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      Court of Magickers was originally published as season three of the ongoing serial The Stars and Green Magics, covering episodes 94-150. (It’s now called Book 4 in the series, with A Bid to Rule becoming Book 3 to give the best reading order.)

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

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

      This book, barring the occasional and inspired burst of strong language, is a solid PG-13.
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        I formally request that more magickers be trained in the support and strengthening of our warships. If we had more magickers on hand, our fleets would be drastically more maneuverable.

        REAR ADMIRAL I.L. NTRANT IN A REQUEST TO VALON NAVY HEADQUARTERS

      

      

      

      Rhys tapped their heel nervously on the deck of the cargo shuttle, rubbing the fingers of one hand together in the same rhythm. Out the starboard porthole, they watched the tiny dot of the V.N.S. Occam’s Storm drift closer. Well, or they were drifting closer to the Storm.

      Out here, just before the hazy border with Kidaa space, no one made any fast moves. One of the few things the Valoran Navy definitely knew about the Kidaa was that Kidaa ships always came when there were quick maneuvers near their space, drawn like moths to the light. No one wanted much to deal with the Kidaa on most days.

      “Will you stop that?”

      Rhys turned to Misha, who had taken out her earbuds and was glaring at Rhys’s bobbing knee.

      They pressed their feet flat to the deck. “You were doing it a few minutes ago.”

      “I’m listening to music. You’re just…doing that.”

      So in the week and change that had come after meeting Misha, Rhys wasn’t having to restrain themself from wanting to kiss her. They would be very happy, exceedingly happy, if Misha would be out of their sight for a solid ten minutes.

      Ten minutes being exactly how long the shower had given hot water in that first lumbering freighter, which had gone off course and added a few days into its travel time because it had blown some engine part or other. Rhys swore the racket the engines had made would haunt their dreams for years.

      Misha rolled her eyes. “Oh, grow up.”

      “You grow up.”

      It was a tired argument.

      They both settled back against their seats, not looking at each other.

      Rhys glanced up at the carefully neutral body language of the pilot in front of them, who was doing his best to ignore them both. The shuttle was all one compartment.

      Oh, Adeius. They’d been too lost in their own thoughts. They’d absolutely been too undisciplined in this last week or so—they should have been all Lt. Rhys Petrava, junior ops lieutenant, in space. They were technically on duty any time they were in space, but it hadn’t felt real again yet, not after leaving the palace and its glittering, familiar world. They’d been struggling more than usual to separate themself from the worries of what was happening at the capital, and Misha’s informality had been a welcome diversion. Misha had—mostly—been a welcome diversion.

      This pilot, borrowed from the second freighter they’d taken to reach the border, was a civilian, but that didn’t mean the dignity of the Navy wasn’t at stake. And Rhys was acting like a child, they knew it.

      Rhys was minutes away from boarding their ship, resuming their life in the Navy. They had to pull themself together.

      It was just… Misha was driving them absolutely insane. If she wasn’t humming some random song—and yes, oh Adeius, she’d gotten “Off-hours Haunt” stuck in Rhys’s head again—she was making random comments on random things that didn’t have to do with anything else, or trying to think up random games to pass the time, and well, those were sometimes okay, but she was just—ugh.

      And the way she kept flipping her green bangs out of her eyes. The way her just-barely-lipglossed pink lips puckered when she was thinking hard about anything. The dimples, Adeius, the dimples.

      They closed their eyes and leaned back, pretending to settle in to rest, fooling absolutely no one.

      Misha nudged their arm. They heard crinkly things.

      “Want one?”

      A peace offering. One of the last of the chocolates she’d bought when the first freighter had docked to pick up the engine parts, and they’d decided to try to continue on without it. They wouldn’t have been able to take it all the way to the border anyway.

      Rhys took the chocolate without comment and popped it into their mouth.

      The phosphorescent green dye was dimming from Misha’s hair, and so was Rhys’s white phosphorescent dye, though theirs was still a little brighter. Her dimming phosphorescence, though, made Misha’s green aura more apparent.

      And the most infuriating thing about Misha? They’d been with her for most of two weeks, and they still knew little more about her than that she liked phosphorescent hair, was a magicker and apparently kept a folded up portrait of First Magicker Mariyit Broden in her pocket at all times, and had a bad taste in partners.

      They’d hit an impasse, neither of them wanting to share more about their private selves. Misha was obviously a magicker, and she knew Rhys knew the semi-forbidden royal art of evaku, able to read nuances in and subtly manipulate the people around them. Able to lie really well, while Misha was able to read the truth.

      And so they danced around anything actually interesting and ended up learning a lot about their favorite songs and what shows they each liked, but it had been more frustrating than anything else.

      Rhys’s favorites hadn’t truly been their favorites, at least not all of their favorites, and as a magicker, Misha knew that. They had their standard set of favorite music and shows all lined up for Navy life, but they hadn’t wanted to share the things they’d held dear during their life at the palace. The dramas that they’d binged when they were younger, watching every nuance and appreciating that the directors must have had a healthy knowledge of evaku to pack so much meaning into various eye twitches and sneezes. Yes, Misha knew they knew evaku, and she hadn’t pressed any further than that, but that life wasn’t a life that could overlap with their life on ships, or their life in uniform.

      And they hadn’t told her who their siblings were. Or who their mother was. That they could talk to Truthspoken without having to bow. That the back wall of their apartment in the residence wing of Palace Rhialden adjoined the Seritarchus’s own.

      Misha, for her part, hadn’t wanted to talk about her family, either, or her life as a magicker. She only wanted to talk about her exes, of which there were many.

      Rhys’s obsession with researching the puzzle of the unknowable Kidaa had only given them two days’ worth of something to do before Misha had grown bored with it.

      So they both had things they didn’t want to talk about, they weren’t overly compatible in their interests, and they both couldn’t start a relationship anyway, if they were going to serve on the same ship together. So…maybe there was no problem.

      Some time later, the shuttle gave a shudder as the docking clamps mated with those on the Storm. The freighter’s shuttle was meant to carry heavy cargo and hadn’t been small enough to fit safely into the Storm’s docking bay, which was meant for two person scouts and small atmospheric craft.

      When their first freighter had diverted, Rhys had been a little frantic to find someone who could get them to the border fast. Their leave was already up, and while military leave usually allowed for the vagaries of long travel, it wasn’t infinitely elastic. To get to Arianna’s engagement in time, Rhys’s captain on the Storm had pulled rank and gotten them a transport back to Valon at military speeds—and that was still mortifying and something Rhys didn’t want to have to face coming back. But Rhys hadn’t been able to manage the same for the trip back, which doubled the time in transit.

      There had been another freighter at that station where they’d docked for parts, though, a freighter already going near the Kidaa border. Rhys had, at least, managed to convince that captain to take them all the way back to the Storm, with the help of a far too generous donation from Rhys’s private bank account, and a lot of begging.

      The freighter captain had looked hopeful that Misha might help shift the strength within the freighter’s structure and hull so that it could travel faster in Below Space than it was rated for, if not quite military speeds, but she hadn’t offered. Rhys wasn’t sure about the protocol with Green Magickers serving on Navy ships—she’d be the first on the Storm since they’d been stationed there—and hadn’t pressed her.

      Still, the money had been enough to get them here. And Rhys was quite a bit poorer. At least the account had been only in their Petrava surname, and not their mother’s Delor.

      Rhys touched the front of their uniform jacket. They couldn’t feel the tiny data chips tucked inside the front pocket, but they knew they were there. Iata, the Seritarchus’s bloodservant, had given them those chips—one, when activated, bore the seal of the Seritarchus.

      Which was another reason they wanted to keep that life separate from Misha, and they hated that particular reason.

      “There you go,” the pilot said as the docking lights on their displays turned green. “Thanks for flying with us.”

      There was absolutely no sincerity in that statement. But Rhys nodded and thanked him back because it was polite.

      Rhys, as the ranking officer, went first through the airlock into Occam’s Storm. The air was cool and dry, slightly metallic, and much better smelling than the variations of stale sweat and grease that had permeated the two freighters. The bulkheads here were clean, gray and soft white, the light in a soft spectrum of daylight on the day shift.

      Home, they told themself. This was home.

      They straightened, hand to their heart as the ensign on airlock watch straightened.

      “Lt. Rhys Petrava requesting permission to board.”

      Ensign Neri Wawuda was a compact woman with brown skin a few shades lighter than Rhys, her hair tied up in a tight knot, her mouth, as ever, barely repressing a smile. And she was a welcome sight, too, someone Rhys was coming to call a friend.

      “Permission to board granted. You’d better go see the captain right away, she’s not happy at all that we had to divert to pick you up. Or that you’re a week late. Those are not her exact words.”

      Yeah, Rhys bet.

      They grimaced, formally nodded to Neri, and stepped aside as Misha entered.

      “Ensign Misha Moratu requesting permission to board.”

      “Granted. Best go see the captain, too, though I think she’ll be much happier to see you, Ser Magicker.”

      Rhys blinked. Yes, they’d known Misha was coming to be the ship’s magicker, and that she was the new ensign their captain had requested before they’d left, but knowing that and seeing it in context were apparently different things.

      Misha’s aura, which Rhys had begun to take for granted as just a part of Misha, flared bright green around her. Her bearing hadn’t changed, but her composure had. Not quite somber, but not as openly…Misha.

      She’d be responsible for the structure and safety of the entire ship when the ship traveled through Below Space at military speeds, which it could do now that she was on board. During quick maneuvers. During battle, if they ever saw battle, and Rhys secretly hoped they never would.

      Misha gave them a look, all smiles and teeth, and they sighed. Okay, still definitely Misha.

      “I’m going that way anyway,” Rhys said, and started off. They called back over their shoulder, “Did the captain specify immediately? I’d like to drop my duffel off at my quarters.”

      “Yes, sir, there was definitely an ‘immediately.’”
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        The captain? Of course they’re an excellent person, they’re the captain!

        NURA IN THE FAMILY VID COMEDY THE GREAT GALAXY SHIP GALACTIC!

      

      

      

      Rhys shifted the weight of their duffel on their shoulder and eyed Misha straining under the weight of hers. Her pale face was pinched, her brows drawn tight.

      She’d dumped most of her ex’s junk on that last station, but then had picked up a few sets of Navy uniforms that mostly fit—thank Adeius the last station had them among the supply shops, as Rhys was tired of lending her their workout clothes. She’d accidentally grabbed her ex’s duffel, not her own.

      Misha had also picked up various wood and metal trinkets that she said would help her with her magics. All of this combined was obviously heavy.

      But Misha’s body language was very much, “don’t ask me if you can carry this, nope,” so Rhys kept their mouth shut.

      Misha glanced aside at them, drawing closer, and lowered her voice.

      “So…the captain. Anything I should know?”

      And she hadn’t thought to ask that on the whole trip here? Maybe they could have avoided a whole lot of grief and boredom if she’d just asked Rhys to give her a crash course in all things Occam’s Storm. Or if Rhys had thought to offer. But time with Misha on the way here had seemed to hold its own sacred bubble of separateness, too.

      Rhys shrugged. “She’s the captain. Stern, mostly, but fair. If you need anything, you’re better off asking Commander Gian, or whoever you’ll be assigned to for your department head—uh, do you know who that is? Or how your department fits into all of this?”

      But Misha was giving them a weird look. Like they’d suddenly sprouted horns or something.

      “What?” they asked, and couldn’t stop the testiness in their voice.

      She made a wavery motion with one hand.

      “You’re different here.”

      “I’m on duty. So are you. Just—just listen, follow orders, be nice, you’ll be fine. Okay? You can track me down if you need anything, I’m in ops, but I’ll be busy.” They didn’t know with what, exactly, but they were absolutely sure their commanding officer wouldn’t be happy with Rhys being a week late.

      Misha eyed them with a speculative look they didn’t like, and they kept their eyes ahead. She was a magicker. Maybe that hadn’t been so big a deal when they were on their way, but it was now. She’d be in an entirely different class of everything here. And they couldn’t, in their fragile career—which was even more fragile now that the captain knew who their mother and siblings were—do anything that would make them stand apart as someone not to be trusted. Not especially after a magicker had attacked the Heir at the capital.

      At the captain’s office near the bridge, at the forward heart of the ship, Rhys pressed the hatch panel, waited for the chime to sound inside, and tensed when the hatch opened.

      Captain Ira Nantrayan was a tall woman with dark brown skin and hair cut sensibly short and absolutely not dyed. Definitely not phosphorescent. She tapped a blunt fingertip on her desk, looking up to study Rhys with a gaze that had always made them want to squirm. And they did let themself squirm, just a little. It wasn’t good to show how much control of themself they could truly wield.

      “Lt. Petrava. Did you have a good time on Valon?”

      Rhys opened their mouth, hesitated. Was that a trick question? She would have seen the news about Arianna being attacked by the rogue magicker, and then her abdication and Dressa’s stepping up to be the Heir. “Good time” wasn’t how Rhys would frame any of that.

      “An interesting time, sir. Thank you for asking.”

      Her mouth twitched. She and the ship’s physician were the only ones on the Storm who knew Rhys’s full name. They’d had to disclose it to the doctor when first boarding because it was attached to their medical records, though that was protected by privacy policies. And they’d had to disclose it to their captain when they’d needed to ask for leave to Valon in a hurry to get there before Arianna’s engagement, because there’d been no other way to get there in time but to take a transport at military speeds. And no way a junior lieutenant could manage that on their own.

      They hadn’t had to go, but…but it was their sister. Yes, they had. And despite Valon being its own set of stressers, they’d also needed a break from their life here. Just a few weeks. Just a few weeks of being able to be themself, and not worrying about having to say the right things to keep them squarely in their shipmates’ minds as ordinary. Well, or at least an acceptable kind of weird. They’d still occasionally get harassed because of their father, the general, but at least their father wasn’t an admiral and in the Navy.

      The captain tapped her desk again. “Well. Welcome back aboard.” Rhys expected her to say more, to chew them out for being late, but instead, she turned to Misha.

      “Ensign Moratu, I’m glad to see you’re here in good health. Lt. Petrava will see you to your berth assignment, and I’m glad to see you’re already acquainted. Your duty roster will be posted to your comm, and see Commander Gian with any questions you might have.” She smiled, and managed to make it look painful. “Dismissed.”

      Rhys saluted and left quickly, just in case her not chewing them out was a mistake and she might remember to do it now.

      Only when they were in the corridor did they remember that she hadn’t told them where Misha was bunking, so Rhys could take her there.

      Well, okay. They had their comms. Berth assignments would be posted on the ship-wide feed.

      Misha had strode a few paces down the corridor, and Rhys stepped quickly to catch up.

      “The captain seems nice.”

      Rhys slanted her a look. Was she military, truly? She had shown little signs of military discipline at all, or that she even really understood the concept. They knew that magickers were often fast-tracked through officer training because they were too needed to be otherwise, and too few were inclined to serve on ships that were built for the purpose of violence, even if that wasn’t a magicker’s purpose onboard.

      Misha’s job would be to tend to the ship’s hydroponic garden, using it as a reservoir of strength when she needed to feed that strength into the metal of the ship’s support beams, or the metal of the hull. She could detect, too, when the hull came under pressure from Below Space, and shift the ship’s strengths around to compensate, or else direct where repairs were needed.

      Smaller ships tended to handle the faster layers of Below Space well enough, but ships that held a crew of over ten generally had risk of random buckles during travel in Below Space at military speeds, and you couldn’t travel through it while shielded. And even with all the precautions, accidents in Below Space were very rare, but not impossible.

      “The captain is fair,” Rhys said, repeating their earlier tutorial. And mostly, she was. Rhys’s problem was that they’d grown up in an environment that tilted fairness heavily in their own favor, and they knew that. They were still stinging that she hadn’t listened to their theories about the Kidaa, though. Iata and the Seritarchus had listened.

      Which, Rhys sighed, was saying something, but not necessarily what they wanted. Couldn’t they just make a career of things on their own?

      Misha was holding up her comm. “Looks like I’m in…deck eight, section B—”

      Oh, no.

      Rhys knew. They knew what she was going to say before she said it. “Cabin four.”

      And there, right there, was the reason why they hadn’t been chewed out. Punishment came in many different forms.

      Misha looked up, her brows drawing together. “How did you…” Her eyes went wide. “That’s your cabin, isn’t it? Oh, gods, Rhys, I didn’t know.”

      Well, how could she have? And maybe it hadn’t been punishment, other than the basic punishment of having to give up your privacy to the newest member of the ship. It was even practical—Rhys had been the newest officer onboard until Misha boarded. As a lieutenant, Rhys had a possibility of a cabin to themself, but not a guarantee. They’d thought—well, they’d assumed—well.

      Well, and there was their Valon upbringing again.

      Rhys shut their mouth into a tight line.

      Fine. Fine, well, they wouldn’t be in their cabin much anyway with their duties, and they’d take over the ship’s tiny library to conduct their research. The database connections were faster there anyway, and they’d been planning some simulations of Kidaa infrastructure in the spare moments when they’d had time to think this last week.

      It would be okay. It would have to be okay.

      Misha looked over to them, bit her lip, and they read the consternation in her posture well enough.

      Rhys forced themself to relax, their smile to grow genuine. And, it wasn’t that they didn’t like her. They truly did. But she had the potential to know far too much. And they just really didn’t want their two worlds to collide here.

      And they just really didn’t want any issues with self-restraint, either. Because despite everything, despite the bickering they’d fallen into for the last few days, Rhys was absolutely sure not sleeping with each other was killing them both.

      “It’s okay,” Rhys said.

      But she was a magicker. And that was a lie.

      Adeius, this was going to be a long tour.
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        Change happens slowly. Change can happen in an instant. Change might not happen at all. All of these things are true about change.

        ARIANNA RHIALDEN, MELESORIE X IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      Ari slowly opened her eyes. She blinked in the dim light, looking across the small cabin at the other stacked bunk. Eti lay on the bottom bunk, and she couldn’t tell if he was asleep or not. His aura was a murky green in the shadows of the bunk, mostly seen with senses other than sight.

      “Eti?” she whispered, fighting to fully wake up.

      Nothing.

      He was solid again. That was important. And she shuddered as more of where she was came back to her. And why she was here, and how she’d gotten onto this ship.

      Adeius. Oh, Adeius.

      She pulled her hands from the blanket she only vaguely remembered curling up in. She looked down at the bright forest green flaring around her, sharp and obvious, though it cast no actual light of its own.

      Ari sat up, her heart pounding.

      She remembered the ship taking off from Hestia with her strapped into the co-pilot’s seat and Eti the observer’s seat, while Doryan got them out of atmosphere. And then, as soon as they were clear enough of the gravity well, into Below Space.

      She remembered barely holding her attention together, and Doryan guiding her and Eti to this cabin, apologizing that the ship had been built for speed and corporate courier duty, not accommodations.

      She remembered Doryan taking Eti’s hand before they left and saying he would be okay. He had survived this, and he would survive this. He was strong, so strong, and courageous to have done what he did.

      Then Doryan had looked to her, smiled with their kind, crinkling eyes in their broad tan face, and said they’d all get through this.

      Ari’s throat closed.

      And her stomach growled—how long had she been asleep? She had no comm, but the cabin did have a comm display beside the hatch. Would the door be locked? They were prisoners, no matter how kind Doryan, their magicker captor, was determined to be.

      She got out of bed, pausing to stretch out her stiff muscles and carefully test her throbbing joints. Not as bad as they could be, but everything she’d done the day before hadn’t been kind to her body.

      She made her way stiffly to the hatch, bracing against the wall as she peered at the display. The main screen showed Valon City Standard Time, early in the morning. Which had no real meaning to her now, since she didn’t know what VCST time it had been when she’d boarded the ship.

      She touched the time controls and fiddled until she brought up a second window with Hestian local time, city of Racha.

      Had she really slept for half a day?

      “Eti,” she said, “are you awake? Do you want to eat?”

      Anxiety rose as she thought of trying the hatch and finding it locked. That they might not, in fact, be able to eat. That Doryan might not be as kind as they’d shown themself to be before, or that they’d have orders not to feed their prisoners.

      She couldn’t defend herself now, not easily. Not with the Bruising Sleep weighing her down, slowing her down, and not with—

      She looked at the green aura around her hands again, sighed. Not with that, certainly. Magickers couldn’t do violence—at least, not without great harm to themselves.

      And maybe not all of her anxieties made sense, she was fairly sure her mind was not moving in the same proportions as her reality, but her reality was bad enough. And she couldn’t bring herself to touch the hatch release yet to test it all out.

      “Eti?” she asked again. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t move.

      He was breathing, she could sense that, with her…other senses. Was his aura a little less dark than the day before? Or maybe that was just the darkness throwing it into relief.

      Her bladder was becoming insistent, though, and she didn’t see a hatch to an adjoining washroom, so she went back to the hatch controls and—

      Adeius, the hatch opened.

      “Eti, I’m going out. I’ll be—out here.”

      The rhythm of his breathing changed. He had heard her.

      “Yeah,” he finally said, just a small word, just a breath.

      “Do you want anything?”

      “No.”

      She waited another moment, then left him and ventured out to find the washroom.

      The ship truly was small, and she didn’t have any problems navigating the tight central corridor. Another hatch was to her left when she came out—Doryan’s cabin? A hatch with the universal sign for a washroom was across from it, and a hatch at the fore end of the short corridor opened, she remembered, into a common area, and after that, the cockpit. To her right, toward the back of the ship, a ladder led down to what looked like a low compartment. Engine access, or maybe a small cargo area. She could only see what was beneath the ladder, and wasn’t about to try and climb down just now.

      In the washroom, bladder taken care of, she splashed water on her face, finding a clean wash cloth under the sink to wash off some of the dust and sweat from the day before. And her cosmetics, though the waterproof ones weren’t keen to come off.

      She looked for cosmetic remover, but didn’t find any. And then had another short panic about what if the ship didn’t have cosmetic supplies, and she looked even more Rhialden without the cosmetic mask to cover it all up?

      The small swallow holo tattoo beside her eye fluttered, and she squeezed the cool edge of the sink in exasperation. Her face, angular and too lean, skin a little lighter than it had been as Arianna, her brows a little thicker, the hair on her upper lip more visible, was still far too Rhialden. Too close to her own. And the deep bruising under her eyes from the Bruising Sleep was far too obvious.

      Well, no fixing any of that at the moment.

      She touched all of her piercings—mostly not sore anymore, and they’d all weathered everything that had happened the day before.

      The washroom had a cramped shower, but she’d have to work up to that. She’d need to eat first, if she could, refill what strength she could. She needed to better assess her situation.

      But she did manage to tame down the spiking indigo mess of her undercut hair.

      She really did need to eat, but she lingered by the sink, studying the truly shocking new addition to her reflection in the holo mirror.

      Green was all around her.

      She remembered asking, as a child, if Green Magickers only saw the world through a haze of green. It made sense—if this was actual light and not some property of the magics themselves, she would certainly see green with it surrounding her completely. But her father had said no, the aura wasn’t visible to the magicker themself unless they looked at their body directly.

      She could confirm this was true. She could see her green aura in the mirror, or when she looked down at herself, but the world didn’t look that different around her.

      And it looked vastly different, it felt different, she could sense varying strengths—of, what, lingering life essence?—in every object around her. In the walls. In the deck beneath her feet. Her clothes. The metal of her piercings—which, ironically, were all still intact though she’d crumbled a car yesterday.

      A knock came at the hatch.

      “Imorie?” Doryan’s muffled voice. “Are you all right?”

      What a ridiculous question.

      But she forced herself to think it through because was she, truly? Right now—not later, just now. She was in pain, but that wasn’t related to these magics. She was in the most disastrous of messes, but though her anxieties had all spiked, she still heard genuine concern in Doryan’s voice. She felt their sincerity in her bones, though sincerity and safety were certainly not the same thing.

      And they weren’t at Valon yet. She didn’t have to think about what would happen when they got to Valon yet. Not right at this moment.

      Ari glared at the aura around her hands and shook her hands out, knowing full well that it wasn’t going to shake the aura off. She had tried that the day before, and it hadn’t worked then, either.

      She still had the med patches on her upper arm, the medicines good for another day yet, she thought. She certainly wouldn’t be getting more from Dr. Lin.

      Her stomach churned as her thoughts brushed the doctor and—all of that.

      Ari swallowed hard and thumbed open the hatch.

      Doryan stood there, dark brows knitted, wide face pinched with concern.

      Adeius, they truly were sincere. They wanted to help. They were distressed that she was in distress.

      She had to fight hard not to crumple and remind herself, again, that Doryan was still her captor. Even if she knew they had to be.

      “I’m fine,” she said. And then a belated, “Thank you.”
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        Medically, a Green Magicker’s seal implant is neutral. It bonds with the skin of a person’s cheek and can’t safely be removed without the release of the First Magicker. But beyond that, it neither helps nor harms the patient. It is a purely societal device—on a physical level. On a psychological level, I feel it is much more damaging.

        DR. M. OYALA, IN XIR ADDRESS TO THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

      

      

      

      “Are you hungry?” Doryan asked. “Let’s get you something to eat. Do you need anything?”

      Ari let them guide her, not quite touching her, into the common area. She sat at a table that could seat four while Doryan pulled pre-packaged food containers from a cooling unit.

      “Something light, if you have it,” she said.

      They looked at the labels. “This is too spicy. This—this might do. Vegetables and rice with chunks of protein. Optional sauce.”

      They handed the container to her, and she scanned the ingredients, then popped the thermal seal. The meal quickly heated up.

      Doryan grabbed one for themself and settled across from her. And for a moment, they ate in a silence that wasn’t completely uncomfortable.

      She studied them, as she hadn’t truly had the time or ability to the day before. Maybe in their thirties, she thought. Heavy-set. Clean and well-kept, dressed in loose gray knits they hadn’t been wearing the day before. Their face was handsome, youthful even, the fine lines beside their eyes looking to owe more to smiling than stress.

      They looked up, caught her studying, and smiled.

      And because she had to know, truly, she asked, “Do you know my name?”

      Doryan nodded. “You were thinking it a bit too hard yesterday. I’m sorry—that happens, sometimes. If someone is trying very hard not to reveal something, it often blares like a loudspeaker at the front of their thoughts.”

      She knew that. She had been trained to be careful with her thoughts around magickers. But she hadn’t been in any state to rearrange her mind into proper order yesterday.

      “What will you do with that information?”

      Doryan shrugged. “Nothing. It’s my duty to bring you to the First Magicker, as this whole mess is above my authority to handle. First Magicker Mariyit Broden—and the Seritarchus, because this case is so high-profile, and I’m sorry about that—will decide what to do from there.”

      They hesitated, watching her closely. “Are you concerned about the Seritarchus?”

      Her head snapped back. Were they asking her if she was afraid her father would do—what? Punish her for this mess? Uphold the various charges against her? Abandon her to the magickers?

      “No,” she said. Though she wasn’t, with everything in her, looking forward to seeing her father again like this.

      Failure whispered in her thoughts, and she shoved it aside.

      “My father won’t be happy,” she said. “But—”

      But would he stand by her? He’d already replaced her with Dressa, and that had only been when she’d allowed herself to show weakness at her engagement ball, not when she was—was, Adeius, a Green Magicker. Not when she’d messed up this badly, and this publicly. He’d be within all his rights to let the charges stand against her, if that was for the good of the kingdom. To stand against Imorie, at least, and at the moment, she couldn’t be anyone other than Imorie.

      She braced herself for that possibility. Because it was a very real possibility. She might meet no kindness at all at home.

      This was not how she’d expected to come back to Valon, not even a little.

      And she’d left her own people behind. She’d left Bettea, but maybe that was best, maybe Bettea could run before fae was trapped into this mess, too.

      “All right,” Doryan said. “If you feel unsafe at any time, let me know immediately. Because of who you are, the Seritarchus will have top say in what happens from here, certainly. But because you are a magicker now, the law allows us to protect our own against hostile family members.”

      “My father’s not hostile to magickers,” she said. She at least knew he wanted to bring them into better social parity with everyone else. They’d helped him at the start of his rule, and did he think he owed them for that? Maybe he did.

      “But I’m not sure,” she added, “what he’ll do with a publicly accused murderer.”

      Doryan made a sharp gesture. “No. You aren’t a murderer. Neither is Eti. But we’ll discuss that later, as that conversation won’t be easy. Please, please be gentle with yourself just now. The effects of holding yourself invisible will take days to wear off, or longer. Your life is safe, and I promise you that. No one among the magickers will allow harm to come to you when harm was done to you.”

      She believed their sincerity, but wasn’t sure she could trust they had the authority to make that promise. She knew too well how the political wheels of Valoris turned.

      Doryan sat back. “As for myself, who you are won’t ever leak from me. We, as magickers, have the highest standards of discretion. Much like the Truthspoken, I suspect.”

      She looked back down at her meal. Her stomach churned, both needing and not wanting the food.

      She swiped an errant strand of hair out of her eyes. She needed Bettea. Adeius, she needed Bettea with a suddenness that hurt. And she had left faer on Hestia. At Windvale. Captive to those criminals.

      Her breath caught, and her spoon froze on its way to her mouth.

      How could she have left Bettea behind? She’d had no choice that she could see, but still, she could have protested further, insisted that Doryan send some sort of help. No matter if it might have made the situation worse.

      “What name would you like me to call you by here? There are security systems in place on this ship—we are being monitored—but only the First Magicker’s office will have those recordings. Well, and the Seritarchus. That’s the deal—all high security magicker dealings are also relayed to the office of the Seritarchus, and I coded this with the highest level security, for his eyes and the First Magicker’s alone. No system, however, is without its potential flaws.”

      Ari stiffened, trying to run back through the conversation. She hadn’t tried to dance around the fact that the Seritarchus was her father. She should have thought of surveillance—it was ingrained that everywhere, barring a few safe places like her bedroom suite at the palace, could be monitored. So why had she thought she could leave her guard down here? Would her father, when he heard these recordings—and he no doubt would—count this against her, too?

      “Imorie’s fine.”

      Even talking about this now left her feeling exposed. “Do you have a sound dampener? Or a signal scrambler, so we can talk more freely?”

      “No, I’m sorry. Again, we are required to be monitored.”

      She grimaced. “Are you always under surveillance, then? Never allowed any chance at privacy?”

      “We have our privacy,” Doryan said calmly, as if that hadn’t been a loaded question. “But in high-stakes, high-risk situations, yes. This ship is designed specifically for those situations. We’re traveling to Valon at military speeds—this ship’s small enough for there to be little danger in Below Space at those speeds, but I’m still monitoring the ship’s hull strengths with my magics so we’re safe. Only two days to go until we reach Valon.”

      Ari took a breath, nodded.

      “Can you teach me to hide my aura?”

      Eti had hidden his. She hadn’t at all known that he was a magicker. Maybe, if she could hide her aura, she’d have a way out if she needed it. If she herself had to run. Somehow.

      Doryan hesitated. “No. We must show our auras at all times. As well as our seals.” They waved at her bare cheek. “Which I must take care of now, by the way. It won’t hurt, though it might be a little sore for a few hours after, as your body integrates the implant.”

      Adeius, the seal. She gripped the edge of her seat beneath the table, the room slowly spinning. “Can’t we wait until Valon?”

      “No, I’m sorry. News of what happened will reach Valon ahead of us. Even military speeds can’t outrun an un-crewed comm drone. You must be sealed before we arrive. It’s the law, and it’s protection, too—to show you’re in compliance with the law, and to keep you safe from being exploited, as I gather Eti was.”

      Anger flared within her, but Ari could hardly argue against the law. A week ago, two weeks, she would have absolutely stood by its necessity. Sealing magickers kept everyone safe—people’s privacy was intact if magickers couldn’t read anyone unawares.

      But what about the magickers themselves? Did they feel safer when they were sealed? She certainly didn’t feel that now.

      How could she have thought this was a good thing for the magickers? She hadn’t, truly, thought much about magickers at all. She’d asked her father, when he’d taken on the persona of a magicker, how he could stoop so low.

      Ari studied the table, lips pressed tight.

      “Are you okay if we do that now?” Doryan asked. “I have sealed many people, and usually if it’s done quickly, there’s less angst in the anticipation of it. I promise you, there is relief in having it over, and you’ll have time to get accustomed to having it before we land on Valon.”

      She didn’t want to have it over. She didn’t want to get accustomed to it. She wanted none of this to have happened at all, and wanted this green aura around herself gone.

      She made a noise as pain stabbed at her gut, that same not-quite-physical pain she’d felt before whenever she’d thought of violence. Her mind—her soul, whatever—apparently didn’t like the idea of her not wanting to be a magicker.

      “Every magicker goes through this,” Doryan said gently. “The shock of the manifestation, the fear for what’s ahead, the denial and grieving a life that is now behind you. But you have a wonderful life ahead of you—”

      “You don’t know that,” she snapped, glaring up. “You can’t say that at all. I’m—”

      She clamped her mouth shut. She was too emotional to trust herself not to say something compromising. More compromising.

      She tapped her low heel on the deck, looked away.

      “Fine. Do it.”

      Everything in her screamed for her to take that back. To push this off. To hope that maybe these magics would go away, and not burden herself with an act of such crushing permanence as a magicker rank seal implanted in her cheek. She could never hide it—not, especially, if she couldn’t Change.

      But she knew when she was deceiving herself. Adeius, so much more so now that she could literally sense the truth or not in her own thoughts.

      She was a magicker. That wasn’t going to go away, like the Bruising Sleep wasn’t going to go away, either. Whatever happened from here, both of those things were a part of her life now.

      “We do have time,” Doryan said, going back on their earlier statement that doing it quickly would help. What did they read in her that they were backpedaling?

      Time would be good. All the time in the universe would be good—never would be better.

      But she knew, she absolutely knew she couldn’t get through this if she was dreading this moment ahead. She needed it behind her.

      Doryan nodded and stood, going to a palm-locked cabinet on the starboard wall. They came back with a black case, which they set on the table.

      She couldn’t stop her accelerating heart-rate. She couldn’t control anything at all.

      “This won’t take long.”
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        Often, as Truthspoken, we must do that which we are not personally inclined to do.

        ARIANNA RHIALDEN, MELESORIE X IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      Ari studied the holographic rank seal shimmering on Doryan’s cheek as they opened their case. It was the size of a large coin, roughly centered in the hollow of their right cheek. The fractal patterns seemed to shift as Doryan moved, the light catching different depths in the metallic material.

      This was the law. Adeius. Yes, until she was faced with wearing this seal herself, she had upheld that law. Would have said it was for the highest good of the kingdom. Could she still believe that? Could she set aside her own emotions and find that solid logic again?

      As Truthspoken, it was her duty to uphold the law, and could she do her duty?

      She didn’t feel very Truthspoken just now.

      Doryan pulled out two palm-sized boxes from the case, one black, one silver. And a small device with a few buttons and a tiny screen.

      “This is wrong,” she said, her throat closing. She couldn’t stop the words from coming out, though she shouldn’t have said them. She was usually so much more controlled than that.

      But the words were true.

      Doryan looked up. “Maybe.”

      “How many people have you sealed against their will? Isn’t that a violence?”

      They met her eyes.

      They didn’t need to answer that one.

      The meal she’d just eaten churned in her stomach.

      Ari touched the smooth skin on her cheek. She had a tattoo now. She had piercings, and though she wasn’t particularly partial to either of those things, they were just modifications. She’d done them before, too, and then erased them when she was finished with a role. Couldn’t this just be like that? When she was better, when she could Change again—maybe she could get a seal like her father had used to play the magicker. Temporary, and removable if needed. Of course, that depended on if she could ever learn to hide her aura.

      That depended on a lot of things.

      She was Truthspoken. She’d been born to rule this kingdom, shouldn’t she want to uphold the law?

      Okay, so and if Eti had been sealed, would Badem’s people at Windvale have been able to use him against her and so many others—and, Adeius, Badem had said the Javieris were using him, too, and she’d have to think hard about that later.

      How many people’s secrets had he been forced to take and hand over because they had over him that he was an unsealed magicker? And he could take those secrets because he was an unsealed magicker. People wouldn’t suspect the shy and awkward gardener.

      So was that small bit of protection against exploitation enough to make this right? Was that protection for society’s secrets enough to make this right? Enough to let her accept its necessity?

      She had to believe it helped society. Yes, most magickers couldn’t hide their auras, she suspected, but still, some could. Eti could. There had to be more unsealed magickers out there being used like he had been, and that thought wrenched at her insides.

      And sealed magickers were always welcome on ships during travel, as they could offer extra protection and sometimes extra speed. That was a benefit, wasn’t it?

      And magickers were highly respected for their ability to read truths in disputes and trials. Their witness of someone’s truth was as binding as the Truthspeaker’s. Would that witness have the same weight if they weren’t sealed? If their position wasn’t so official and state sanctioned? It added credibility. It added stability to society.

      All of these things, on some level, were true. And many of them were also lies, or at least not the full truth. They weren’t the reason magickers were sealed. Everything, always, came back to control.

      Doryan removed a coin-sized crystal disk from the silver box and a blank holographic rank seal from the black box.

      “Hold out your hand, please. The crystal will record both your DNA and your base strength to determine your rank and seal pattern…”

      Doryan’s gaze flicked back up to her face, and she understood their hesitation. Whatever else she was now, she was still Truthspoken, and just now, she wasn’t her own genetic self. Had there ever been a situation like this before, where a Truthspoken had manifested Green Magics? She certainly hadn’t heard of it, and she would know.

      If she was sealed now, her seal pattern wouldn’t be true to her own preferred default DNA—which, that in itself was a relief. She’d be sealed as Imorie, not Arianna. It wouldn’t, truly, be her own seal.

      But that, her new senses told her sharply, was still mostly a lie. She was Imorie—Imorie was her. And right now, with everything happening, she might need to be Imorie for…well. Maybe indefinitely. She certainly couldn’t be Arianna again as a magicker. It was bad enough that Imorie was a contract Rhialden.

      She wanted to scream at these magicker senses to stop—please, stop showing her what she didn’t want to see.

      Ari held out her hand, and Doryan placed the crystal in her palm.

      “We periodically re-assess strength and re-adjust the seal pattern as needed,” they said. “So we can adjust this later, if you…” They made a vague waving motion.

      If she Changed, they meant. If she was allowed to be herself again, or if she was even able.

      With their hand brushing hers to place the crystal, she could feel the sharpness of their discomfort. At her being Truthspoken? At this seal, in part, being a lie? Or the whole sealing process in general?

      They felt no triumph, at least, in sealing her, a Rhialden Truthspoken. She knew that.

      Ari looked down at the polished crystal. She’d studied how Green Magickers were sealed as a passing part of her training, but she hadn’t seen the process itself before, as that was typically private. She’d seen diagrams. Images and holos. In person, in this context…this was so very different.

      The crystal was smooth, the material heavy and dense, so clear it seemed to hold the essence of water, or maybe sky, not the earth it came from. It didn’t have strength in it like she imagined most rocks would have, or like metal had felt, even, but rather…purpose.

      Doryan laid the blank rank seal on top of the crystal in her palm, shining face down.

      “This will take a minute.”

      Ari waited for something to happen, but she could only see the back of the implant, matte gray with its nano circuitries. Nothing changed on that side.

      And this…this part itself was actually interesting. If she’d been given a choice, if this was rank like the military wore rank on their lapels, if this was a mark of honor, or if she could remove it, this would actually be useful.

      Doryan carefully pulled up the rank seal from the crystal and turned it over, peering at the design.

      They made a soft, “Ha.”

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      She craned to see.

      Doryan turned the seal to face her, holding it by the edges. “Fifth rank. That’s your base strength. You’ll likely reach sixth rank, maybe even seventh, with time and training.”

      Doryan, she remembered them saying, was fourth rank, and they were high enough in the magicker hierarchy to be trusted with this ship and its secrets. Seventh rank was what First Magicker Mariyit Broden was. She didn’t think there was a higher rank than seventh, and only a very few sevenths at that.

      Was she giving up a life as the Truthspoken Heir to maybe become the First Magicker someday?
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        The seven ranks used by Green Magickers correspond to points along a graph rather than any marked skill difference between one rank and another, though there are skill differences as ranks progress. By far, the lower ranks are the most widely represented among magickers, with the highest held only by a comparative few.

        DR. LORD PIXI VIYALOROKKA IN “THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF GREEN MAGICKERS”

      

      

      

      That her rank was high was…interesting. And of fucking course Ari’s rank was high at the baseline. Rhialdens didn’t do anything in half measures, even when it was out of their own control.

      She turned her hand with the crystal and set it back down on the table, where Doryan scooped it up, stared at it a moment, then set it back in its box.

      “All right,” they said. “This is the part that’s a little uncomfortable, though it won’t hurt, just might feel odd.”

      Ari’s stomach tightened.

      Doryan pulled something else from the case and waggled it. “Holomirror. I can position the seal, or you can do it yourself. Sometimes it’s easier, though, if you don’t see yourself until it’s finished.”

      Ari took the mirror and turned it on, projecting a shallow holographic panel in front of her, which moved with her as she turned her head from side to side. She tried not to wince at her own ragged state. The bruising under her eyes was much worse in this lighting, and without her cosmetics, than it had been in the washroom.

      She touched her cheek again, trying to capture a memory of what it felt like—not as smooth as it should be, or had been, when she’d been Arianna. But it would still be smooth after. The rank seal would mimic the texture of her skin. Would meld with it, truly inset.

      She took the seal from Doryan, holding it, as they had, by the edges. “Will it stick on the first try?”

      “No, it won’t bond until I tell it to.” They tapped the small device they’d pulled out earlier. “Take all the time you need to position it. You know where it goes—reference mine if you need to.”

      Ari nodded and carefully pressed the cool metallic seal to her cheek. She kept herself from shivering, barely. She shifted her positioning a little to one side, a little down. Right in the hollow of her cheek.

      “There? That looks good. Hold still. This part will feel like a small pinch, but the local anesthetic will kick in. Ready?”

      “Yes—”

      There was a pinch and Ari jumped, but the seal stayed when her hand flinched away. Her cheek felt warm, but it wasn’t painful. She watched in the holomirror, horrified and fascinated, as the edge of the seal sunk into her skin, bonding with it.

      She reached to touch it.

      “Not yet,” Doryan said. “Give it an hour to fully set.”

      She poked her tongue at her cheek on the inside, but that felt no different.

      “It might be a little sore for the next few hours, but after that, you won’t notice it’s there.”

      “Yes, I will,” she said.

      Doryan sighed, pulling their instruments back into the case. “This is our life, Imorie. There are parts of being a magicker that are wonderful. I’m sure you haven’t had the chance to fully explore your new senses, but you will see the world in a way that most people never will. You’ll see beauty that most can’t even fathom, and that’s yours. You will always have that beauty. You will always know who to trust, and who not to. You can take a ship, when trained—and at your strength you’ll certainly be able to—into Below Space at military speeds, no matter the size or how many are onboard. And more, and we can talk about that, all the possibilities of what you can do now. Who you are now. And every magicker has their own specialties and gifts as well—I am a healer. You might be that, or might have other skills.”

      She watched them through this speech, heard the sincerity of it, and also felt the very faint taint of bullshit at its edges.

      Doryan stopped, caught her look, and grinned a little wistfully, looking down. “It’s not a bad life.”

      “It’s not the life I wanted. It’s not the life I was promised.”

      “No,” they agreed. They shrugged. “And how many of us truly have that?”

      Her hand strayed again toward her cheek, but she stopped herself from touching it.

      She’d already been off-track in her life. And had she, truly, been deluding herself that she would ever be the Heir again? Dressa was already engaged to Lesander. That engagement wouldn’t bear going back to Arianna again, and she didn’t want it to. She wanted it even less now that she knew the Javieris had a hand in Eti’s abuse and what had happened at Windvale. And she didn’t know if she’d ever fully recover from the Bruising Sleep. There was no cure.

      All of those thoughts—all of those thoughts were true.

      So what was there for her now? Remain Imorie, train however the magickers trained to eventually become the First Magicker? Would even the magickers let her do that, knowing her parentage?

      She waved off the mirror.

      Doryan had put their sealing case away, and was coming back now with another case.

      “Cosmetics,” they said, sliding it across to her. “On the theory that most people come on this ship in a rush, without their own supplies. There’s changes of clothing, too, in that wall cabinet over there—all in neutral tones, like what I’m wearing now. It’s a simple cut, I’m afraid, but it’s quality stuff. I’m sure you’ll find something in your size. You can wash your clothes you have on in that unit over there—or dispose of them. You’re welcome to keep the clothes you take from the ship stores.”

      Ari opened the cosmetics case and felt a dizzying amount of relief at the powders, vials, and brushes inside. No, she wasn’t the expert at cosmetics that Bettea was, but she was Truthspoken. Her training still rivaled the top cosmetic schools. She could still obscure her features, push back closer to Imorie’s again.

      “We have a good two days yet to go until we’re at Valon. You’re welcome to anything in the common room here, though I ask that you not enter the cockpit—the hatch is locked—or go in the back engine area, and the hatch leading into there from the cargo space is locked, too.” They shrugged. “I wouldn’t blame an escape attempt, I truly do understand, but I do ask you not to try it. It wouldn’t, in your case, help the situation.”

      No, it wouldn’t. As much as she itched to be anywhere but here. Doryan’s words weren’t a threat, but simply fact. She was a Rhialden, and she did have a responsibility to see this through.

      She was also certain that her face, by now, was spreading across the systems of Valoris as a magicker accused of murder, which was monumental enough that she’d be recognized anywhere. And she couldn’t Change. And she was now sealed, and couldn’t hide her aura, either.

      Ari escaped instead with new clothes and her cosmetics to the washroom.
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