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        I have had two fathers. And at times, I've found myself both exasperated with and immensely grateful for both of them.

        ARIANNA RHIALDEN, MELESORIE X IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      Iata woke to soft light, soft sounds, soft blankets. He was propped up, which was odd.

      He wasn’t in his bedroom, or his own bloodservant’s bedroom, and that realization made his heart-rate spike. And that made a monitor nearby chime.

      Haneri was curled in an awkward position in a chair beside his bed, her eyes closed. Her clothes, for once, disheveled.

      He inhaled and smelled antiseptic, and…rust.

      A pile of rusted metal flakes lay scattered across his lap, his left hand resting in the mess. His right hand was tied to an intravenous hookup. His torso, beneath the blankets, was stiff with med patches and healskin bandages. He didn’t have a shirt on.

      “Ungh,” he said, which was about the most sound he could manage.

      Haneri jerked and sat up, peering at him through bleary, golden-brown eyes. Her flawless brown complexion wasn’t dimmed, not even a little, by the wan overhead lights. And was it horrible—Adeius, yes, it had to be horrible—that his thought at that moment was how beautiful she was when waking up beside him?

      Even if she was in a chair, and he in a bed that wasn’t his own.

      Haneri’s eyes darted to the pile of rust on his lap—that had to have been a metal bar, and who had supplied that?—and then back to him.

      He shuddered and broke into a cold sweat. If he had rust in his lap, if someone had given him metal to pull strength from, then his aura was showing. Who had seen it? How many, and could they be contained?

      Iata was in the palace infirmary, not in a public hospital, but even so. He took a breath and tried to push his aura back inside himself, but gasped as his whole body repulsed his attempt. Adeius, fire was boiling in his blood.

      Haneri jerked forward. “Don’t—Homaj, don’t. They already know. There wasn’t time to get Dressa or the bloodservants to take you through the back corridors. We had to take you through the main ones.”

      The infirmary was on the floor beneath the royal residence, near the back of the palace. Accessible through the back corridors, yes, but also through a service staircase and lift. He wouldn’t have been paraded through the court—at least he hoped not. Who had seen his—his unconscious body? His bleeding body?

      Iata looked down at his chest again, trying to make out the colors of the med patches beneath the light blanket. Trying to assess the damage.

      He focused inward—he remembered that he could focus inward, and took a bodily inventory. He’d had surgery. He’d been sedated and was still feeling the haze from that. He knew not to smooth that post-surgery haziness away—he’d need that energy for healing.

      The injury. He blinked hard, and what had happened snapped back into memory.

      Lesander.

      The hug. The knife.

      He could feel with his Change-trained senses the edges of the wound inside him, the most aggravated parts. He measured the precise fix of the surgeon’s intervention. His body had an influx of stored blood, so he had lost much.

      The injury might have killed him if he hadn’t managed to call for help. If he hadn’t been a magicker, pulling strength from the wood of the floor around him to let his Truthspoken training maintain his body and heal. He had an automatic heal command set for when his body was in a dire state—that had kicked in. Now, he was pulling from several nutrient patches to replenish his system reserves, but he knew it would be several days before his body would make a full recovery.

      Iata lay back again, his breaths coming short.

      “You will recover,” Haneri said.

      He nodded and smoothed away a burst of nausea. Maybe he would need that energy, too, but he had no wish at all to throw up.

      “How—how bad is the court taking this—I’m still⁠—”

      “Homaj, I don’t know.”

      Right. Yes, he was still Homaj. He was still, from sheer habit, speaking with Homaj’s intonation, using his gestures. He reassessed himself with that in mind, made small adjustments. If he was Homaj now and others had seen his aura, then he had to keep being Homaj for the time being, no help for that.

      “I’ve been here,” Haneri said, her voice gathering steel. “Someone had to make sure that you got the proper care. Ceorre is tending to everything else.”

      “And Dressa?” he asked.

      “Dressa is distraught.” But there was more there she wasn’t saying. An anger that boiled just beneath the surface.

      Was he reading that through her body language? Or, with his aura out, feeling it?

      He gingerly reached to brush the rust on his lap. “Did you bring the metal?”

      Then he sucked in a breath, looked to her. “Are we safe to talk?” That she was calling him Homaj made him think they were not, but maybe she was being overcautious.

      Haneri rolled her shoulders, tilted her neck to either side to work out the kinks, then reached into a hip pocket, pulling out a compact combination dampener-scrambler. It was one of the models, he saw, that obscured visuals, too.

      Haneri flicked it on, nudged it in beside him, then pulled her chair closer.

      “You’re asking, I think, if everyone thinks you just manifested? There is speculation. Oh Adeius, there is speculation. We’re not going to get around that. But I talked briefly with the First Magicker. He said it would be best if we all broadcast that this was your manifestation, this injury. It’s a trauma, that’s plausible.”

      “Haneri, my rank isn’t low⁠—”

      “And neither is your social rank. I think that follows.”

      “But Imorie’s rank⁠—”

      Her hand closed around his. The monitor beside him was chiming again, and his heart hammered in his chest.

      He closed his eyes, damning the stabs of pain that his breaths were bringing, and separated the pain from himself. Iata slowly, slowly brought his heart-rate back down, but the effort left him sweating.

      He opened his eyes and squeezed her hand, unable to stop tears of sheer frustration.

      “Imorie will be fine,” Haneri said with her usual bluntness. “I need to know that you will be fine. You’re Homaj. Can you continue to be Homaj?”

      He turned up his other hand, his rust-covered hand, and she frowned, standing to pull the soiled blanket off of him. He finally got a good look at his exposed torso and grimaced. Yes, that matched what he felt inside.

      Haneri brushed off the remaining rust, grabbed another blanket, and covered him again.

      There was a pile of blankets beside her chair, and how many times had she done this? How many metal bars had he crumbled?

      “Mariyit brought the metal. He said it would give you more strength, but not to use more than he brought.”

      “How many bars?”

      “Ten.”

      Fuck.

      “How long⁠—”

      “It’s afternoon, day after.”

      Startled, he tried to push up.

      Haneri pressed him firmly back down.

      “Homaj. You will absolutely rest until the physicians say you can safely leave the bed.”

      “But—”

      “Ceorre has the kingdom in hand for the moment.”

      “But Dressa, my Heir⁠—”

      Haneri tilted her head. And even though the dampener was on, she lowered her voice.

      “Where is Iata?”

      He looked between her eyes, but knew that if he was Homaj, she was asking after Maja. And her question earlier about if he could remain Homaj might plausibly be asking if he could Change or not. Just in case every other security precaution was failing, because no dampener or scrambler was ever one hundred percent secure. Nothing was ever totally secure. Not even his study. Not even his judgment.

      “Hestia,” he croaked, and she grabbed a bottle of water, put it to his lips.

      He coughed before managing a few sips. “Haneri—you don’t need to⁠—”

      But she waved him off, recapped the bottle. “So, is this a temporary thing? It’s already been almost three weeks.” Three weeks solid of being Homaj, barring his Change when Imorie had arrived.

      He swallowed again, clearing his throat. Okay. So now she was going to throw security to the wind, but she wasn’t wrong that she needed to know.

      And at that moment, he was too fucking tired to really care. The dampener would have to be enough.

      “It was supposed to be temporary—I was supposed to step up fully⁠—”

      Haneri’s brows shot up. “Am I still married, then?”

      Asking, then, if Maja had abdicated yet, which would follow that he had to abdicate if Iata was to rule. All of which was…complicated.

      He turned his hands up. “Legally, yes. Technically…” He tried to sit up straighter again, and this time, she didn’t stop him. “Haneri, my magics—my manifestation of magics—what is Ceorre saying? How is she handling this?”

      “She’s saying you were attacked. We had to”—she made a face—“we had to blame it on Iata. That got out first, unfortunately. Some of the staff or some of Jalava’s people saw Iata going to your apartment before this happened. It got out too quickly, though Jalava is trying to find the leak. I’ve tasked Vogret with that, too, and she is effective.” This said with a tight nod. “But the danger, too, was that Imorie would be blamed. As a magicker associated with the deaths of other nobility. Or Eti, though I’m sure it would have been pinned on Imorie.”

      Iata groaned and sat back, closing his eyes until the room stopped spinning.

      “So, you’re publicly a magicker,” she said. “You’re being painted as the victim by everyone on your side—which you are a victim—and that the attack made you manifest. You’ll need to be clumsy in your magics at first⁠—”

      “I know how a manifestation works,” he snapped.

      At her sudden and eloquent silence, he opened his hands.

      “I am the Seritarchus,” he said, and didn’t know if that was a declaration or an apology.

      Haneri, her mouth tight, nodded. “And you’ll remain as such. You’re not going to abdicate just now, if you were considering that. Not when Dressa’s associations are…in question.” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Dressa didn’t do this,” he said quickly.

      “Oh, I know. Ceorre is sorting that out.”

      “I want to see Lesander⁠—”

      Her eyes glinted. “No. Not yet. Not until I’ve had the chance to talk to her.”

      He opened his mouth, was going to say that Lesander hadn’t wanted to do this to him. That had been painfully clear. She’d been crying. She’d embraced him.

      Unless his senses had been so locked down, his magicker senses too frayed to tell the lie in that, too.

      He was having trouble keeping his eyes open. “Tell Ceorre. I want to see her. When she can.”

      Haneri laid a cool hand on his brow, and, startled, he opened his eyes again.

      “Do I have permission to touch you, Husband?”

      She’d called him that before. But here, knowing she knew who he was, knowing she knew now that even Maja wasn’t truly her husband anymore, it made his back and neck prickle.

      He nodded. And he knew that she was trying, in whatever way she could, to give him strength. He wouldn’t take it—but he knew he already had, when she’d offered. When he’d been dying.

      He took her hand, pulled it from his face, gripped it tightly.

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded. “Just rest, Homaj. Please. Rest.”
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        I’m sure people would like to hear that when I was first sealed as a magicker, I rejoiced to join the ranks of magickers in service to the kingdom. The reality is that it was a sign of permanence for a life I hadn’t yet asked for, and closure for a life I was leaving behind.

        FIRST MAGICKER MARIYIT BRODEN, AS QUOTED IN THE CHANGE DIALOGUES

      

      

      

      The second time Iata woke, Haneri wasn’t in the room, but First Magicker Mariyit Broden sat next to the bed, reading a paper book.

      He glanced over at Iata, his bushy brows lifting as he smiled. He shoved a folded tissue between the pages to mark his place. Mariyit looked determined to be cheerful, but his face was a little too pale, too flushed in the reading light.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Iata unfocused, delving within again. His body had made progress—he was sure someone had replaced the nutrient patches since he’d last been awake. He would have used up the others.

      “What day—what time is it?”

      “Late night, one day since you were injured.”

      Iata noticed how Mariyit avoided saying “attacked.”

      His throat burned. He looked around to see if Haneri had left the water bottle—Mariyit produced a cup instead and carefully handed it to him.

      Iata hated how his hands were trembling. He hadn’t, for whatever reason, been as concerned about showing that with Haneri.

      Mariyit was a friend, yes. But⁠—

      But.

      “Not that I don’t welcome the company,” Iata started. He didn’t feel the telltale ear pressure of a dampener in play. And he knew he was still Homaj.

      Mariyit must have sensed the dilemma, because he smiled and said, “You’ve manifested Green Magics, Ser Seritarchus. I would be extremely remiss—in fact, it would be illegal—if I left you to your own devices just now.”

      Iata did not want to spar with Mariyit, not in any capacity, no matter if it wasn’t real. He wanted to sleep again. No, he wanted to get up and see what mess had been made of his kingdom.

      “Homaj,” Mariyit said quietly. “I know this is hard. You have my full support. I must seal you, however. And the sooner that is done, the sooner the people will feel safer with where you stand.”

      It took Iata a moment to register what he meant, but—yes. Yes, and it was why Iata had never allowed himself to be sealed before, and why Onya Norren, and then Mariyit, had grudgingly agreed. He needed to be able to Change and needed to not be sporting a magicker’s seal when he did so.

      But now? It was bad enough with Imorie being a Rhialden magicker, even if publicly they were only a contract Rhialden. But the people would be terrified of a Truthspoken ruler who was also a magicker. In their eyes, he could be anyone, anywhere, and also know every one of their innermost thoughts.

      But then, he’d known he’d have to be sealed when he revealed his magics as himself. He’d known that.

      His throat tightened. When he looked at Mariyit again, he knew there was a plea in his eyes and felt hot and sick with the shame of it, but he couldn’t help it.

      “I have to,” Mariyit said, and that was the best apology he could give.

      Iata nodded, and Mariyit picked up a shoulder bag he’d set on the floor and began removing supplies.

      Iata didn’t watch. He was not particularly willing to be a participant in this—and could he change this law now, even if he was the ruler, when he himself was sealed?

      No. Because he would be back to the problem of the people being not just righteously cowed by their Truthspoken, but paranoid in a way that might push them over the edge. If he’d been able to do this his own way, spin it his own way, he might have softened those fears. But a ruler manifesting after being attacked?

      And everyone would know now that he couldn’t do violence. Couldn’t defend himself. Well, or maybe now they knew that he could—it was possible for him to kill, even if it was absolutely not an option if he wanted to live himself. That Eti had survived didn’t help things politically—which was a horrible thought, but now people would think that magickers could kill without consequences.

      He’d seen a magicker dissipate after killing. He’d shared Eti’s spiraling emotions, helped hold him back from that abyss, ground him in this world. Iata knew the truth of what happened to magickers who killed.

      He hadn’t planned any of this. He hadn’t yet smoothed over the way for him to publicly be a magicker—but had he been fooling himself that he’d ever be accepted as a magicker? Here, in this kingdom? Anywhere?

      He didn’t look at the two boxes, the sealing instruments, in Mariyit’s hand.

      And he hadn’t changed that law, nor had Maja, because he knew it would cost him public support.

      Mariyit leaned forward. “Homaj. Will you let me steady you? You flickered there.”

      “I what?” he asked, as if he didn’t know exactly what that meant, and the lie in that just now felt intensely wrong. He was a high-ranking magicker, and so was Mariyit—their magics were overlapping in a push for truth.

      Mariyit squeezed his hand, lingering just a moment to give a calm that Iata was struggling to accept as a truth. Because it wasn’t. He wasn’t at all calm. He couldn’t be.

      Mariyit let go and gave a rambling explanation as he prepared his instruments.

      “May I have your hand?” he asked, and Iata put it out, feeling the weight of the genetic recording crystal as Mariyit set it in his palm.

      Mariyit lifted it again and continued his ramble.

      “Where would you like the seal?”

      Iata pointed to his left cheek, where Mariyit had his own seal. It was fairly standard, though not everyone chose there.

      “This won’t hurt,” Mariyit said as he stood and crouched over Iata, aligning something cool against his face. “Not much, in any case. It may be uncomfortable for an hour or so after.”

      Mariyit’s fingers brushed Iata’s cheek as he fiddled with his tools, and Iata felt his intense distaste for what he was doing just now. And also, just a little, vindication. And shame at that vindication, as he knew Iata had felt that.

      Iata didn’t blame him for that. He knew what face was his own just now. He knew what position he held. In Mariyit’s place, he would feel the same.

      He didn’t flinch as the seal took hold. It did burn, just briefly, a nerve burn before the circuitry numbed his cheek to fully let itself integrate.

      Mariyit pulled back, and Iata touched his cheek. He felt nothing different, but then, he knew he wouldn’t.

      “Do you wish to see?” Mariyit asked.

      He thought about saying no, but found himself nodding.

      Mariyit pulled out his comm, turned on the flat holo mirror, and held it out to Iata.

      Iata took it, and let out a breath. Adeius, he looked awful. His usually tan and healthy skin—as Homaj—now sallow, brown eyes puffy and one bloodshot. His long black hair tied into a tail, but messy, unadorned. Someone had cleaned off all his cosmetics, and now he just felt bare. Hollow.

      The coin-sized holographic seal, with a very dense fractal spiral pattern, glinted as he turned his head to examine it.

      He made himself regard it dispassionately.

      “This is my genetic rank?”

      He hadn’t been tested again since he’d first manifested. But this was a lot denser than his own very dense, removable seal.

      Mariyit rocked on his heels. “Yes. Yes, it is. To your genetics now, of course.”

      But that wouldn’t affect the rank.

      “It’s seventh,” Mariyit said, and Iata heard trepidation in his voice.

      He looked up. Examined Mariyit’s own seventh rank seal. There was no higher rank than seventh.

      Iata’s seal was just as dense. Maybe…maybe a little denser.

      He clicked Mariyit’s comm off, handed it back.

      Mariyit should have given him a false seal. Said his rank was lower. That would at least have made him less threatening. He wanted people to fear him as a Truthspoken, in the holy and Adeium-backed fear that gave him the power to rule this kingdom. He didn’t want people to fear him as a magicker.

      And maybe, truly, he didn’t want anyone to fear him at all.

      He rubbed his cheek again—it was sore, but that was a small pain compared to the others he was keeping at bay.

      “I won’t say thank you,” he growled, absolutely Homaj.

      Mariyit smiled. “I won’t expect it. Welcome, Homaj Rhialden, to the ranks of Green Magickers.”

      Heat prickled all over him. And if he hadn’t already overtaken Homaj’s life, if Maja had only been away for a short time with the intent to return to it, what would have happened then?

      And now? Now—if he wanted to rule this kingdom, he didn’t have any other choice but to be Homaj.

      But he wouldn’t have to hold in his aura anymore. Oh, Adeius. He wouldn’t have to.

      “Are they calling for my abdication?” he asked, as Mariyit returned his tools to his bag.

      “Mmm, some are. Some people are saying all of this is my fault, a conspiracy to infect the Rhialden rulers with unholy magics. Can you believe it?” He grinned, showing teeth. “You have allies, though. High House Xiao is publicly behind you, though that’s not particularly surprising, given your parentage. Koldari has been outspoken in defense of both you and Imorie, too. I understand the Truthspeaker is hard-pressed not to appoint him the protector of all things Rhialden.”

      Koldari. Iata didn’t have a solid read on Koldari. What trouble had Koldari managed to cause while he’d been stuck in the infirmary?

      “And High House Javieri,” Mariyit added, “is also showing their support. Lesander made a very pretty speech in the courtyard a few hours ago.”

      That took the wind from him.

      He needed to see her. Needed to talk to Dressa, to Ceorre.

      “Mariyit. Can you send—I don’t have my rings, where is my ring comm? Or my hand comm, for that matter⁠—”

      “The Seritarchus Consort told me to tell you she didn’t want you to do any work, and that she has all of your comms safe in her possession. If you were to ask.”

      Haneri. Maybe she thought she was protecting him, or maybe she had some other motive. Haneri was always full of motives.

      “And where is the Seritarchus Consort?”

      Mariyit shrugged. “In bed, I would imagine. She stayed with you a solid day until I relieved her around an hour ago.”

      Iata blinked to process that.

      Then decided that his comm was not worth waking her just now. Not when he was feeling the need to close his eyes again.

      But he said, “Please tell Ceorre I need to see her, and Ondressarie, and Lesander, as soon as they’re able.”

      Mariyit considered him, as if to say that they’d come as soon as Iata was able, not the other way around, but he nodded.

      “I will, of course.” He bowed. “Rest well, Seritarchus.”
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        Haneri ne Delor Rhialden is often seen as a political enigma. A force to be reckoned with in the early days of the rule of Homaj Rhialden, Seritarchus IX of the Twelfth Dynasty, Haneri mostly retreated from the public eye—only to burst out again into Valoran politics when she was needed most.

        FROM THE DOCUMENTARY HANERI: A LIFE OF WOVEN SHADOWS

      

      

      

      It was nearing dawn.

      Ceorre’s apartment behind the Adeium smelled like tea and something sweet—maybe fruit, maybe a scent stick somewhere Lesander couldn’t see.

      She sat in a too-comfortable chair in the Truthspeaker’s living room. Ceorre, who’d come in when one of Dressa’s guards brought her here late that afternoon, had told her to wait. Ceorre had shown her a spare bedroom that she could sleep in if she wanted to, but she could hardly think about sleep.

      Ceorre had told her not to leave, and said that if she did, there would be consequences. Lesander didn’t know if the Adeium guards outside would let her go, but she didn’t want to find out.

      And this was all part of the test of her new and realigned loyalties. That much was obvious.

      Ceorre had been gone for so long now, but Ceorre had a kingdom to hold together—which was Lesander’s fault. Adeius, her fault. Lesander was hungry, but she hadn’t yet dared to see if there was food in the apartment’s small kitchen.

      Dressa had spent all day doing—she didn’t know. And that bothered Lesander intensely. She’d seen Dressa in only short moments all day, then been relegated here.

      That afternoon, Lesander had gone out and pledged Javieri support and allegiance to the Rhialdens.

      Her mother would be furious. Her mother would know Lesander had failed. And Lesander was torn between distress at that and emphatically not caring.

      Finally, when she was working herself back up into a panic over just what Dressa and Ceorre were going to do with her, the entry door opened.

      Lesander stood, breath catching, and turned to see who’d entered.

      Dressa? She hoped it was Dressa. Or at least Ceorre—a break from this nothing, from not knowing what was going on or her own immediate fate.

      But it was Haneri, Dressa’s mother, who came into view.

      And that…was unsettling. Lesander had observed the dynamic between Haneri and the Seritarchus, between—Adeius—Iata, and it wasn’t the cold relationship Dressa ascribed to her parents. Not at all.

      Lesander drew on her training, holding herself poised as Haneri approached, and Haneri seemed to be moving in a different world than everyone else. She wore a brilliant flowing gown tonight, hugging all her generous curves, a big puff of gauzy gold in her hair, her cosmetics impeccable. Absolutely gorgeous, and every inch the Seritarchus Consort. She made Lesander feel shabby in her day-rumpled teal suit and silk shirt, her makeup and hair which hadn’t been refreshed since that morning.

      Ceorre had been all glares since Dressa and Lesander had come to her the night before. Dressa had been…alternately open, supportive, and intense. Cold. So fucking cold.

      But Haneri seemed exactly as Lesander had ever seen her: in possession of herself, taking no bull whatsoever, giving only the world as she saw it.

      Lesander searched Haneri’s face and body language for rage. For hatred. It had to be there, if what she’d seen flowing between Haneri and Iata was even remotely real.

      “I just came from the Seritarchus’s bedside,” Haneri said.

      Lesander barely kept herself from stiffening. She had decided, even with everything that had happened, that she would have just a little bit of dignity left. Just a small amount. And if they tried to take that from her⁠—

      She didn’t know what she’d do. She hadn’t thought past that night of the attack at all.

      Adeius. That night.

      She’d had all day and all night to think about a lot of things. That the man she’d stabbed was the Seritarchus, but not the one she’d actually been trying to kill. That her idea to use Iata to access Homaj had backfired because he was Iata. That he was, and had been for some time, a Green Magicker. And she’d just exposed that very vital secret. She might have caused the downfall of the kingdom after all, though Dressa and Ceorre were doing their utmost to stop that from happening.

      Was that what she’d wanted? Had she wanted the kingdom to fall?

      She’d pledged her loyalty to Dressa with all she had and all she was. Witnessed by a magicker and everything. Two magickers, truly.

      But everything had seemed so desperate that night of the attack. And now…now, Lesander wondered if her mother would start plotting to assassinate her.

      “Lesander,” Haneri said.

      Lesander jerked, flushing as she realized she’d drifted, and Haneri had said something more.

      “Sit,” Haneri commanded, and Lesander backed up into the chair she’d just left and sat again. Folding her hands tightly in her lap.

      Haneri stood over her, arms crossed, brows raised. It reminded her, forcibly, of her mother doing the same. Or even her grandmother, the sour old dowager who her mother Yroikan had taken after. But even knowing Haneri’s usual acidity, Haneri’s posture still seemed softer. Haneri could be horrible, from all of Dressa’s accounts and from what Lesander knew from her own research, but she wasn’t a monster. She was not Prince Yroikan Javieri. And the base fact that Lesander had seen affection between Haneri and Iata was proof of that. Her own mother didn’t care for anyone.

      Haneri had once been the heir to a high house princedom, too. Haneri had also been betrothed to a Truthspoken. She’d renounced her former titles at her own wedding, but she hadn’t completely foresworn her family like Lesander had just done—at least, she didn’t think Haneri had.

      With a sigh, Haneri sat down on a couch across from her.

      “I understand your dilemma,” she said. “I’m not trained in Change like you are, not more than the cosmetic kind, but I have evaku to rival a Truthspoken, and not the watered-down version most of the nobility use. But you have to understand—when you come to Valon, you are playing on an entirely different board. The Rhialden Court is not the Delor Court, not the Javieri Court, not any court but its own. It has very particular rules—all of those rules being that the Truthspoken know what you’re doing. They are always, always ahead of where you are. And if you think you have outmatched them, they are in orbit, ready to blast you away if you so much as try.”

      Lesander studied her hands in her lap, though she was watching Haneri’s body language out of the corners of her eyes, bracing against if Haneri would try to kill her to protect her daughter.

      Or her…what? What was Iata to her?

      “Dressa can’t rule right now,” Haneri said, “though the kingdom sorely needs her to. But she can’t rule right now because of you. None of us trust you. You gave an oath, but then, you also gave an oath when you married her, and that you did not keep.”

      Lesander’s gaze snapped up. “I did! I did keep it. I acted because if I hadn’t, my family would have, and she might have been dead, and I couldn’t⁠—”

      Her throat closed. Which was as well, because none of this was going anywhere good.

      “Do you care about the good of this kingdom?” Haneri asked, relentless. The garnets in her earrings glittered with every move of her head, twins to her blazing eyes.

      “Yes,” Lesander hissed. Which was true.

      “And do you care about it enough that if the way forward is for a Rhialden to rule, and always to rule, never a Javieri, would you still support your Rhialden wife?”

      “That is my mother’s goal, not mine.”

      Haneri pursed her lips, and a flicker of something Lesander couldn’t name passed over her face. Something distant, maybe something old. And had Haneri’s father, Prince Delor, sent her to the Rhialden Court all those years ago with a mission of her own?

      Haneri inhaled sharply, some of her composure fraying.

      “Then why, child? Why did you try to kill him? You’ve dealt this kingdom a blow to its core, at the moment it was most vulnerable. I am so glad that he lived, but it is even more complicated now that he did. Did you think you could step into that gap?”

      “I—I don’t⁠—”

      Her eyes were flooding. She rapidly smoothed the tears away, but more just came.

      This was hell, wasn’t it? One of them, anyway. This was reciprocity. This was punishment.

      Haneri sat forward. Held out her hand. “Come with me.”

      Lesander drew back. “No. Ceorre said to stay⁠—”

      “And I, the Seritarchus Consort, am giving you my order. Also, my word—I’m not going to harm you. What happens to you belongs to my daughter. But you must come with me. Now.”

      Lesander swallowed, debated arguing.

      Finally, she stood. She didn’t take Haneri’s hand, though. Not that Haneri seemed to think she would.

      Haneri stood as if there was no care in the world. Haneri would be a match for Lesander’s mother, she was fairly sure. Why had her mother told her that Haneri was almost a non-entity at court? That had been a gross miscalculation—one of many.

      “Does Ceorre know you’re taking me somewhere?” Lesander asked as Haneri led her out into the courtyard behind the Adeium, bordered on one side by the Adeium itself, and on the others by the housing for the speakers and Ceorre’s own small residence. The sky shone with pale colors, but the sun wasn’t up yet, the air damp and heavy and just faintly smelling of the river.

      Lesander followed Haneri back into the Adeium proper. They passed Adeium guards, who didn’t stop them, though Lesander was sure they had orders to guard her specifically. The few speakers in the Adeium at this hour watched them pass, but also didn’t stop them.

      “She’ll know now,” Haneri said.

      Lesander’s stomach tightened.

      One of Haneri’s guards fell into step with them, the tall, pale Ina Vogret. Dressa had spoken fondly of Vogret before, but Vogret’s look at her was hard. Lesander would find no love in this palace today.

      They were halfway across the still-lit and mostly empty courtyard to the palace, where she’d made her speech pledging Javieri support the day before, when Lesander got up the nerve to ask where they were going.

      But she knew. She knew in her bones where Haneri was taking her, and it was all she could do to keep putting one foot after another.

      “We’re going to see the Seritarchus,” Haneri said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            THE OFFER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        High House Javieri has always had a place among the highest of the fourteen high houses. As such, their rulers, like the other five high house princedoms, are ruled by hereditary princes, unlike the other seven lower high houses which are ruled by dukes. (For the purposes of this book, High House Rhialden is considered a royal house, not a princedom.) For a prince to give up their princedom is the greatest sacrifice they can make, even if it gains them a place in the Rhialden family.

        TOREN XELAÑI IN HIGH HOUSE PRINCEDOMS AND THE POWER THEY WIELD

      

      

      

      No one was staring at Lesander as she followed Haneri into the palace infirmary. At least, not in the way Lesander kept thinking they should be.

      Murderer. Assassin. Enemy.

      The few people she passed bowed, both to Haneri and to her. The Seritarchus Consort and the soon-to-be Heir Consort. The staff looked distraught, or harried, but nothing more than that.

      By the time Haneri first knocked and then pushed open a heavily guarded door, Lesander’s jaw was clenched so tightly that she was having to actively block the pain.

      She expected the Seritarchus’s guards to bar her way—but no, they didn’t look at her any differently, either. Dressa had told her, between the meetings she’d held all day, that Iata was being blamed for this attack. That he was currently being searched for and would be arrested on sight.

      Dressa had said this with a calm so deep she could see her own reflection in it, a horrible, surreal reflection.

      Why had Dressa entrusted Lesander with the whole of it? That Iata wasn’t a bloodservant at all but a full Rhialden, the older of the two remaining children of their parents. Couldn’t Dressa see that Lesander was absolutely not to be trusted? Even if she had been verified by a magicker. Even if she’d made her oath. Haneri was right, she knew. She’d married into the Rhialdens, she had already given her oath, and she had betrayed that oath, too.

      Lesander’s thoughts stopped as she saw the person propped up on the bed, dark eyes darting from Haneri to her.

      He was visibly Homaj Rhialden, if more disheveled than Lesander had ever seen him. No makeup, his long black hair pulled back loosely but bed-mussed. She couldn’t see any difference in his body language, but then, according to Dressa, he’d been Homaj Rhialden almost the entire time Lesander had been at the palace. She wouldn’t see a difference—he was the Homaj Rhialden that she knew.

      His face was gaunt now, the shadows deep under his eyes. He had a blanket drawn up to his bare shoulders. A fluids line ran to a post beside him.

      Forest green haloed him. And his cheek glinted with the circle of a holographic seal.

      Lesander froze. She could not walk into that room. She could not.

      Lesander caught her breath as she felt a hand on her back—Haneri’s, pushing her forward with more care than Lesander would have thought. Much more than she deserved.

      Haneri closed the door behind them. Locked it. She steered Lesander ever closer to the man on the bed, who hadn’t taken his eyes off of her.

      “Lesander,” he said. “Daughter.”

      She coughed, choking on that. What the hell? Oh, Adeius, he had said that when he’d taken her into the city, and she had⁠—

      She dropped to her knees beside the bed.

      Haneri swore, pulled her back up again. “Wait until I get the dampener on to have your breakdown.”

      Lesander just blinked at her, open-mouthed.

      Haneri fumbled with a dampener, and Lesander’s ears popped. Everything beyond a two-meter radius around her was a blur.

      “Are you well enough to talk to her?” Haneri asked the person on the bed.

      “Well enough,” the Seritarchus said, though his voice sounded raspy, and not nearly as full or in control as it should be.

      And now Lesander couldn’t look away. She was close enough to touch him, and her gaze darted to his stomach, back up.

      She didn’t know what to say. He didn’t look angry, just tired, and she didn’t know how to respond to that at all.

      Of course, as a Rhialden Truthspoken—and she had learned there was a vast difference between his training and hers—he could just be hiding his emotions well.

      Haneri’s hand pressed on her shoulder. “Tell him what you told me.”

      She spun to see Haneri’s face. So she didn’t have to look at him anymore. “What?”

      “Tell him why.”

      She couldn’t swallow. It took several tries. None of her training, none of the excruciating hours of maintaining her composure, no matter what her mother had thrown at her, had prepared her for this.

      But Haneri’s face was set. Lesander wasn’t going to get around this. So she turned back around.

      The Seritarchus’s lips pulled tight, not quite a smile, not quite a frown.

      He didn’t look much older than she did most days, his mid-late twenties at most, which was from his Truthspoken Change training. His body defaulted to his prime. But just now…just now he seemed much older. Much closer to his actual age.

      “I knew someone once,” he said, then stopped, glancing at Haneri. He nodded. “My sister. Who decided it was better to do a terrible thing than face telling a terrible person no. She regretted that choice. But even though it was her choice, it was also a choice she was forced to make.”

      Lesander took a step back, shaking her head. “Don’t.”

      She wasn’t sure what she was saying. Only—Adeius, he should be furious with her. Not looking at her like he understood.

      He should be ordering her death, by every law in this kingdom. Had he not, because he was a magicker? Would that count as violence to him?

      But it was justice. Maybe it was a violence to let her live.

      He’d taken her into the city, even knowing she was a fraud. Even knowing, and openly showing he knew, that she was illegally trained.

      She should not be here.

      He should not be telling her whatever family secrets he was sharing now—and they were family secrets, because she knew, and he knew she knew, that he was one of four full siblings, not the distant cousin to the royal Rhialdens that everyone thought. It wasn’t her place to know these things. Adeius, she shouldn’t be in this same room with him.

      He held out a hand, and she stared at it.

      “Please,” he said. “I won’t force you. This is your choice. But I want to know what you’re feeling. And I want you to know what I’m feeling.”

      She didn’t want to know. But Haneri squeezed her shoulder, and she looked back to see Haneri’s solemn nod. And maybe that was why Haneri had brought her here. For this, whatever this was.

      She didn’t see a way out.

      And also…she did want to know. If she wasn’t to be publicly blamed for this, she wanted to know how bad it would be to live under his rule from here on out. She knew what it was like to cross her own mother, let alone try to kill her.

      She needed to know there was rage. There had to be rage.

      Lesander gripped his hand, braced against what she was sure would be a gale force of unseen fury, amplified to her through touch by his magics.

      But she was met with calm. She was met with fatigue, and frustration, and yes, there was also anger, but it wasn’t directed at her so much as flowing around her. Well, maybe a little at her. He wasn’t hiding that, either. But beyond all of that, she felt an overwhelming sense of his protection. Like he was placing himself between her and danger like a shield. Between her and her family.

      Was she reading that right? She didn’t have much experience with magickers. Hardly any at all.

      But the sense of warmth, of protection, grew.

      She couldn’t help the sob. She was shaking her head again, trying to pull away, and he let her.

      “You—” She pulled herself together enough to make her voice steady. It was the only armor she had left. “You can’t. You shouldn’t⁠—”

      “I’m the Seritarchus,” he said, and she had the impression he’d wanted that to sound steadying and firm, but it came out thready, with a cough.

      She had done this to him. She had done this. No one else but her.

      Lesander wet her lips. Shifted her weight. Tried a dozen different things to say, none of them passing her lips.

      “I want to train you,” he said.

      And she took another step back.

      “Why?” The word tore from her, but she’d just felt his emotions. Adeius, this was too much.

      “Because I need another Truthspoken. And I want you to have another chance. A better life than you’ve had.” He paused, licking his own lips, and Haneri handed him a cup from the bedside table.

      Lesander watched him take a shaky sip. It was an ordinary thing, and vulnerable.

      Adeius. She had done this to him.

      “No,” she said.

      He handed the cup back to Haneri. “You don’t think you deserve it?” His voice was growing stronger. “So earn it. You will absolutely earn it. But this isn’t penance, and it isn’t punishment. It’s me using the resources I have at hand. And also, telling you that my offer still stands.”

      “I tried to fucking kill you!” she cried, and then pressed her hands over her mouth. Adeius, she hoped the dampener had been strong enough for that.

      But neither he nor Haneri looked concerned.

      “I know who you are,” she said. “I—I figured out some of it, but Dressa told me the rest.”

      He nodded. “Then we are all on the same screen, aren’t we? No more secrets. That is a good foundation to build from.”

      Would he please, please stop being so…so…not how he should be?

      “I will need to rest for the next few days. But report to me when I summon you, and your training will begin.” He paused, brow creasing. “If that is what you want?”

      He was truly giving her a choice? She wanted to doubt that, but it was hard to doubt when she was this close to him, and he seemed to be radiating sincerity. It wasn’t just his evaku projected through his body language, but it was in his very aura.

      She glanced again at the holographic rank seal on his cheek, wanting to shrink back at that visible evidence of her immense stupidity.

      His rank looked higher than Imorie’s, and she was certain Imorie’s was high, too.

      She wished, she truly wished, he would shut her out. Tell her that this was all a cruelty. That he was showing her what she could never have, only to take it away again. Show her how worthless she truly was.

      And maybe it would be a cruelty. Training with her mother had been nothing but torment, and her mother hadn’t been Truthspoken, only determined that her daughter would be so. The trainer her mother had hired had also been a monster.

      Iata’s face shadowed, and Adeius, had he read her thoughts just now? Had he been trying to? Would he use his magics against her?

      Lesander blinked hard, looked away, so at least he couldn’t read her emotions through eye contact.

      It was one of the most dangerous things she knew she’d ever say, but she said it: “Can I think about it?”

      “Yes, of course. Tell Dressa what you decide.”

      He lay back again, his face looking grayer than when she’d come in.

      Add that to her list of sins.

      “Thank you for coming to see me. Haneri—” He nodded to—well, not his wife. Not actually his wife.

      Haneri had a hand to Lesander’s back again and was steering her out, but Lesander needed no prompting this time. It was all she could do not to run.
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        We repeat: all violators of the Limited Advertising on Buildings Policy will be subject to steep fines and punitive community labor. This includes any message you wish to send to any other person, period. Please do not propose to your future spouse(s) on the walls of our city.

        PUBLIC ANNOUNCEMENT FROM THE VALON CITY MUNICIPAL GUARD

      

      

      

      Not knowing most of what was happening outside the walls of Imorie’s borrowed apartment was hell. Being useless to do anything about it was doubly so.

      Imorie had already decided on leaving with Eti, and now they were pacing themself exhausted trying to decide if they should just go. They weren’t a prisoner here. And their presence was actively harmful at court—now that Homaj Rhialden had publicly manifested Green Magics, he couldn’t have Imorie and Eti around at court to remind people that magickers could kill. Or be exploited. Or that there were now two high-ranking Rhialden magickers—never mind that Imorie wasn’t supposed to be royal Rhialden. They knew that very few people would believe that now.

      They had to go. And Eti was fairly vibrating with the need to go to his family, too, enough that Imorie was picking up on it and feeling that need, too.

      But they couldn’t even ask Iata just now. It had been a night and a day and most of another day, and all they knew was from a few dashed-out messages from Dressa, saying that Iata was doing a little better, mostly resting.

      And Adeius, what did that say about them that they were frustrated, and Iata was lying in the infirmary and might be there for days yet?

      Would they be helping him if they left? Or abandoning him?

      They couldn’t abandon him just now. Or Dressa, if she was about to become the ruler, and Imorie didn’t know if she was.

      And a part of them, a part that they couldn’t ignore or push aside as not them, damn their magics, wanted to claim this as their chance, too. If the Seritarchus had magics and it turned out to be okay, well, then the Heir—if they could ever be the Heir again—had magics, too.

      They were not at all sure Dressa should rule, with Lesander by her side. Even having felt Lesander’s intense, profound regret.

      But Imorie was also not optimistic that they could, or Iata could, hold the rulership as magickers.

      Eti, who’d dressed that day in the simplest of the clothes Zhang had brought for him, his dark brown hair hastily combed that morning and now mostly askew again, handed Imorie his comm. There were two holo windows up showing a city in chaos.

      Word had spread quickly after it happened that the Seritarchus was a magicker. That Iata the bloodservant had betrayed and stabbed his Truthspoken—and Imorie could strangle Lesander for that necessary lie, magics or not.

      There were riots. Of course there were riots, because it was bad enough learning that magickers could kill, but now the people had a ruler who was a magicker himself. Not just a Truthspoken who could read body language and intonation, but now also their innermost secrets. And the fear of the magickers, which always hovered in any conversation about magickers, had risen to a fever pitch.

      There were harsh statements from every angle, so much vitriol against Green Magickers that the violence by proxy made Imorie’s stomach ache.

      They didn’t want to see what Eti had pulled up, not truly. He’d been showing them headlines for most of the last two days, which was how he was coping with all of this, apparently. But he never showed them anything without reason.

      So they zoomed the windows, skimmed the headlines, bracing themself for more crowdsourced violence—then paused.

      And blinked. Because this was solidly not what they’d been expecting to see.

      Oh, Adeius. Imorie zoomed in on one of the images accompanying an article and stared at it. They checked the timestamp—it had been posted fifteen minutes ago.

      The image showed a building in Financial District with a huge holo banner projected onto its side—which was illegal except for special events. No one wanted ads everywhere.

      Yet the holo glowed bright red, with yellow text:

      
        
        Imorie, I’ll take you offworld. Only ask. -K

      

      

      Imorie let out a long hiss, biting their lip. Well that was absolutely unsubtle. They’d mostly forgotten about Koldari in the last few days, but apparently he hadn’t forgotten about them. And of course he hadn’t, with everything going on.

      What the hell was Koldari thinking? Sending that sort of message publicly, and illegally, with everything else going on?

      Well. And maybe this had been the only way to get through to them. Was Dressa screening Imorie’s visitors?

      Of course she was.

      And if it had been reversed, Imorie wouldn’t have let Koldari up to see their drastically reduced sibling, either.

      Eti met their eyes.

      There was growing hope. A hungry, eager need to look into this possibility.

      “That’s…a bad idea, Eti.” They rubbed their hands over their face. Was Iata well enough to see them? They’d only been getting word through Dressa, and they hadn’t wanted to ask. Hadn’t wanted to disturb him if he needed the rest. Hadn’t wanted to bring any extra attention to themself anywhere because they were a magicker just now in this palace, in this city, with everyone screaming for magickers to be gone.

      Adeius, they couldn’t go with Koldari. There were so many reasons why that was a bad idea.

      “He’s offering,” Eti said. “And it isn’t safe here.” He was feeling that from them, too. Or maybe from the ambient mood of the palace, which Imorie swore they could feel through the walls. A silent and subtle contempt. And fear—a lot of fear.

      Eti tapped at the other article, which detailed another violent anti-magicker riot. Anti-Truthspoken, too, and that was getting way out of hand.

      Eti had chosen those articles and shown them with intent. Imorie almost laughed at that—he could play the court games, oh he could definitely play them. Anyone who’d successfully hidden himself as a magicker in plain sight for over a year—for all of his life—was not a stranger to manipulation, even if he obviously didn’t like it.

      But was it safe for them to travel? It certainly wouldn’t be safe for them on Kalistré, Eti’s homeworld, with the Javieris knowing that Eti might come for his family. They might be hoping Eti would come.

      But here—Imorie, before they’d given up on watching the feeds the night before, had seen a rant from a prominent influencer about how Imorie and Eti must have infected the Seritarchus with their magics, and now people were talking about how Green Magics were contagious, even if that theory had been debunked centuries ago.

      Adeius. Was it safe for them to travel at all? They couldn’t hide their auras or their seals. Could Koldari provide any real protection, even being a duke and the head of a high house?

      And why, truly, was he offering?

      If Koldari wanted Imorie to come with him so badly that he publicly broke the law with that holo banner, and would have to pay a steep fine for it, then he’d have to agree to take Eti, too.

      “This is not a good idea,” Imorie said again.

      But their eyes were still on Eti. And his need, his driving need, to go.

      And they could almost feel with their magicker senses—and could they possibly feel the mood of a whole world?—that this world wanted them gone. Wanted them out. Maybe wanted them dead.

      People wanting them dead wasn’t a new sensation. But this…Imorie looked back at the articles again.

      Their ears started ringing, a counterpoint to their racing heart. And they couldn’t stop it. Because they couldn’t Change to heal themself or hide, and they couldn’t defend themself if attacked. Their only defense just now was to make themself invisible, and the very thought of that self-violence curdled their gut.

      “But I’ll ask the Seritarchus.” At least, they’d try. Koldari…wasn’t a good option. But he was an option.

      And they also truly wanted to know what Koldari wanted with them. Imorie was much more important to him than they should be.

      They leaned against the plush covers of Rhys’s bed and pulled out their comm, which had been Iata’s comm. He’d wiped it of anything related to his rulership, but he had let Imorie have a direct line to him—not that they’d dared to use it, dared to disturb him the last two days.

      Should they dare now? Would he even be awake to get the alert? Would he have his own comm with him?

      They bit their lip, hesitated, then tapped out a message anyway:

      
        
          
            
              
        Seritarchus. May I see you?

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply came quickly:

      
        
          
            
              
        Haneri tells me that’s not a good idea. But I’ll key you into the back corridors, if you wish to come. Or I can ask Bettea to get you.

      

      

      

      

      

      They glanced up at Eti, who was close enough to be reading over their shoulder.

      They’d only seen Bettea briefly since the night of the attack—Dressa and Ceorre had faer partially running the kingdom admin, as Iata had done for Maja as a bloodservant. Bettea had trained for it, certainly. Fae was meant to be Imorie’s own support when Imorie would be the ruler. When Imorie had still been Arianna and the Heir.

      Were they losing their bloodservant, too? Bettea wasn’t just that, had never been just that. Bettea was their closest friend. Their sibling, now that Iata had adopted Imorie, cousin by blood. But the kingdom was meant to be run with at least two active Truthspoken and two active bloodservants. Right now, it had one Truthspoken in Dressa and one official bloodservant in Pria to try to cover the gap—and Iata himself had no bloodservant. The kingdom needed Bettea more just now than Imorie did.

      And they knew Haneri was right that they shouldn’t come—though the way Iata had phrased it made them think he wasn’t happy that she was.

      Imorie wasn’t, either.

      They typed again:

      
        
          
            
              
        I don’t have to come. I want your permission to leave for Kalistré.

      

      

      

      

      

      A pause.

      Which turned into a longer pause.

      
        
          
            
              
        Koldari asked you to go. Do you wish to go with him?

      

      

      

      

      

      Imorie looked to Eti and swallowed. They could both go on their own. And take Doryan, even, or take them either way as another buffer between Imorie and Koldari. But they were all still magickers. None of them could defend themselves. They could turn invisible if they absolutely had to, but Adeius, Imorie didn’t ever want to repeat what had happened on Hestia. They had no desire at all to be hunted again.

      They glanced at Eti’s rank seal, glimmering in the overhead lights of Rhys’s bedroom. Iata would surely be sealed by now, and did Imorie want to see that seal on their father’s face? They’d seen Iata’s aura before while he was Homaj, but it would be different, far different, to see the seal. To know that he, too, wouldn’t be able to effectively Change, and not because his body was failing him.

      Homaj Rhialden, publicly and visibly, was a sealed magicker.

      As was Imorie.

      Haneri was right, and there weren’t a lot of times Imorie could truly say that. They didn’t trust Haneri’s judgment at all, but they did trust Iata’s. They shouldn’t go to him right now.

      They shouldn’t, truly, be in this palace.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. I don’t think Koldari will harm me. And I don’t think he’s working with the Javieris, like I first thought. I want to know what he wants from me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Then I’ll send Bettea with you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No. You need faer more than I do.

      

      

      

      

      

      Another pause.

      
        
          
            
              
        Then I’ll send my guard, Farouk. He has my full trust and will bring one of my seals, perpetual, which you can use if you need it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Imorie let out a shaky breath. Lt. Farouk had been their favorite among their father’s personal guards since childhood—he had the Seritarchus’s trust in large part because he wasn’t afraid to stand up to him if he thought it was needed. And Imorie knew what kind of trust Iata was giving them with that seal, though with Farouk attached to it, they knew the guard wouldn’t be afraid to stand up to them, either.

      Ha. Iata knew their ambition wasn’t small, or their hurt or their anger at being relegated to the sidelines, cut out of their birthright. Sending Farouk out of all of his guards was in part a safety valve in case Imorie decided to act above their current situation. Part guard, part babysitter.

      Adeius, and were they making the right choice here by leaving Iata to everything that was happening here? Iata needed all of his guards just now, and needed not to be distracted by Imorie’s problems. Were they moving on emotions and not on facts? The Javieris hadn’t made any further moves, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t. And Iata would soon have to face the public as a magicker and deal with what came.

      But Imorie knew in their core it was more dangerous for everyone for them to stay. They couldn’t be here when Iata made his push to regain his power and command of the kingdom. To find some sort of balance and acceptance, any sort of acceptance, as a magicker ruler.

      But they still asked:

      
        
          
            
              
        Is this a good idea? Truly? I can stay.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I trust you, Imorie. If you feel you must go, then you must go. Take every care. Come back safely. Or if you judge it’s not safe, or you don’t wish to return for a time, I honor that, too.

      

      

      

      

      

      A lump was swelling in their throat. They wanted badly just then to go and see him anyway, just to see he was okay, because—because that sounded a lot like a goodbye. And they weren’t truly the sentimental type, but they didn’t know how long they would be away, and while they knew he would recover, they should at least see him once before they left, right? There was a chance that they wouldn’t come back, they knew that. They absolutely knew the risks of going to a Javieri vassal world to take back a family the Javieris had claimed.

      Their comm chimed again.

      
        
          
            
              
        I love you, Imorie. Be well.

      

      

      

      

      

      Imorie choked, their hand to their mouth. Maja had never sent them off on a mission that way. Maja had seldom—never?—shown anything like affection until possibly the last few days. It almost made them ask to see Iata after all and damn the consequences, but then another message came:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sending Farouk through the back corridors now. I’ve unlocked them for him. I’ll unlock them for your biometrics as well. For when you return.

      

      

      

      

      

      Eti exhaled a sigh, and Imorie almost startled. They’d still been aware he was there, yes, but they’d been fully focused on this conversation and everything it would mean for them.

      But Eti’s relief now was so intense it made Imorie shudder.

      They turned, pressed a hand to his stubble-rough cheek, and he closed his eyes, tears starting to fall.

      Adeius. Imorie pushed away from the bed and folded him in, let him cling to them. And he did, his whole body clenching with something that was deeper than sobs. His need, his crushing need to be on Kalistré right now took Imorie’s breath away, because with him, it was their need, too.

      Imorie’s family was—for the moment—mostly safe. Which wasn’t that safe. But safer by far than Eti’s family.

      “We’ll get them,” Imorie said. He nodded into their shoulder, fingers digging into their sleeves. And they both knew that wasn’t anything Imorie could promise, but it helped all the same.

      Imorie still had their comm in one hand, and they slowly typed out:

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      They hesitated. Then, still awash in Eti’s emotions,

      
        
          
            
              
        Be well, Father.
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