, no. But there in most of them, and strong where they were. Of course Lesander would have her secrets. As Truthspoken, so would she.

      Dressa stepped closer again, and closer, cupping Lesander’s cheek. As Arianna, Lesander had towered over her, but as herself, Lesander was only a centimeter or two taller. She could look her straight in the eyes. Lesander leaned into the touch. Dressa was watching closely. That was not a response Lesander could easily fake.

      And neither was the hunger when their lips brushed again.

      Lesander pulled back first, resting her forehead against Dressa’s. “We need to get to know each other. I get that. But Dressa, please don’t tell me I can’t share your bed. That was incredible.”

      She couldn’t say no. The words would not come. She didn’t want to say no.

      Who did she have in her arms? Her enemy? Her lover? Her wife? Only time and observation would tell that.

      Dressa stretched up to kiss Lesander’s forehead. “Let’s go. You’re right that I need to make a show of coming back. And you need to be there to greet me.”

      Was it crazy that she was looking forward to that moment, where she could embrace Lesander as herself in public? Or should she be more sedate? She didn’t publicly know Lesander—she as Ondressarie would not have spent the last day and night and this morning with her.

      She ran her hand down Lesander’s arm, tugged her fingers, and then let go. “Come. The day’s show awaits.”
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        Sometimes I think the entire point of being Truthspoken is to put on a show.

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

      

      

      

      It was certainly a show. Truthspoken Ondressarie stepped out of a car that arrived in a procession from the city’s spaceport—which she’d actually gotten into at the palace and had the driver, one of her father’s guards and under the strictest security, drive to the port in the city and come right back again.

      She smiled and waved for the nobles lined up at the palace receiving entry, and the reporters and vloggers with all their attendant camera drones. But she didn’t smile too widely, because of course this was a solemn occasion. Her sister had stepped down, and now she was it. This was her first appearance where the worlds knew she was the future ruler of the kingdom.

      Appearance was everything—but then, appearance was Dressa’s specialty. She wore a gold dress with little frill that flattered all of her curves. Gold was absolutely her color. Her long black hair hung loose, makeup subtle. Her presence, though. She dialed that up to ten.

      Dressa greeted Lesander as if they had not, in fact, been together that morning, and her touch did not, in fact, make Dressa burn.

      Lesander’s performance in return was worthy of an award, clasping Dressa’s hands and exchanging a polite kiss on each cheek. Lesander was her usual charismatic self, elegant in a dark green suit, but she made no attempt to outshine the future Heir.

      Their party made it through the palace entry hall, voices echoing. And then to the right, down the long corridor that led toward administrative offices and the guest wing. They stopped at the bank of doors leading to the courtyard where the Adeium sat. That was where Arianna had made her abdication; that was where Dressa would be confirmed as the Heir.

      Truthspeaker Ceorre was waiting on a dais outside the Adeium, resplendent in full formal vestments of violet, black, and red. The Seritarchus stood beside her, as calmly neutral as he’d been the day before. He only smiled briefly and nodded at Dressa as she approached, trailing her guards.

      The courtyard itself was not as crowded as Dressa would have thought, but then, security would be vetting everyone here today so nothing like the attack on Arianna could happen again.

      And the First Magicker was there as well, Dressa saw with a start, standing a little ways off from Ceorre. Mariyit Broden turned, his lined face crinkling in a smile. He stepped forward with hands out, which drew some gasps from the crowd, but they didn’t know what Dressa knew—that the attack at the engagement ball hadn’t been an attack at all. And that the First Magicker could hardly do violence to her here, even if he had wanted to.

      She clasped the First Magicker’s calloused hands, inclined her head as he bowed his own. Beside her, Lesander stood stiffly—but then, she didn’t know the whole of it, either.

      “Truthspoken,” Mariyit said, his bass voice rumbling over her. “I am pleased to see you well. My apologies, my most sincere apologies, for the circumstances that have led up to this day.”

      She met his dark blue eyes. The sunlight glinted off the edges of the holographic seal on his cheek, the fractal patterns it showed intensely intricate.

      “Thank you, First Magicker,” she said, loudly enough that those watching her would hear. “I’m honored to have you at this confirmation.”

      Still holding her hands, he could feel her sincerity, she knew. And he’d feel that she knew he was in no way responsible for any of this. She, in turn, saw some of the strain around his mouth that he was doing a good—but not expert—job of hiding.

      Since he’d taken his post three years before, Dressa had always seen him as sharply observant, and Arianna had said before he had a keen eye for politics. He’d been kind to Dressa in the few times they’d met before, in a way that made his kindness sincere when it didn’t have to be. Not in this court.

      “May the gods keep you well and whole,” he said, voice low, then asked, “May I give you some peace in this moment?”

      Dressa nodded, and warmth flowed into her, a calm that steadied jittering nerves, though it didn’t make them go away. She needed that sharpness to navigate the day.

      He let go of her hands and stepped back, accompanied by another murmur from the crowd. What, had they been waiting for her to fall over like Arianna had?

      Lesander touched her arm, and Dressa tensed again. She met Lesander’s eyes, saw the slightest flick toward the crowds.

      They were on display. Right. She hadn’t lapsed far, but she smoothed her body language back into the shape it should be: gracious, open, and now attentive as she stepped up between Ceorre and her father.

      Her father. He’d always been a closed book to her, but today he was more opaque than usual. His makeup impeccable, long hair pulled up in a looping braid and held with pins sparkling with pale teal Zeoman glass. His ornate shirt flowed in layers of teal and white. But his expression—his expression was so closed beyond the surface projection of emotion that she had no idea what he was thinking about any of this. Was he angry with her, and how much? But she couldn’t stare and try to dissect his body language just then.

      Ceorre opened the Book of Ceremonies, licked her finger to turn the ancient pages. She began reading a long litany about the place of the Truthspoken in the Kingdom of Valoris, their direct connection to Adeius and the Truthspeaker, and their holy mandate to keep the kingdom whole and holy.

      Dressa tried to listen, she truly did. But she’d had to let go of Lesander to step onto the dais, and she kept feeling that lack. Lesander steadied her. How had Lesander gained so much space in her life so quickly? Lesander stood on the far right of the dais, on the other side of the First Magicker, which Dressa doubted she was happy about.

      And she kept being distracted by her father as well. There was something unsettling about his demeanor—and it wasn’t just her dread of what he’d say about all of this later in private, that fear was a given. She sensed something more, something just slightly off. His lack of visible emotion, maybe, but then, no, that wasn’t unusual for him.

      He slanted a look at her, face still impassive. Their eyes met briefly and—

      Dressa broke into a cold sweat.

      This person was not her father.
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        If a Truthspoken can be anyone, then they can be you. They can be me. They can be your parent or your spouse or your closest friend. They can be your help in your time of need, and you’d never know it. They can be cold, and you’d never know why the relationship broke down.

        DR. NDARI HADI ESYN IN “A SOCIETAL MORPHOLOGY: TRUTHSPOKEN IN THE MODERN AGE”

      

      

      

      The Seritarchus, the person standing beside her, looking very much like her father in every way that mattered, wasn’t her father. Dressa didn’t know how she knew—was it in the posture, was it in the tilt of his head? But no, those were all perfect. Every detail, perfect.

      “Truthspoken Ondressarie,” Ceorre said, her voice in ceremonial cadence, “do you, under the eyes of Adeius, in the will of Adeius, agree to uphold the will of Adeius in the rule of this Kingdom of Valoris, for the benefit of all in this kingdom—”

      Dressa’s heart pounded in her throat. Stay calm. She had to listen to the oath. This was her oath.

      “—to give of your heart fully, your mind fully, your body fully to the prosperity of this kingdom—”

      Did Ceorre know this person wasn’t her father? Ceorre could always see through everything. Could she see through him now?

      “—to be the will of Adeius where the Truthspeaker is the word; to govern now as the Truthspoken Heir, and in the future as the Truthspoken Ruler; with equanimity and benevolence, with your people first at heart and Adeius above all?”

      Adeius, and if he wasn’t her father, who was he? Could he be her father’s bloodservant, Iata? But she’d never known Iata to Change beyond the basic things he’d taught her and Arianna, helping the Seritarchus with their training when they were children. He’d always claimed an extremely minimal amount of Change talent, far less than Bettea and Pria had. He was acerbic and strict and had a tendency to telegraph his tells—this person couldn’t be Iata. His portrayal was very nearly perfect. And if he wasn’t Iata, he would have to be a plant from the nobility. An agent, or an assassin, and where was her father—

      He looked at her again, raised a brow. Exactly her father’s gesture.

      She caught her breath. Had she been mistaken? She saw little of what had disturbed her moments ago. Was she simply that stressed?

      She became aware of the hush. And remembered Ceorre’s last words—the oath. She had to take the oath.

      Dressa cleared her throat through Change. She didn’t trust herself otherwise.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice ringing out, amplified into the courtyard and its dozens of vid cams. She repeated the oath from Ceorre, an oath she’d memorized as a child, inserting herself into it. Feeling the words and their weight even as she frantically tried to parse the puzzle that was the person beside her.

      Ceorre pronounced her the Truthspoken Heir, and the ceremony continued.

      Her father brought out the engagement contract—a fresh version, unlike the official document she’d signed the day before, which was now a marriage document. But this document was identical.

      Lesander came close again, and Ceorre led them all through the terms of the contract and exactly where they were amended—namely, only from Arianna’s name to Dressa’s. Some of the crowd stirred at that, likely Javieri sympathizers who wanted to make a fuss at the change, but Lesander skewered several of them with her gaze and they subsided.

      Lesander signed first, and then Dressa. Ceorre signed, and so did her father—the exact same signature he always used. But then, all Truthspoken were trained in the art of forgery.

      He stepped back and gave Lesander a tight-lipped smile. “Welcome to the family, Prince Javieri.”

      He didn’t use her first name, as was typical, but her family name. Emphasizing her family connections. Which was a very like-her-father thing to do.

      “Thank you, Seritarchus.” Lesander dipped into a shallower bow than would have been proper moments ago—outwardly gracious, but Dressa read the wariness. Had Lesander picked up on the oddness with the Seritarchus, too? No, Lesander would be uneasy with any version of the Seritarchus right now after what they’d done yesterday.

      Dressa’s neck and arms itched with her unease. She could feel tension crackling around her and didn’t know if it was hers, or her father’s, or Lesander’s.

      Did she dare challenge her father’s identity? Not in public, surely. But if he wasn’t her father, if there was even the slightest chance that he wasn’t, she couldn’t let him just walk away.

      She looped her arm in Lesander’s. They were supposed to march back through the center aisle of their audience, but Dressa instead turned to her father. She made sure her throat amplifier was off.

      “Father. I would like a word, in the Adeium.” There were few places in the palace complex she knew were not bugged, fewer still that she knew her father couldn’t absolutely control, and Ceorre’s office was one of them. Whatever happened, there could not be a scandal.

      She glanced at the First Magicker, who was watching her with a slight smile that raised the hairs on her body further. What did he know? Green Magickers at his rank could sense if a person was Truthspoken or not, but could he tell if her father was Truthspoken-trained but not actually her father?

      “I’d like you to come as well, First Magicker.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t need me,” Mariyit waved. His aura flared, emerald green rippling in the trail of his hand. “Go work it out. You’ll both be fine.”

      And how was she supposed to interpret that? Did his words mean he already knew about whatever was going on with her father and wasn’t concerned? Had he planned it, was he a threat after all? Or was he simply begging out of her family’s internal politics? But he’d be able to fully confirm her father to her if he was holding her father’s hand and she asked her father directly. And she’d be able to tell the truth from Mariyit if he held her hand in turn and spoke it to her directly. That her father was, in fact, her father. Or that he was not.

      She couldn’t push. Lesander, aware of the growing tension but not knowing what it meant, stood solidly beside her, waiting.

      Her father gestured toward the palace instead. “I’ll walk back with you, Daughter. Prince Lesander.”

      She glanced at Ceorre, who raised her brows, and Dressa could interpret that signal. It meant, “I’m in full knowledge of this situation, why aren’t you?”

      So Ceorre did know something was off. Something—and Dressa still wasn’t sure what, or what signals she should be believing. Her father now read to her—mostly—as her father. She could spot some of his tells, and tells were an intensely private thing among Truthspoken. No one knew them outside the Rhialden family, their bloodservants, and the Truthspeaker and Truthspeaker in Training if there was one, which at the moment there wasn’t.

      Reluctantly, Dressa followed her father—the person who may or may not be her father—through the crowd of well-wishers and into the palace.
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        My father the Seritarchus taught me how to wield control like a knife. Or maybe that was my father the Consort.

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

      

      

      

      Dressa mostly listened as they walked through the palace toward the residence wing, which wasn’t her habit—and her father would know that.

      He made small talk with Lesander, who gamely rose to the challenge: how are your parents faring? Do you find the palace to your liking? Here’s an elaborate description of a crêpe I sampled from the kitchen this morning, and wouldn’t that be a nice thing to have at the wedding?

      Dressa tried to read jabs at her into the dry conversation, but she had nothing to hold on to. And she rarely saw this family side of her father these days, when he was actually himself and not playing another role or being the Seritarchus with his power wrapped around him like a cloak. She wasn’t sure she knew enough to judge if this was how he would act, and that disturbed her.

      In the residence wing, her father stopped at the door to Dressa’s apartment.

      “Prince Lesander—will you wait here, please, while I speak with Dressa?” Though the tone hardly gave room for Lesander to say no.

      Dressa reached for the handle, waited through the pause as it scanned her hand and the locks clicked open. She opened the door but didn’t go in, and Lesander hesitated.

      They’d unofficially been to her apartment that morning after stealing away from the Adeium, but only in her bedroom, through the back corridors. She’d introduced Lesander to Pria—who was still Bettea, and Dressa insisted her bloodservant rest a few days before she tried to Change back, though Pria wasn’t happy about it. Or happy about missing everything that had gone on while she was in her long Change trance.

      But Lesander had never been alone in Dressa’s apartment before. And not when she was publicly engaged to this apartment’s occupant and had a social right to be here. Maybe that shouldn’t have made a difference, knowing they were married, but Dressa sensed it did.

      Or maybe her hesitation was because of the Seritarchus, waiting semi-patiently for Lesander to go in so he could get on with talking to Dressa. Dressa could fully understand being intimidated by the Seritarchus.

      Lesander smiled at Dressa, no obvious signs of strain. Dressa caught the slight widening of Lesander’s eyes, though, as they met hers. She caught the question: will you be okay? Do you want me to force the issue to come with you?

      Dressa’s throat tightened. People so seldom asked her that kind of question.

      But she had to be Lesander’s shield now, whatever lay ahead. She was the one with the authority to protect them both, even more so now that she was officially the Heir. Dressa couldn’t protect herself from her father’s wrath if he was her father, though. And if he wasn’t?

      She was increasingly sure that he wasn’t. But she couldn’t let Lesander know that. Not yet, not before she knew what was going on.

      Lesander must have read some of her decision, because she said, with just the right notes, “I’ll be fine.”

      But she was speaking to two Truthspoken who’d know better.

      Dressa reached for Lesander’s hand, squeezed it. “There’s enough for a light meal in the night kitchen, ask Pria to show you. Or send for a meal to be brought up.” Her thoughts raced ahead—the prep room and bedroom would be locked, she’d have to key them to Lesander’s genetic signature later. She could have done so that morning, but . . . but.

      “I won’t be overlong.” Adeius, she hoped she wouldn’t be. “Ask Pria for anything.”

      Lesander nodded, dipped the slightest bow to Dressa, and a deeper bow to the Seritarchus.

      “Truthspoken. Seritarchus.” She glided inside, and Dressa shut the door again with a soft click.

      Then it was her, the person who may or may not be her father, and two of his personal guards. Her own guards, picked up again after the ceremony, would be following at a discreet distance; it was understood that when a Truthspoken was near the Seritarchus, his guards and his safety took precedence.

      She met her father’s eyes, his dark eyes staring back at her. He didn’t look away, but there it was again, that very small difference she still couldn’t pinpoint that made her skin crawl.

      If it came to it, would her own guards protect her, or him?

      And if it came down to it in his study, where there were no guards, could she disable him in a fight? It would depend on this person’s martial arts training. With her father, absolutely not. She only practiced her own martial arts . . . well, occasionally. She would have to start practicing more, but that wouldn’t help her now.

      But Ceorre’s response to her at the ceremony meant she knew what was going on. If Dressa was in danger, wouldn’t the Truthspeaker have warned her? Found some way to signal that danger?

      Unless this was a coup. Unless the entire royal family was meant to be replaced.

      No. No, she’d been with Ceorre a significant portion of the day before. Ceorre couldn’t have hidden that kind of intent from her. And why would Ceorre have helped her become the Heir if she’d meant to replace her shortly thereafter? And why would the First Magicker have been there to witness? Her father was known to be sympathetic to the magickers’ cause.

      This had better not all be a test of her skills, with her father projecting just enough strangeness to throw her off. If he was playing the role of someone else playing himself—

      Adeius, no. She had to think he wasn’t so petty, not when the kingdom was as unsteady as it was.

      This wasn’t a coup, this wasn’t a test. This was something else.

      She waved down the corridor. “Lead on. Father.”

      She knew he’d caught the edge of sarcasm in her voice—anyone who could mimic him so closely would be able to catch that—but he didn’t show it.

      “My study,” he said and turned, leading the way.

      They walked past the cross corridor that led to her mother’s apartment and Rhys’s old apartment. Past four more of her father’s personal guards that signaled the start of the Seritarchus’s private territory.

      He nodded to the guards by his door and pressed the doubled security measures of his door handle and a much more sensitive biometric palm lock panel. He leaned forward to murmur the pass phrase of the day, which she couldn’t hear.

      The door opened.

      Dressa drew in a long breath, shoulders tight, following him as he repeated the procedure to the door to his study.

      An agent of another house couldn’t possibly have penetrated this far into her father’s domain, could they? But there were no other Truthspoken unaccounted for. There were only officially three, and their bloodservants, who had lesser training and abilities. Unless her father had trained someone else in secret—which, no, she wouldn’t put that past him.

      She watched him wave her to the couch, then sit on a wingback chair across from it, all of his movements exactly and perfectly her father’s.

      Iata. He had to be Iata, no matter that Iata had always claimed to have little ability to Change. And that would be just like her father, wouldn’t it, to perpetuate a very, very long game like that.

      She sat on the couch, her posture and tone casual.

      “Where’s my father, Iata?”
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      At Dressa’s challenge, the person who may or may not be her father, and was most likely from everything she’d been able to tell his bloodservant, Iata, smiled and sat back. She watched his expression and posture subtly change. She was watching so closely for any clue she was right—any clue that he might not be Iata, either.

      And yes, she did read Iata in the way his lips compressed into a smile, his eyes narrowed, head tipped back to study her.

      “Good. Thank you. I’ve told Maja I don’t like to be Homaj around you or Arianna. I can only bury myself so deeply, and it’s not a particularly comfortable part of the process—but you’d know that.”

      Not her father. Definitely not her father.

      Okay. Okay.

      So Iata was—Adeius, Iata would have to be fully trained as a Truthspoken to pull this off. He’d been out in public as the Seritarchus, at a ceremony as important as her confirmation as Heir. He hadn’t seemed nervous at all. So this wasn’t the first time.

      And Ceorre knew. Ceorre, the Truthspeaker, had to have known it was Iata, not Homaj, who’d formally and legally witnessed the ceremony that day and signed the engagement contract—even if it was a copy. That signature still meant something. If a Truthspoken was being someone else in truth, it could convey the same legalities as if that person was actually there. Ceorre would witness that Homaj, in fact, had been there, if Iata had been Homaj in truth. Just as she’d witness Arianna had abdicated the day before, when Dressa was Arianna in truth.

      Except—had Iata been fully Homaj in truth? She’d noticed that extremely subtle difference that had given her pause. And she’d been right.

      She studied him back. He’d wanted her to notice the difference, hadn’t he? If he played the role of her father so well, at such a fraught time, he must have done this before and she wouldn’t have noticed—had even Arianna noticed? He had her father’s tells down perfectly. He’d been so identical she still hadn’t been sure, even after all the close scrutiny. She’d only seen those tells, and the differences she’d sensed more than seen, because he’d wanted her to.

      “But—” She had too many questions. And she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to tell if his answers were truthful. Was this on his own initiative, or her father’s?

      Ceorre knew. It had to be something official, or at least, not something devious.

      “You’re doing this for my father?”

      He shifted again and some of the femme bled out of his mannerisms. Adeius, Iata wasn’t genderfluid like her father as far as she knew, but he had those mannerisms down, too.

      “Yes. And no, he’s not in the palace right now. He needed—a break. Yes, Ceorre knows about this. So does the First Magicker—your instincts at the ceremony were correct on that. And now you know.”

      She spread her hands, fighting bafflement. “But . . . but does Arianna know?”

      “No,” he said, voice hardening. “Maja—your father—didn’t want to tell either of you until you were older, but you are already adults. And I think it puts all of us at a disadvantage for you not to know. You handled this whole situation with Arianna and becoming the Heir extremely well, in my opinion. When I’m the Seritarchus, this is my call, and I’m making it.”

      When he was the Seritarchus?

      “Then, when you’re my father, you’re not just playing my father. You’re not a body double.”

      “Hardly. Yes, when I’m the Seritarchus, I am the Seritarchus. I’m not your father, I’m not even your father in truth right now, but right now, I am the Seritarchus.”

      Her father, her control-loving father, trusted Iata so much he’d let him have his persona, and use his power? And the way Iata was phrasing it, it was as if he had power of his own.

      But Iata was a bloodservant. Bloodservants weren’t meant to have that kind of power. Dressa loved Pria, she trusted Pria, but she wouldn’t want Pria to be her and make decisions for her. That wasn’t a bloodservant’s place.

      Iata’s lips thinned further. “There’s something else you should know.”

      “Something more that my father didn’t want to tell me?” she snapped, then bit her lip. She didn’t know what ground she stood on here. She knew Iata mostly as a background presence, a steadily acerbic force who hovered behind her father. She knew him from the basic training sessions he’d given when she and Arianna were children—the only training he’d claimed he was capable of giving, and even then he’d seemed grossly inadequate at Change.

      She didn’t know Iata at all.

      He inclined his head, opened a hand.

      “The bloodservant line is seen publicly, and by most in our household, as a service branch of the Rhialden line, making bloodservants distant cousins to the Rhialdens.”

      Yes, and that was why they could be trained with light Truthspoken training, and why they were known to be loyal, and why they were called bloodservants. They were blood.

      But they weren’t meant to rule. They were definitely not supposed to be a ruler in any kind of truth. Iata said he was the Seritarchus.

      “Okay, so are you saying that’s not true? We’re not actually cousins? Or—what?”

      His lips twisted. “It hasn’t been true for some time.” His shoulders twitched, and she marked the movement as the first time in this conversation he’d shown any kind of nerves. She quick-scanned his body language and found other little signs of anxiety, and that in itself was alarming.

      “So then, what is true?”

      Iata watched her closely as he said, “I don’t know how long it’s been this way, or when the bloodservant line switched over from a service branch, if there ever was a service branch. But your father and I realized when we were both younger that he and I were blood siblings. Actual, full siblings. I’m actually the elder—our parents must have started my incubator a year before Homaj. He was their second acknowledged Truthspoken child. But if you’re counting purely by Truthspoken siblings, I was the third, and he the fourth, counting the first Heir and their bloodservant.”

      “What?” Dressa felt her stomach falling out. “You’re saying you’re my uncle? You’re—”

      She sat forward, fingers digging into the edge of the couch. “Pria and Bettea. Are they my full siblings?”

      But he was shaking his head. “No. Homaj and I agreed—it’s too dangerous to raise blood siblings as servants. Not to mention all kinds of unethical, especially not telling them.” He grimaced. “Pria and Bettea are my children, with a donor parent. They know this. I made sure they knew, though they are under orders from Homaj not to tell anyone until he has given the order. They’re also fully aware that they have a choice to live their lives separately from the palace, with a promise of an estate and title if they choose they do not wish to be a bloodservant. We agreed, Homaj and I—bloodservants are far too important to be forced into their loyalties.”

      Still cousins, then, but close cousins. And—and they both had an out and chose to stay. Pria had just put herself through a difficult Change, and she hadn’t had to. She could have just left.

      But Iata.

      Dressa’s gaze sharpened back on Iata. Who was currently wearing her father’s face. Who was currently, by his own words, the Seritarchus. He’d said he wasn’t Homaj in truth just now, and that was plainly clear. Beyond his appearance, she didn’t see as much of her father in him just now. Being someone in truth was an excellent imitation, a legally upholdable imitation, but still an imitation. Iata had meant he held the title fully.

      If he was the elder sibling, he should be the Seritarchus, shouldn’t he?

      “What about your loyalties?” she asked.

      He waved a hand glittering with her father’s rings.

      “No, I know what you’re thinking, and my loyalties were never in question, not even by myself. I’ve been the Seritarchus often enough that any ambition to rule is satisfied, I assure you, and I don’t envy Homaj having the greater share of that burden.”

      Often enough? How long had her father and Iata been doing this? She was still having a hard time seeing her father sharing his power at all, but she could also see the draw of being able to have both the Seritarchus in play and the most skilled Truthspoken in the kingdom off gathering whatever information he felt was important at the time.

      Adeius, yes, she could see the draw for her father—he wasn’t content to live just one life, he wanted to live two.

      “Is my father on a mission now? When will he be back?”

      “No. Well, he will likely turn it into a mission, he always does. But as I said before, he needed time away. He left last night. I suspect he’ll be back within the week, he can never stay away for long.” But he looked troubled, and Dressa knew he wasn’t saying everything.

      “Okay,” she said, trying to collect her thoughts with all this new information. And none of this was small and neatly manageable information, was it? “So—you’re telling me now because I’m the Heir now? And Arianna really doesn’t know any of this?”

      “No. Arianna is—well, she is very much like your father, or at least she tries to be. The trouble is, your father is also very much like your father, or at least he tries to be, too. He’s not well suited to be a Seritarchus, did you know that? He chose that style of rule when he became the ruler, because he assessed the state of the kingdom and saw what it needed. He thought the kingdom needed a strong hand, a rule by dominance after his parents had been assassinated, and he wasn’t wrong at the time. But he should have been an Ialorius, ruling with assessment and fluidity—which is exactly what he did to determine he should be a Seritarchus and rule with strength and control.”

      Iata rubbed at his eyes. “The truth of it is that he can’t always uphold it, projecting a personality that is so counter to his own. It’s become a large part of his own over the last twenty-three years, but it’s not fully natural to him. And when he’s pushed, when there is too much going on or the stakes are too high, he needs to pull away for a time, recenter in himself, and then come back. That’s when he goes on his missions.”

      Dressa’s neck was so tight it started to ache. She forced herself to breathe, but she could in no way reach a Change trance to smooth the pain away just now.

      “What about you?” she asked. “Are you more a Seritarchus style, then?”

      “Yes, but as I said, I have no designs on your father’s power. I want what’s best for the kingdom, and for Homaj. I only ever want that.”

      “And yourself?” she pressed. “What about what’s best for you? Did my father push you into this? What do you get out of it, what do you plan to get out of it, if you say you have no designs on my father’s power? If you say that right now, you’re actually the Seritarchus?”

      His smile broke over his face like a sunrise, relaxing planes that never relaxed on her father’s. It was disturbing, and so was the look he gave her—not because it was actually disturbing, but because it showed something her father never, ever showed her. Adeius, was that actually approval? Was that possibly pride?

      She had to smooth back a sudden sting in her eyes. That sort of look he only gave Arianna, on this face just now—she couldn’t handle it. She didn’t know how to handle it. This still wasn’t her father.

      Iata sat forward, smile dropping, projecting sincerity in every nuance of his posture. Another thing her father never did.

      “Dressa. Your father thinks Arianna is his perfect Heir because she’s bent on crushing herself into a person resembling him, and I don’t think he gets the irony of that. But you just outmaneuvered him. You’ve made your bid to rule in a way he can’t ignore. I can’t promise you he’ll take this easily, but I can promise he won’t continue to ignore you. You’re going to be an excellent Heir—you already are. And one day, you’ll be an excellent ruler.”

      There was something in the way he said it that made Dressa chill. It was the same feeling she’d had when he’d said her father had needed rest. He was troubled by what he said, and what did that mean? Was her father needing a break more than a temporary burnout?

      Try as she might, she couldn’t read any malice into Iata’s words or gestures this entire conversation. But he wasn’t telling her the whole truth—she knew that. Of course he wasn’t telling her the whole truth, not if he and her father had been playing out this elaborate act for long enough that Iata could fully be the Seritarchus in his turn. And he’d demonstrated today that maybe . . . maybe her father wasn’t the most skilled Truthspoken in the Kingdom of Valoris. Not if someone else slipped in and out of his life with ease.
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