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      To everyone who found themselves later in life;

      To everyone who needed kindness instead of shame;

      To everyone who needs to see themselves and know they are loved⁠—

      This book is for you.
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      The Second Ruler: Part Two was originally published over 2024-2025 on my Patreon.

      This book is the second part of the larger Second Ruler arc within the series, which was originally supposed to be one book and by now is way (way) too big to ever fit into one print volume. This will be followed by The Second Ruler: Part Three in late 2025 or early 2026. After that, I promise I’ll get better at naming books. <3 (Book 9 will be A Cycle of Three).

      This book, barring the occasional and inspired burst of strong language, is PG-13, with a note that it deals with social prejudice (against magic users), an extremely crappy parent (Yroikan), and a character going through intense identity dysphoria (mostly not gender related).
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        I walked by a couple the other day who just kept looking at each other and smiling. They looked so happy! All this stuff can be going on in the worlds and the kingdom, but those people were so happy. And that made me happy, too.

        ANONYMOUS28841-V2 IN THE CHATSPHERE VALON CITY ROMANTICS

      

      

      

      Lesander had been publicly married to her wife for just over twenty-six hours—half a day, a night, and another half a day—and she’d barely seen Dressa more than moments in between. She’d fallen asleep waiting for Dressa to come to bed, and woke when Dressa was crashed and sleeping beside her. Stealing all the blankets, of course.

      And then she’d fallen asleep again, and when she woke again, Dressa was gone.

      Lesander wasn’t usually that heavy of a sleeper. But she knew the anxious, tight feeling inside of her. It was the feeling of being on the same planet as her mother.

      In the same city.

      In the same palace, in the same fucking residence.

      Yroikan had claimed the first apartment in the residence corridor, Lesander’s own apartment she’d mostly abandoned. And no one had stopped her. Dressa hadn’t. Lesander hadn’t. Commander Jalava and the Truthspeaker hadn’t. She’d just moved her things in and taken the apartment over, as if it was her right.

      Which left Lesander solely in the ruler’s apartment, this spacious suite with its dark and rich decor that was nothing at all like Dressa’s style and spoke so much more of Homaj Rhialden, always contrasting and highlighting his habitual pastels.

      Everything still smelled like him, Lesander spooked every time she sat on anything.

      At least their bedroom had a new bed. And at least the bedroom had been renovated. Adeius, that, at least.

      There was that singular memory of this apartment that she couldn’t shake—when she’d embraced the man she’d thought was Homaj Rhialden and rammed a retractable blade into his stomach, absolutely aiming to kill. With all her training, knowing exactly how.

      She’d said she was sorry then.

      She’d said she was sorry later.

      And now she was living in his home, and he had been kicked out.

      Because of her.

      Because of her mother.

      But really…really, it had been her, hadn’t it?

      Lesander was sitting with her knees drawn up on the gray overstuffed couch in the sitting room when she heard the study door open. She couldn’t see it, it was back a hallway that led to the study and the bedrooms, but she tensed and recognized Dressa’s straightforward gait.

      And her tension increased.

      And she didn’t like that at all.

      Lesander forced herself up off the couch, though she didn’t let go of the faux leather pillow she’d been hugging, she took that with her, and didn’t at that moment care what anyone thought about that. She passed two of the serving staff and a contractor with two guards who were measuring a dining room wall.

      Let them think she’d been pining all day for her wife—which was true.

      It was true.

      “Dressa,” she said, catching her wife just entering the prep room.

      Dressa turned the knob and tried to open it, but when it wouldn’t let her in, she glared down at it.

      “Damn stupid security measures.” Dressa leaned forward and whispered a code to the door. Growled, more like.

      The door finally opened.

      Lesander hadn’t heard the number string that was the ruler’s daily passcode, she hadn’t tried. She wasn’t sure what she thought about Dressa feeling the need to whisper it around her—but then⁠—

      But then.

      Dressa didn’t trust her, and that was fine. They’d been together, thank Adeius they’d been with each other again since that horrible night, but Dressa couldn’t trust her, and doubly so with Yroikan in the palace now. Even knowing Lesander’s history with her mother—but also, especially knowing her history with her mother.

      Lesander hugged her pillow tighter, and Dressa noticed.

      “You okay?” Dressa asked, pushing into the prep room. Rolling racks of clothes crammed the space, enough to start a mid-sized boutique. The contents—only a portion of the contents—of Dressa’s own closet.

      Iata’s and Homaj’s clothes had been moved out the night before by Chadrikour and her guards, working with the staff, but Dressa wanted the closet repainted before her clothes were moved in, and that would happen tomorrow.

      Dressa strode through the prep room, not stopping, heading straight for the bedroom.

      Lesander followed.

      “I’m fine enough,” Lesander said, though Dressa had almost certainly moved on from her question. Dressa was the ruler now. Dressa was too busy to be caretaking Lesander’s scattered emotions.

      Lesander pressed her hands to her sides, following Dressa into the main bedroom’s washroom, where Dressa proceeded to put her whole head under the shower, cranking the knob on. The spray was cold, the mist reaching Lesander. Dressa’s hair was soaked in seconds.

      Lesander made a noise and reached for Dressa to pull her back—Adeius, that elaborate hairstyle.

      “Let me be,” Dressa snapped. “I need to wash off the filth of a strategy meeting with Yroikan and the Truthspeaker. Adeius. It wasn’t a strategy meeting at all, it was an hour of Yroikan telling me how I should run my own damned kingdom.”

      And Lesander hadn’t been invited?

      Well, but she wouldn’t have wanted to endure that.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, as Dressa finally yanked the shower off. “Your…hair’s ruined.”

      “I don’t care.” Dressa grabbed a towel and scrunched vigorously at her head. Adeius, that would be hell on her curls.

      “Dressa—”

      “Let me be, Lesander, I just need⁠—”

      Dressa sat down hard on the closed toilet seat, towel still covering her head, breathing heavily.

      “This is the worst job I can imagine. I didn’t want it.”

      And before Lesander could think of anything to say to that, because it was the job she’d been trained to have, too, Dressa whipped off the towel and glared up at her.

      “I know I’m supposed to have everything. I know that. I know that. The problem is, I do have everything, all the responsibility, all the decisions, all the blame if it goes wrong. All the weight of knowing I could get so many people killed if I so much as raised my finger in the wrong direction⁠—”

      Lesander knew the signs of a panic attack all too well. And she knew how to smooth them over, too.

      She crouched down in front of Dressa. Held out her hands.

      Dressa’s brow creased, but she took Lesander’s hands.

      “We’re not magickers,” Dressa said.

      “No, but I love you. And you’re in distress. And so am I. And I just need to hold on to you right now.”

      Dressa swallowed, nodded, and held Lesander’s hands tightly, staring down into her eyes. And Lesander stared back up.

      And the world felt a little better, staring up into Dressa’s golden brown eyes. At her full and graceful lips. The wet curls dripping runnels down her copper brown cheeks. Her makeup still mostly holding up even under the spray.

      Lesander snorted, and Dressa’s lips curved up.

      “What?”

      Lesander sat back on her heels, pressing her hand to her forehead.

      Soon, Dressa would breeze out again, off to another meeting. And then Lesander would be “alone” again in this apartment where she didn’t truly belong, the guards subtly watching her, because they knew she didn’t belong.

      This was where her mother had wanted her all along. This apartment which should have been hers—which she never should have stepped foot in.

      This apartment that kept making her relive that night and her attack.

      “Can you take an hour? Just an hour?” she asked, knowing it was a hollow wish. Knowing she shouldn’t even have asked.

      Dressa was shaking her head. “I can’t. Adeius, my hair—” She looked up, or at least tried to look up, at the mess she’d made of it.

      “So shave it off, grow it back,” Lesander said, trying to force more stability into her voice and emotions. Practicality was easier than falling apart. “Your pins are still in, they’ll just drop out. That would probably be quicker than trying to untangle it.”

      “It probably would be,” Dressa said with a sigh.

      Then she looked at Lesander, not the desperate glare she’d given before, but a softening of the tension beside her eyes. “Do you like ice cream?”

      Lesander blinked. “Yes…?”

      Dressa stood, looked down at her wet bespoke designer blouse and ruined silk trousers, and then started tugging them off.

      Lesander was all for that, Dressa pulling her clothes off was high on her list of favorite things—but what that had to do with ice cream, she didn’t know.

      Just in her underwear and bra, Dressa grabbed something out of a wall cabinet—Adeius, hair clippers. Lesander had been joking, mostly.

      “Cut it off,” Dressa said, “I’ll regrow it after we Change.”

      “What? Dressa, I didn’t mean for me to do that—it’s your hair⁠—”

      “I just need the pins out. I can’t Change around the pins, you know that.”

      Lesander took the clippers automatically, her heart starting to pound. After we Change, Dressa had said.

      She checked the clippers and thumbed the settings. She’d suggested it, but Adeius this would be painful, even if it was temporary.

      Dressa held up a hand. “Wait, actually⁠—”

      She hooded her eyes, and all of her hair drifted down around her in a storm of curls. Dressa rubbed her bare head, flashed a grin at herself in the mirror, then sat back on the toilet seat to drop her face into her hands.

      Lesander watched, still holding the clippers, as Dressa’s hair began to grow back. Quickly, with looser waves rather than the curls she’d had for the last few weeks. Dressa stopped the growth, gathered up her hair, then reached for a scrunchie to make a messy bun.

      “Give me five more minutes,” she said.

      She dropped her face in her hands again.

      Lesander, at a loss, just watched.

      And when Dressa looked up again, taking a deep breath, she’d made Changes to her face, too. She’d given herself acne, grown her brows much thicker, made her nose thinner and longer. All of that within five minutes—more superficial Changes, yes, but still significant enough to shift her appearance.

      “Okay, your turn,” Dressa said. Then paused to read Lesander’s face and whatever was showing on it.

      Lesander quickly smoothed over her chagrin.

      “I’ve always been fast,” Dressa said. “And this was just some cosmetic tweaks, just my face.”

      “And hair,” Lesander said, looking at the mess around them.

      “Yeah. Well, you should sit—or do you need to lay down?”

      With that challenge Dressa had just leveled, Lesander didn’t want to say that she probably should. But, she had learned to Change on the fly, too. She didn’t like it, it was painful, but she could. Not as quickly or as competently as Dressa, but she could.

      Dressa paused again. “Oh, no. No, go lay on the bed, just do your face and hair, maybe eye color. I’ll clean this mess and get a shower, get the hair off of me.” She got up and inspected herself in the mirror over the sink. “Probably should Change my eye color, too.”

      Lesander wet her lips. “I’ll…be a few minutes.” More than five, certainly.

      She wanted to protest Changing at all, wanted to ask what Dressa had in mind, but…Dressa was the ruler now.

      And they were married.

      That shouldn’t have changed things, but it did.

      So instead, Lesander turned around and made her way to the bed.

      The large bed was lower to the ground than the bed in Dressa’s apartment, with clean lines in oak, four thin black metal posters and pale gold gauzy curtains that were more for aesthetics than privacy. The walls had been stripped and repainted a light rose, which still faintly smelled of paint. Dainty holographic gold flowers moved lazily around the tops of the walls.

      Before the last two days, Lesander had seen this room only briefly before, enough to know that this decor now was drastically different than it had been. She’d seen it on her flight out of the apartment on the night that she’d⁠—

      She swallowed. She’d slept in this bed the night before, but tensely. She had to keep telling herself that even if it was in the same place, it wasn’t the same bed.

      Lesander heard the shower start again and climbed into her side of the bed, thought briefly through how to Change her face, then closed her eyes.

      When Lesander opened her eyes again, Dressa was poking around the new chest of drawers, wearing a fluffy cream robe.

      Dressa looked back, inspected Lesander, nodded. “We don’t have a whole lot of time, so⁠—”

      She tossed Lesander a water bottle and an energy bar, both landing with soft thunks in the covers beside her. Lesander took a moment to check her body, her energy levels, her reserves. She hadn’t used much, and hadn’t been out long, but longer than she’d hoped, she thought. It hadn’t been a painful Change, only the easily blockable ache of it lingering.

      She felt the flush, the shame of not being as fast as Dressa had been, when she’d been trained as intensely as Dressa had been.

      But—Dressa was a Rhialden Truthspoken. Lesander had already found out the vast differences between a Rhialden-trained Truthspoken and, well, her.

      Though she wasn’t sure that her own training hadn’t been in some way Rhialden-trained—she just couldn’t know. She’d always wondered who her trainer was, and had some private suspicions she hadn’t shared with anyone.

      But if her trainer could teach her Change and Change themself, well, they could have been anyone. They could have been someone they shouldn’t have been. Someone who might have a vendetta against the Rhialdens, too. The ruling Rhialdens, in any case.

      Lesander shook her head and set the thought aside. It had never been useful before, it wasn’t now. And she was probably wrong. The gaps in her own training proved that.

      Maybe.

      Lesander ate the energy bar, then followed Dressa out to the prep room to sort through the racks. She caught what Dressa tossed to her, which was middle-class street wear, and put it on. Dressa pulled Lesander’s hair—which she’d turned brown, not her usual red—into a simple tail, then gathered her own hair back again into a scrunchie bun.

      They only did quick makeup. Maybe a tad garish. Lesander’s purple eyeshadow did not at all compliment her pale skin tone.

      Ordinary. That was the vibe they were both settling into. Not the sort of people who would haunt these halls of power.

      And then Lesander was following Dressa through the back corridors. Down, she realized, the same way she’d gone with Iata that night, to the garage with the bikes.

      She slowed her heartbeat. Because this was not that night.

      They chose bikes, and Dressa took her through the tunnel under the river and up again to a small room where they could stash the bikes. Then up a few flights of stairs and through a corridor into a—Adeius, a public washroom, of all things. Into the thumping raucous music of a busy pub.

      The current celebration on the holo banner tacked over the bar was for the good health and happy wedding nights of the new Ialorius and Ialorius Consort, with cheesily named drinks for the occasion.

      Lesander gaped at the names of the drinks, her face going hot.

      Dressa roared a laugh, swiped a shot glass off the counter, and tossed the bartender one of the cheap rings she’d put on in the prep room. The person protested, but then they were out on the street, Dressa knocking back her shot before she threw the glass in a nearby recycler.

      “Adeius, I needed this,” Dressa said, grinning as she swung Lesander’s hand.

      And Lesander didn’t know what to do just now with this version of Dressa who was shedding intensity and burden with every step, lightening, her posture opening, becoming just…ordinary. Just an ordinary couple on an ordinary afternoon.

      The late summer air balmy, the river’s heavier scent noticeable but not oppressive. Seagulls cawing overhead.

      Lesander took a breath…and relaxed.

      Because they were an ordinary couple. A day after their wedding. On a stroll through Riveredge.

      “Come on, I hope the stand is still here, they have the absolute best ice cream. My father used to bring me here, then my sibling and I used to sneak out and keep up the tradition. I haven’t been here in a few years, but—ha! Yes. You will absolutely want to get the strawberry with lime peel shavings.”

      Lesander wasn’t overly partial to strawberries, but when she watched Dressa ordering with enthusiasm, then waiting with her grin still wide for Lesander to order the same, she did.

      Lesander took the vendor’s offered dish and spoon.

      And it was good. Creamy and rich in flavor, with strawberry and vanilla and maybe a hint of bourbon mixing with the tang of lime. A sprinkle of cayenne.

      They settled at a table in a park bustling with people, children screaming as they played, parents trying to calm them. Or encourage them.

      Lesander’s trainer had sometimes taken her into Javieri City, but they’d never gone to relax. There had always been a purpose, and usually a punishment back at the palace when she’d failed to complete her tasks in a satisfactory manner.

      She was always sure she’d done everything right, and she was usually wrong about that.

      “What?” Dressa asked, her spoon slowing on its way back to her ice cream.

      Lesander shrugged, looking around. “This is very…normal. Even on a day like today. When it should all be upside down. And maybe I don’t know what normal even is.”

      “Normal,” Dressa declared, “is overrated. But also, kind of nice sometimes.” She looked like she wanted to say more, but then glanced around and just smiled.

      And that broke the illusion. The warmth of the summer afternoon was still good, the background bustle and the slight breeze. The ice cream.

      But Lesander knew they were being watched. They were always watched, everyone was, the city’s security systems would always be monitoring and processing everything. Not always catching everything, no, but you could never be sure.

      Both of their body language cues were drastically different than their own—it was carrying a good deal of the illusion that they were different people, with the clothes, the posture, the diction, the lack of polished makeup. With their slightly Changed features, just enough not to be immediately read and identified by people and monitoring systems alike.

      There was safety in anonymity, but that safety would be gone if they said anything to break that anonymity. Any keywords that would trigger the system to more closely monitor them.

      Dressa’s grin faded, became introspective and a little sad, Lesander thought. And maybe her smile was something of the same.

      They’d never be an ordinary couple. Never.

      Lesander brushed Dressa’s free hand resting on the table. Dressa turned her palm up, and Lesander slid their hands together.

      This was a brief respite, but the palace and all its troubles still waited for them. Not visible from where they sat just now, behind a row of buildings, but waiting in its imposing grace across the river.

      “Can we run away?” Lesander whispered.

      Dressa’s grip tightened on hers.

      “Very tempting,” she said. Then took a breath. “But, no, I have to work tonight yet, and you need to study.”

      Because they were being listened to. And everyone was always watching.

      Dressa glanced in a different direction, frowning, and Lesander tensed before she realized Dressa was looking past their own immediate surroundings. Further into the city, toward—ah. Toward Green Hall, closer to Port District. Also not visible from right here, with both the trees in the small park and the buildings beyond them blocking the way.

      Dressa was worried about Iata—well, Lesander was too. In a way that wormed inside her gut.

      She’d felt that calm he’d sent out in the Reception Hall. Adeius, maybe the first time in her life when she’d actually known, for a moment, that everything was okay. Actually, truly, okay.

      She tensed at the memory. Because it hadn’t been true. It had been a fleeting moment, and it had caused a world of chaos afterward. She’d been reading people’s accounts earlier that day, for lack of something better to do.

      Iata had sent out magics across the worlds. He was that strong a magicker.

      He’d called her his daughter.

      And there was more in all of that, more in those patterns between Iata and her mother and the magickers, that Dressa wasn’t telling her about. She hoped it was because Dressa was busy, but she knew better. She did.

      Lesander fought not to shiver in the afternoon heat.

      Dressa took one last bite of her ice cream, and Lesander hastily finished hers, too.

      They dumped the dishes and spoons into a recycler, then made their way back into the pub.

      Dressa’s grin came back and she grabbed Lesander, kissing her theatrically and fervently as they stumbled into the washroom, stumbled into a stall, and Dressa kicked the door shut while Lesander locked it.

      Then they made out a few minutes more because they could, because they were here, and because this wasn’t the palace. A desperate holding to an hour of normality. Whatever that meant.

      Then Dressa pushed open the panel door behind the toilet, and they both slipped inside, headed back to the world that consumed them both.
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        A sun knows its worth

        It knows the weight of stars

      
        It burns despite them

        V. DEHATANIN IN XER POEM “SPITE OF STARS”

      

      

      

      

      Iata glared at himself in his washroom mirror. Pouring every bit of ire into it. Then relaxing his face, moving more into Homaj’s sardonic ease. Which was…which was…

      He leaned against the edge of the countertop, baring his teeth.

      Then looked back up again, glaring this time at the seal on his cheek. That immensely dense fractal seal.

      He might as well have been sealed by the Kidaa.

      That hectic night after his abdication, his final Change, he’d debated Changing to his original DNA. Not his bloodservants’ appearance, but what he would have looked like if he hadn’t been pushed away from his own heritage and into the physical characteristics more expected of a Rhialden bloodservant than a Rhialden Truthspoken. Away from the genetics that would have identified him as a son of Anatharie Rhialden and Jamir ne Xiao Rhialden.

      He’d Changed to that person a few times. The first time, years ago, he’d been curious. He’d been expecting himself to look more like Homaj, or their older sibling Vatrin. He’d been fervently hoping he wouldn’t look like Vatrin.

      But he hadn’t looked like either. He’d resembled his father Jamir more than anyone, though the marked Rhialden features had been there too, of course.

      Jamir ne Xiao Rhialden, though, had been more delicate. Trimmer build, long fingers that had played several stringed instruments, a ready if reserved smile.

      Jamir had never even hinted that he’d known Iata was actually his son. Iata had thought that surely Jamir would have to know, but maybe…maybe he’d been wrong about that.

      But he’d decided two nights ago that he couldn’t go through the rest of his life looking like a father who’d basically disowned him.

      And his other father, Anatharie? Like Maja, like Iata, he had also pushed himself away from his original DNA. Emphasized the known Rhialden features, which were more cultivated performance than genetic truth.

      Iata, the face and body he wore now, was a truth of his own, if also cultivated.

      Homaj had been a truth he’d grown into. He had been chafing about spending the rest of his life as Homaj after he’d been sealed as a magicker.

      But did he want to spend the rest of his life in this one truth, Iata the bloodservant, either?

      He’d chosen to be the Iata most people knew, because it had seemed like the only logical choice at the time. He certainly couldn’t have remained Homaj, not with all the controversy surrounding him.

      And his soul wouldn’t have wanted that, either. His soul wasn’t sure what he wanted at all. What would make any of this better, or easier.

      Adeius, but how had all the former Truthspoken before him handled a life apart from the one thing that had previously defined them?

      Iata felt Haneri’s life force approaching from the outer room. He was—they were—still in the cramped guest suite, and it wasn’t going particularly well.

      He’d sniped at Haneri more than once today, wincing every time at the violence of it. Trying, for once, not to care.

      Haneri had chewed him out about having his head up his ass—her words—and yes, things were bad, but he didn’t have to be a shithead about it. Also her words.

      The argument that followed hadn’t been pretty.

      And he’d felt, again, completely out of his own control.

      And neither of them were used to a space this small, in an environment that wasn’t a palace.

      Iata eyed Haneri warily in the mirror as she stepped into the washroom and leaned against the wall, crossing her arms. Regarding him.

      He wasn’t going to be the first to say anything. And he knew it was petty. And he knew he should be rushing to apologize, that this person he’d wanted for half of his life was suddenly here. She’d left the palace for him, was here for him.

      Maybe he didn’t want her to be. Maybe he didn’t want her to fall with him.

      “You’ve styled Maja,” Haneri said. “Has anyone ever styled you?”

      His shoulders twitched at that seemingly random question. But Haneri was never random.

      “Maja has. Yes.”

      “No, I mean you.” She waved at him. “This body. This you.”

      He furrowed his brow, looked back in the mirror again. Trying to grasp just who and what he saw there. His own familiar, severe face. It wasn’t at all Homaj’s gentle curves and wickedly sharp angles. He was handsome enough, yes, but not beautiful like Homaj.

      The person inhabiting this body wasn’t Homaj’s personality, and after the last month of almost solidly being Homaj, that felt off to him. He hadn’t yet adjusted again—he hadn’t found anywhere to ground himself and wasn’t sure he could without Change.

      He was losing a part of his soul. He could never be Homaj again, and Homaj—Homaj had been so much of his life for the past twenty-three years. It stuttered his mind to think he was losing that. He’d never truly considered what that loss would feel like, in all his dreaming of ruling as himself. Because he would have had to give Homaj up then, too.

      “No,” he said, a little too sharply. “No one’s styled me. Bloodservants style—they don’t get styled.”

      Haneri huffed and approached, brushing her box braids off her shoulder, looking at the mess of cosmetics he’d upended on the washroom counter. Not even half of his full kit—his guard, Chadrikour, had come through with that. The rest of it was still spread across two bags on the floor by the sink.

      But it was Homaj who’d worn makeup every day, Homaj whose cosmetics were always on point.

      Homaj was beauty—Iata, utility.

      Haneri picked through the scattered products, grabbing up packets of hair bleaches and smart dyes, several palettes of eyeshadow, a case of liner pens. Lipsticks, glosses, and stains. Did she assume he wasn’t going to use them, was she taking them for herself?

      He didn’t stop her. Though those teals and purples weren’t her colors. She favored oranges and olives and the deepest crimsons.

      Haneri picked up scissors and a comb, adding it to the growing pile cradled in one arm. Then with her whole free arm, she shoved everything else to one side, some of it toppling off the counter where she ignored it.

      Haneri dumped her gathered pile by the sink in front of him. Then she plucked the scissors up and reached for his hair.

      Iata recoiled. “Haneri⁠—”

      She swatted his hand away. “I know what you need.”

      He stepped back. “Haneri, I can’t grow it back. I can’t just cut it and grow it again.”

      He’d always worn his black hair long. A little coarser than Homaj’s, with a slight wave. Just now, it was loosely clipped up with the same clip he’d taken from Dressa two days ago.

      Haneri raised her brows. “You can grow it out, it just takes longer. Now hold still.”

      He stepped away again. “Haneri⁠—”

      “Yan. Trust me. For once let someone else have a little of that Seritarchus control of yours. I know what you need here. Trust me.”

      He crossed his arms. “I need to be out there, doing my actual job, not holed up in here while Mariyit deals with every crisis.”

      “He told you to rest again today. Mostly, I think, because you’d be in the way. And you’re not the nicest person to be around just now.” Adeius, she never minced words.

      She advanced again with the scissors.

      And Iata braced himself.

      Because would it truly hurt to give his appearance a refresh? He was aching for actual Change, but this would be something. It would be good from just about every angle he looked at it.

      Unless Haneri royally screwed it up, which was possible. Did she even know how to cut hair? She’d never had the training he had—well, okay, at least he knew he could fix it if he had to.

      But was he ready to let go of this person right here, this person he was in the mirror?

      Wrong question. He hadn’t embraced that person again. He needed something to allow him to do that, didn’t he?

      Iata held still, then decided watching was too painful and backed up to lean against the counter, facing away from the mirror. Bending a little so Haneri could better reach. He was taller as himself than as Homaj.

      Iata felt hair coming off in—oh Adeius—solidly large chunks.

      “Have you cut hair before?” he growled.

      “I’ve cut Vogret’s hair for years,” Haneri said. And Iata shut up, because Ina Vogret had remained at the palace to support Dressa, and that was a sore point with Haneri, one that he had unwisely used in their argument earlier.

      He didn’t know if Vogret staying at the palace had been Haneri’s idea or Vogret’s, but did it matter? The result was the same, putting Haneri’s deepest confidante out of reach.

      He saw the smile hovering on Haneri’s lips, which were painted an orange-red today to match her hair wrap.

      He shifted. “Haneri, you don’t have to stay in Green Hall.” He’d only ventured out a few times, but the looks he got here were just as bad as the looks he’d had at the palace. Except from Mariyit, but Mariyit didn’t represent the opinions of the greater population of magickers.

      And maybe not everyone had glared at him, but he felt the hostility toward him all the same. How could he not, with his aura open? Mariyit hadn’t had time to show him how to handle that any better, and the promised vetted aide had never arrived to teach him how, either. Mariyit and his staff were just too busy—doing what was supposed to be Iata’s job.

      Iata’s shoulders twitched with the need to do something useful. He was used to running a kingdom—even when he wasn’t actively ruling it, he was still running it.

      “No, I don’t have to stay in Green Hall,” Haneri said, cutting another chunk from the side of his head.

      Iata decided to just close his eyes.

      And even though he’d been pushing for it, Haneri’s agreement stung.

      She stopped cutting, pressed a hand to his cheek. He looked up into her golden-brown eyes.

      “I had a message this morning,” she said. “From Prince Delor. He says my siblings are shit, and since my husband manifested Green Magics, that violated the marriage contract and I’m no longer married. So can I please come home and take up the princedom so he can retire already?”

      Iata’s brows shot up. “Your father said that?”

      “Not in so many words, no. And he doesn’t yet have the news that you’re not the man I married anyway, or that you and Maja both abdicated.” She shrugged. “Which, that news would probably have the same result.”

      Iata frowned, reading a spark in Haneri’s eyes he hadn’t seen in…forever. It was hunger. It was more than hope and less than triumph.

      And she’d known about this while they’d been arguing earlier. He’d sensed her mood had been off, as his had been off, but he’d thought it was just about him.

      Iata took a breath and closed his eyes again. Adeius, but he had been so entirely focused on his own crisis.

      “You want to go. You have to go.”

      “I don’t have to,” Haneri said. “I don’t owe Delor anything after my father pushed me out to marry a man I didn’t know and didn’t want to. I did my duty. I gave Delor the prominence my father craved, and the balance between Delor and the Rhialdens that he needed.”

      “You have to go,” he said again, frowning down at her. “You were born to be a high house prince. Adeius, Haneri, you thought this was beyond your reach⁠—”

      She nodded. “I renounced my family, but I can swear to them again. My marriage contract is ended.”

      She said, “Hold still. Tilt your head in this direction.”

      Iata sighed and did as asked. His chest was tightening, his throat swelling with a growing loss that hadn’t happened yet. But it would, wouldn’t it?

      He hadn’t wanted to drag her down, and he knew he would—just by being who he was, by being an enigma in every way possible.

      No, that wasn’t true, he knew that, damn his magics. Part of his whole stupid tantrum these last two days was that he couldn’t just wallow, his magics always pushed him toward truths he didn’t want to see, or couldn’t do anything about.

      But Iata didn’t want to lose the chance—the chance he’d finally been given—to have someone to share his life with as an equal. They’d been going to marry with him as Homaj and her in a continuation of her role as the Consort, but his Consort this time. He’d thought that was as close to equals as they would get.

      Now…well, even with him as the First Magicker and a former Truthspoken, Haneri as the mother of Truthspoken was ranked higher than he was in the Valoran unspoken social rankings. If she became Prince Delor—well, they’d be back to the same problem of him being the First Magicker. He would only drag her down.

      And that hurt. Because he wanted to marry her. He wanted with everything in him to marry her. He wanted to breathe the same air when they slept. He wanted to hold her and know he had promised his life to hers, and she to his. He wanted that with almost the same ferocity with which he wanted to Change.

      She had his head tilted at a weird angle now, still cutting. He tried to look up, but she pushed his head back down.

      “You can come with me to Radelor,” she finally said. “I can’t say my father would be happy to see you, but he seemed fairly desperate in his letter. So I don’t think it would change anything.”

      Iata thought about it. He really did. He tried to find a way to make that work, socially, without sinking her.

      “Yan, I feel you closing in on yourself. Stop that. I still want to marry you. But—and this is a practical but—I probably need to not do that until I’m established as prince. Then I can do what I want.”

      That wasn’t how it worked, Iata knew that all too well, but she wasn’t wrong about needing to establish herself first.

      “I think you should marry Mariyit,” she went on, dropping that absolute bomb on him.

      “What?” he gasped, trying again to straighten.

      “Yan—hold still. Well, okay, you can stand up straight if you need to. But I need to do the other side.”

      Marry Mariyit Broden? The First Magicker?

      Well. Former First Magicker. Iata held that title now.

      Iata’s thoughts spun, and he gripped the counter tightly behind him.

      Politically—well, politically, that might make sense. He was politically still the outsider in Green Hall, he was the usurper, but a marriage would blur those lines. He and Mariyit would be seen more as a unit if they played it right, rather than separate forces. It would also show Iata’s commitment to the magickers, which the magickers very much didn’t believe right now, even if he was one of them.

      Adeius.

      “He loves you,” Haneri said, tilting his head in the other direction.

      Iata pursed his lips. Because yes…yes he had known that. It was something he didn’t often let himself think about.

      Mariyit had been quietly in love with him for years, and Mariyit knew, as Iata knew, that nothing could ever come of it. So they were good friends. A Rhialden bloodservant could never—never—be seen with the First Magicker as anything other than a friend, and even friendship was pushing social boundaries. There were just too many secrets, too many angles, too many scandals for that to ever happen.

      And Iata didn’t love Mariyit that way. As the closest friend he had, yes.

      Not that he hadn’t thought about it every now and then, because it had been a lonely nine years since he’d become a magicker. And Mariyit had offered a night of comfort and release when he’d just manifested and had been completely in chaos.

      He’d been tempted. Oh, he’d been tempted. His usual outlet of disappearing anonymously into the city to ground himself in sex hadn’t been available to him with his new and very visible aura.

      But Iata had had enough presence of mind to remember the very real social dangers if he started a thing with Mariyit. Even if it had only been one night. Even if it had only been lust and desperation. Or at least, he’d told himself it would only be that.

      He’d thanked Mariyit for the offer and told him he couldn’t.

      He’d felt Mariyit’s hurt at the rejected offer with his newly minted magicker senses.

      And then they’d gone back to being friends.

      Iata had told himself that he wasn’t usually romantically attracted to men, so that was fine. He enjoyed the sex, but he’d never fallen for a man, not like he had for Haneri. Most of his crushes had been with women and femme-leaning people throughout his life, and the few that had been men had never amounted to anything. And he’d never been able to sleep with people he knew without that attraction. He’d told himself he could never be what Mariyit needed, and that would have hurt them both.

      He did wonder, now and then, what that desperate night might have looked like if he’d said yes. He was sure Mariyit would be a kind and attentive lover.

      But he loved Haneri. He wanted to marry Haneri.

      Haneri’s lips were twisting ironically. “You never had to deal, as a ruler, with having to marry yourself off to someone for political expediency.”

      The air went out of him. The fight, all the arguing, all the defensiveness and surliness of the last day—all of it meant to keep him from actually looking at everything he was feeling, he was far too self-aware not to know that—all of it left him now.

      “I actually think you’d be happy with him, though,” she said.

      And that was a further punch to the gut. Because he knew she was saying that he’d be happier with Mariyit than with her. Which wasn’t true. Which wasn’t even remotely true.

      “Look down.”

      She pushed his head down.

      And he breathed through that, as she cut—Adeius—bangs.

      “You could establish yourself with him,” she went on, “settle the equilibrium with the magickers. Then—then, when I’m settled as Prince Delor, you can marry me, too. Or, you both can. If he’d want that—I’m much more femme than not, but I have my masc moments.”

      Iata snorted a laugh, because it was better than a sob—and what the hell? Why was she making so much sense, and being so entirely reasonable about this?

      Why was he even considering this?

      Why were his thoughts flashing to when Mariyit sat on his bed beside him after Dressa’s wedding, sending him calm?

      How Mariyit had kept vigil beside him in the infirmary, pacing out Haneri.

      She stopped cutting a moment, squeezed his shoulder. And as much as he could feel the overflow of her emotions with her this close, he knew she could feel his.

      “I love you, Yan,” she said. “And part of that, I think, is letting you do what you need to do, and me doing what I need to do. We’ve been arguing all day. I’m not what you need right now.”

      She was wrong. She was wrong. He felt with every ache in his body that she was wrong, and tried desperately to see that as his truth.

      She pulled at his hair again, matching up strands, cutting some more.

      “Are you almost done cutting?”

      “Almost, I think. Let me add some texture.”

      So he kept still, a little hunched, as she did what she needed to.

      Thinking on what she’d said. Her suggestion. And not…not hating it. Except for the part where she’d have to be away from him.

      But he couldn’t go with her. And she couldn’t stay. She could stay at the palace and help Dressa, he’d wanted her to do that anyway, but…

      No, she couldn’t do that, either. Yroikan was far too enmeshed an opponent, and Haneri could fight her better, in the end, with the weight of Delor behind her. Haneri could do so much more good with a high house princedom behind her, Adeius.

      “Okay,” Haneri said. And he looked up, his head feeling much lighter than it should be. Long strands of hair around him on the tiled floor.

      He started to turn around.

      “Wait, I have to do your makeup.”

      So, he waited. And watched her as she worked, as much as he could, her strokes as assured as the artist she was. He was, currently, her canvas. And this, he realized, was to be a parting gift.

      He closed his eyes as they stung, and his throat swelled again.

      He didn’t want to marry Mariyit instead of Haneri. He didn’t know if Mariyit would even agree to that, but⁠—

      But Haneri wasn’t wrong about the logic of it.

      And she wasn’t even wrong that it might be a good marriage for both of them. That Iata might be happy—and that was part of what he didn’t want. He didn’t want that happiness apart from her, without her. Apart from this person he’d thought he was. This bloodservant he no longer was, this ruler he no longer was.

      Did he love Mariyit Broden as more than a friend? Could he?

      Had he for a long time?

      Was he just deciding he could now?

      He didn’t know.

      He’d never let himself know, he’d never been able to.

      And all of his crushes by which he’d carefully sectioned and defined himself?

      None of them had amounted to anything, because he hadn’t let them. As a bloodservant, he couldn’t get attached to anyone.

      And as a bloodservant who was frequently also the ruler of the kingdom…he’d needed emotional distance between those two halves of himself. He’d needed Iata’s public image to be drastically different than Homaj’s, because they could never overlap. Homaj, who flirted liberally with more men and masc people than not, with the exception of Zhang—who leaned toward masc herself. And Iata…who’d rarely flirted at all, and awkwardly at best. He could count on a few fingers the number of people he’d slept with as only himself, and they’d all been femme.

      But was that preference, or was that the intentional crafting of his own persona?

      Haneri set down her brushes and then pulled out gloves and two packets of hair dye. Iata, resigned, bent his head again as she worked the nanotech-infused dyes into his hair. They’d set in minutes, and only need washed out.

      “I should have done the dyes before the makeup,” Haneri said. “But the shower arm comes off, I’ll be careful.”

      She marched him to the shower, and he held a towel just in front of his face as she rinsed off the dyes. All of his makeup was waterproof, in any case.

      And then back to the sink to stand under the overhead dryer as it pulled most of the moisture from his wet hair.

      “Mmm,” Haneri said, and it was a sound of satisfaction.

      And now he was curious.

      “Not yet,” she said. “Just let me style a little bit.”

      So he waited a little longer, because it was time spent with her. Because he didn’t know if she would leave today, or in a few days, or in a week, but every moment now was precious. Every single moment counted.

      She ran product through his hair, carefully combing it in waves. She secured one wave with a jeweled blue and purple dragonfly pin that had been Homaj’s. One he’d always liked.

      And his throat tightened again.

      She didn’t stop him turning this time, because he sensed she was done. But he turned back to her again before looking. Because beneath his tight throat that he couldn’t Change away, beneath his reeling sense of his place in the universe which hadn’t yet settled, and he wasn’t sure would settle for some time, was a growing anticipation.

      No, he never had been styled like this as himself. When he was Changed and going on Truthspoken missions, yes. When he was Homaj, yes—Maja had loved trying to get Iata to wear the ridiculously ostentatious outfits he’d picked out. And Iata had usually carried them off with flare, defying his brother’s attempts at pranks.

      His stomach knotted again. Those days were gone. Truly gone. Neither he nor Maja had a place in the palace anymore.

      “Yan,” Haneri said, the light threads woven around her braids today glittering as she tilted her head, raised her brows. “Turn around.”

      So he did.

      And stared at himself in the mirror.

      She’d cut his hair short, he’d certainly known that—not so short as to be at the scalp, there was still plenty of hair, but in a mostly femme style. All swoops and curves and soft waves framing his angular face.

      He leaned forward, turning his head to one side then the other, inspecting further.

      His hair color was a shimmery, iridescent mix of green, his own natural black, and metallic gold. He turned his head, and it fairly shone, like the wings of a butterfly.

      And that effect was carried into his makeup. Which was subtle, with more iridescence. Blue and green around his dark brown eyes, the faintest pearl sheen on his lips. Nothing he would have worn as Homaj—Homaj, the combined personality, had always favored bold black liners and pastel blues and pinks. Nothing so deep or subtle as all of this.

      Slowly, slowly, he let out his breath, met Haneri’s eyes. But he couldn’t stay there as he looked back at himself again.

      “Do you like it?” she asked. For once, her voice not full of her usual presence. Tentative. Worried.

      He reached for her hand, and she gripped his. He sensed she didn’t need his approval so much as his…resonance. She needed to know that she’d gotten it right.

      The hairs on his arms rose.

      He as Iata had never been femme. He as Homaj had been femme all the time, more typically femme than neutral or masc. He’d followed Maja’s patterns of flowing between genders and gender expressions in his outward presentations. And that flow, that balance of outer femme and his inner masc had always been good for him. More comfortable, now that he could see it, than he’d thought. Another thing he would miss.

      But, truly, did he have to miss that?

      He leaned against the counter, still studying himself.

      He rippled through his tells as himself, then as Homaj. Truly, at this point, he had two familiar and instinctual sets of mannerisms, two sets of habitual tics and flows of movement.

      Maybe it would take time for him to settle himself between the two, but he’d been holding himself so rigidly as Iata that letting himself flow back into some of Homaj’s grace, with some of the outward femme to balance it, was…good for his soul.

      But this iridescence, these colors, this style—that wasn’t Homaj at all.

      Could he truly have a flair of his own?

      It had been his duty as a bloodservant to be there, but not as visible as his Truthspoken. To be known, but not remarked upon.

      He wasn’t, truly, Iata anymore.

      He wasn’t a bloodservant.

      And maybe inhabiting the role of Iata Rhialden as the ruler of Valoris, if that had ever happened that way, would have been just as much untrue as playing the role of Homaj. Well, maybe not quite as much.

      But still.

      He looked like a fairy prince.

      His lips quirked up, and that was Homaj’s smile. Which…wasn’t necessarily something he had to let go of, either.

      With the forest green depth of his aura, it all worked.

      He leaned to kiss Haneri on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      She’d been quiet throughout the last of this, which wasn’t like her, and he hadn’t tried to break that reverie. He’d needed it himself, churning through his own thoughts.

      He rolled his shoulders, stretched. Settled his movements again, still trying to find the balance—but he had more certainty now that it would come.

      And he couldn’t stop looking in the mirror.

      “Yes, you are beautiful.” She grabbed the back of his neck to drag him down and kissed him hard on the lips.

      He expanded with that as he lost himself for a moment in her kiss, kissing her back. Because he felt from her that it was true. Because he felt the clarity of her love.

      And her letting go.

      “Go talk to Mariyit,” she said.

      “When are you leaving?”

      “Not—before you talk to Mariyit. And maybe not for a few days yet. I’m not going to abandon you.”

      He nodded. Gripped her hand and let go.

      “Oh, wait,” she said, then hurried out into the main room again. She came back with a garment bag. “I had my tailor fabricate these this morning—I have their contact if you’d like more. But, three full daily outfits. They’re not tailored, they’re fabricated, but it’s high quality. I got your measurements from Chadrikour. It should at least get you started. I think you are in fact allowed to wear something more than once at Green Hall.”

      Iata took a breath and accepted the garment bag, tugging it open. He pulled out—Adeius, a dark green split-paneled coat with subtle green vine embroidery all around the edges and winding up one arm. The cut was more femme and delicate, and the shirt beneath it was silky and lacy, also femme. The gray trousers were more masc, though.

      A second outfit was more neutral, also still in greens, and the third—green again—a high-necked, ankle-length dress that wasn’t formal so much as dignified.

      “You can’t wear your palace clothes here,” Haneri said. “Not your bloodservants’ clothes, or Homaj’s.”

      He ran a hand over subtle green pearl embroidery on the sleeves of the dress. His eyes filled and stung.

      Because somehow, she’d known. She’d understood he’d have this conflict between his persona and presentation as Iata and…who and what he’d ultimately become. Not the person he had been at all. Not the persona that had become more a role than his actual life.

      He undressed and pulled on the first outfit, the trousers, shirt and split-paneled coat, slim at the waist, built up and flaring around the hips.

      It fit like it was made for him—which it was. And that, that closed his throat again.

      She was busy. She had her own emotions going on, she was going to be a high house prince—but she’d ordered clothes for him.

      No one had ever done that for him before. It had always been him doing things like that for everyone else. Even as the ruler, he’d still been a bloodservant—because Maja had never taken the role of bloodservant to him. Not in any of the actual practicalities.

      “Are your ears still pierced? Good.” She pulled out the two teardrop emeralds she’d been wearing—which hadn’t completely matched her own outfit, and he’d noticed that—and hung them in his own ears.

      Iata waved at himself in the mirror. “I don’t know this person.”

      “Yes, you do,” Haneri said, nodding her approval.

      He swallowed. Brushed Haneri’s cheek with one hand. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      His throat burning, Iata gave her one more kiss before he slipped out into the main room and the corridor outside.
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        In modern psychological theory, there’s a concept gaining popularity that for every aspect of yourself that is known, there is a ‘shadow half’ of your soul that mirrors it. That shadow is just as much you as yourself, and just as different.

        DR. IGNI CHANG IN “TRUTHSPOKEN AND THE SHADOW HALF THEORY”

      

      

      

      Iata was used to Jalava’s tight hand with their guards, and the habits and schedules of Zhang, Chadrikour, and all of his own personal guards. So when he opened the door to his guest suite and was met with two startled Green Hall guards outside, who drew pistols at his sudden appearance, for a moment he just stood there, nonplussed.

      Until the guards of Green Hall—his assigned guards as the First Magicker—recognized him and drew themselves up, though warily.

      After a moment, they reholstered their pistols.

      As if he, with the density of his aura, could have attacked them.

      Well. But then that was known to be possible now, too.

      Iata fought the urge to hold up his hands and instead raised his brows. Because he still was who he was, personal crisis or not. And he was who they knew him to be, too.

      “I haven’t Changed, if that’s what startled you. Not the Truthspoken sort of Change. Please, take me to Mari—to my office.”

      The guards exchanged a look.

      “Yes…First Magicker.”

      He heard that hesitation and knew it would take time to get past that, no way around that. Time, and with magickers, openness, honesty, and trust.

      And he wasn’t sure that this new shimmery look was a good thing at all. This wasn’t the Rhialden court. But—but it wouldn’t do him any favors to try to ignore that he was a creature of that court. And that everyone knew that.

      No one here was forgetting that he was—or had been—also Homaj Rhialden. What they actually thought of that, well, he could guess. He could sense, even, if he looked too hard, if their thoughts were too unguarded. If his own aura was too open—which it was.

      But he didn’t really want to know.

      He turned more heads as they passed through the guest quarters to the lifts that would take them up to the top floor of Green Hall. And he got even more looks in the administrative offices outside Mariyit’s—outside his own future office.

      Adeius, but he felt like a usurper here. He felt like the victor in an unwanted coup.

      The new split-paneled coat Haneri had given him swished around his knees with every step. He liked it. He also didn’t know how to walk in it as himself, he didn’t know how to present himself.

      He didn’t think he should try to hold a persona just now, even if it would help to ground him. The magickers would sense the subtle untruths with his aura out and open, the higher-ranked magickers would simply see it in his soul density.

      Those in the Council of Magickers had known he was a magicker and had dealt with him as Iata before. Still, that was a different self than he was now. Whatever he was now.

      The rest of the magickers, and the public, thought him newly manifested and suddenly taking over a position usually held by a seasoned and senior magicker. That he’d been a magicker for years was his very last and tenuously kept secret.

      And whatever he was now, the magickers had to see him as the Rhialden taking over their own carefully guarded territory. Iata or Homaj, he was still a Rhialden either way.

      Or maybe some saw him as the political appointee who had little to actually offer.

      And they wouldn’t be wrong.

      He’d settled into a stride that was somewhere between his own straightforward gait and Homaj’s more airy flow by the time he reached the First Magicker’s office.

      Inside, Mariyit glanced up from his desk, did a double take, and rose.

      “Please, wait outside,” he told the guards, eyes riveted to Iata.

      Iata crossed his arms, feeling more conscious now of his experimentation with body language, still not entirely sure what he should settle into. What would be acceptable here, alone, with a friend who knew him better than almost anyone else?

      He’d seldom had this problem before when switching back and forth between himself and Homaj, even though he knew his body language had blended then, too. Even around others who knew him, he’d never been this self-conscious before.

      His shoulders twitched. It was like he had fucking stage fright. Or had been thrust into a vital role without knowing his name, his purpose, or his lines.

      Should he, by Adeius, ditch all of this and become a vid actor? It would solve a lot of people’s problems all at once.

      Maybe even his own. Some of them.

      Mariyit came around his desk, tilted his head, looked Iata up and down. Then blushed, his pale cheeks going painfully red.

      Iata felt his own heart-rate picking up, and he wasn’t sure what to do with that, because he knew what he was here to ask. And he wasn’t sure if he was attracted to Mariyit. He didn’t know.

      In the same way he’d thought he’d been firmly masc as himself, but…well, he had liked what he’d seen in the mirror. He had liked it a lot better than being confined to the way he’d always presented himself as Iata.

      Mariyit’s brows drew together. And he had to be feeling some of Iata’s conflicting emotions—Iata felt Mariyit’s growing wariness.

      Iata took a breath. He had to break the tension, because he wasn’t ready at all to ask his question.

      “You look…good,” Mariyit said, before Iata could land on another subject. Mariyit smiled. “Is it a better balance?”

      Well, okay that was a better subject. If only marginally.

      “Mostly, I think. This was Haneri’s work, but I like it.”

      “Ah.”

      And now it was getting painfully awkward. Adeius, Iata was trained on how not to be awkward. He knew better than to carry on a conversation like this, fumbling around in the dark.

      But that was the problem, wasn’t it? He was fumbling around in the dark.

      Mariyit shrug-nodded. Oh he’d feel the jumble of truths and self-lies in Iata’s answer.

      “Well, we can sit down,” Mariyit said. “I was going to ask the guards to escort you up in a few minutes anyway, I had a spare moment. I put on a pot of Ynassi black a bit ago—yes, yes, I know the irony of that, with Yroikan, Ynassi III—yes. Well, the Javieris can be assholes, but they still produce good tea.”

      Mariyit grabbed a mug from his desk and filled a second from a steaming pot, then carried both through the maze of potted plants toward the other end of the room.

      “But, we’ll both need the energy, I think,” Mariyit said, raising the mugs before he set them on a side table.

      He didn’t say that Iata certainly would, because Iata wasn’t used to sustaining himself on his own energy alone without Change. And maybe he wouldn’t have said that, but Iata was thinking it.

      Iata followed Mariyit to the far end where a cluster of mismatched couches and chairs sat.

      His back tightened. He hadn’t been here since Imorie and Eti had been debriefed. And that had been…a day. Not one he’d soon forget.

      And what would Imorie’s protection be now, having been adopted by him? They would be a pair, wouldn’t they, father and child, both high-ranking magickers? Both, effectively, deposed.

      Iata sat down with an exhaustion that didn’t bode well for the rest of the day. Mariyit held up a mug for him, but Iata waved it off. His stomach was…jittery. And no, he couldn’t smooth it away now, not any more than his body would do on its own. Not that or the exhaustion, either.

      He’d been relaxing his hold on appearing his actual age, too—now, he looked in his mid-thirties, not his own forty-seven. He’d had to use a subtle concentration of Change to appear his actual age as himself. Which was, by unspoken hypocrisy, an acceptable Change for a former Truthspoken to do. After all, they had to keep up appearances of normality with the rest of humanity.

      But he wasn’t like the rest of everyone else around him. He had training, he had so much experience, he had lived a very different life. He’d lived more than one life—he’d lived many. And he intensely felt the lie of trying to say he hadn’t.

      Iata had taken the same couch and Mariyit the same chair as they had the last time they’d been here. Iata smoothed out his coat, stopped a twitch of his hand to fuss with the usual neat tail of his hair—no, that gesture would definitely not work now with this shorter cut.

      He was hyper-aware of his appearance in a way he wasn’t used to. Hyper-aware of the femme he was letting into his mannerisms, and that his style wasn’t his own, or Homaj’s, even.

      It wasn’t a mask. It wasn’t armor. All of this was…something else.

      Iata was very aware of Mariyit still trying not to stare, sipping his own mug before he put it down again, also looking unsettled. Maybe the de-aging was throwing Mariyit off, too. As Homaj, he’d always looked in his mid-late twenties. But as himself, he never had. Not, at least, since he’d been in his twenties, and Mariyit hadn’t known him then.

      But this small defiance was helping Iata. It was one thing, one small thing, he could do to Change. Even if it was actually a letting go of Change, letting his body move more toward its natural state.

      And maybe Iata couldn’t just sit here and wind through subjects until he got up the nerve to ask what he’d come to ask. Or at least, to talk about it.

      Maybe they were too open for that, and they’d known each other too long. He couldn’t even postpone it to another day, he couldn’t let it sit and gather tension.

      Mariyit would already be feeling some of it from him, and the tension was growing, and that wasn’t good.

      Iata opened his mouth, and—he’d been about to frame this as Haneri’s suggestion, which it was, but…

      Adeius, that was no way to start a marriage.

      And he wanted—he wanted with a suddenness it hurt—to not be alone when Haneri left.

      Was that also the way to start a marriage?

      He gripped his knees, then turned his palms up.

      And he was about to ask again, but stopped again.

      Because he didn’t want a loveless marriage, either, or in this case, a one-sided marriage knowing Mariyit already loved him. No matter the political gains—he didn’t want that. He didn’t want to subject Mariyit to that, he didn’t want resentment, he didn’t want their friendship to turn bitter. He valued Mariyit too highly for that.

      He loved⁠—

      Iata shifted to one side of the couch, and motioned beside him, then held out his hand.

      Mariyit, eyes narrowing, got up to settle beside him.

      “What’s wrong?” Mariyit asked.

      “A lot,” Iata breathed. “But I don’t think this is one of those things.”

      Mariyit drew a breath as he grasped Iata’s hand—which was familiar enough for them. A touch shared by friends, by magickers. That touch was an intimacy, yes, but a casual one.

      Iata leaned forward, his heart pounding again in his throat. Every sense heightened in his awareness of this moment.

      Mariyit’s eyes were growing wider. “Iata…“

      Iata reached toward Mariyit’s face, with its broad angles, with its laugh lines and stress creases, with his beard that was neat but a little overgrown, with the iron studs in each ear he could pull strength from if needed.

      “May I?”

      Mariyit gave a sort of shaking nod. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but—yes.”

      Iata smoothed back Mariyit’s gray-blonde hair, smoothed down Mariyit’s beard on his cheek. Felt Mariyit’s breath hitch, and then go jagged.

      Felt his own body responding, and he’d been waiting for that. Waiting to see if it would happen, though he’d been fairly sure it would, if he’d given this moment the attention it deserved.

      “Iata,” Mariyit choked, and the word was painful, coming with a rush of emotions, a tightly contained hope that Mariyit was desperately trying to push back down.

      And Iata knew if he went any further, if he asked what he had to ask now, that he couldn’t go back. Not without crushing his friend.

      “May I kiss you?” he asked.

      Mariyit shuddered, but didn’t draw back. “Gods, Yan, what are you doing?”

      Iata waited for permission, waited as Mariyit searched out his emotions. Which were not, he knew, the raging torrent that was rising up from Mariyit, the storm of lust and agony and fear and above it all, that soaring, desperate hope.

      Mariyit nodded. Nodded again. “Yes. Whatever you need right now, if this is it, of course.”

      Iata didn’t want concessions. He didn’t want Mariyit’s charity. He wanted his friend.

      And with the force of a dam breaking, he wanted his friend.

      He leaned forward and kissed Mariyit, gripping Mariyit’s hand tightly, tasting the bitter Ynassi black still on his lips.

      Mariyit made a sound like a sob and kissed him back. Almost tentative, and disbelieving.

      So much disbelief, enough to fill an ocean.

      Mariyit jerked away and pulled back. “Yan, do you—I didn’t think—” He caught his breath. “Adeius, what about—about Haneri?”

      “She suggested it.”

      Mariyit barked an incredulous laugh. “Haneri suggested I sleep with you? Or, kiss you at least? The person you want to—you do want to marry her?”

      “Yes, but—not yet. I would like to marry you first.”

      And there, he’d said it.

      And was it true? Was it true that he would wish this, that it wasn’t just a political thing, that it could be more?

      That it already was?

      Was it?

      Iata searched the truth in that, but what truth there was, he didn’t know what to do with.

      He didn’t know if he already did love Mariyit as more than a friend. He knew he loved Haneri, that love was vivid and had been painfully suppressed. But this?

      Had he ever really let himself explore the types of love he felt? He did love his friend, but was it romantic? Did it have to be? Could it be? Was it lust, was it desperation, was it convenient?

      Was it platonic, with some lust thrown in to make things interesting?

      No, it was more than that.

      But he didn’t know.

      He knew that he wanted to know.

      And that was a revelation, among other revelations, that he didn’t know what to do with.

      So he kissed Mariyit again.

      And Mariyit kissed him back. There was no hesitancy now, because how could there be? He felt Mariyit’s love breaking through the storm, a love that had been there for years. A love Iata had chosen to never acknowledge. And for himself, there was his absolute sincerity in seeing where this went.

      And…knowing it could work. It might. Somehow.

      It was Iata who broke off first, still reeling, bracing Mariyit’s head in both hands. Resting his forehead against Mariyit’s.

      Their emotions were so open they hardly needed words.

      But, they did need them. They needed them because they were too familiar, because their magics were too strong. It was far too easy for Iata to think Mariyit’s familiar emotions matched his own definitions, not Mariyit’s.

      “You’re sure?” Mariyit asked, his voice husky, cracking.

      Iata nodded, then let go, sitting back. Pulling his hands back into his lap, that small bit of space to keep his thoughts clearer.

      “I love Haneri,” Iata said. “I wish to marry her alongside you when she’s ready. When the timing is better. She’s returning to Radelor to become the prince, and I can’t follow her there. But—I want to marry you now.”

      And maybe that was said poorly, but Mariyit understood. Because they didn’t need words.

      “Not just for the politics of it, I gather. Because I am thinking that through,” Mariyit said, sniffling. His eyes were watery, and it hurt. Watching him ached with a feeling Iata couldn’t define.

      “My damned political brain can’t turn itself off even now,” Mariyit grumbled.

      Yes, Mariyit was older than him. Not in any way that truly mattered, though, they’d both seen more than their share of life. Mariyit wasn’t a part of the nobility, though he’d made a career of interfacing with them.

      Mariyit was absolutely a politician.

      Iata snorted. “This will help a lot, I think, in building trust with the magickers.” He paused. “I can take your name as my final name, not the other way around, as it would normally be with our relative social positions. That would help as well.”

      Mariyit choked. “Gods, Iata. I wouldn’t ask that⁠—”

      Mariyit’s brow was creasing and clearing. Creasing and clearing as he rapidly thought and sorted. Iata could feel the edges of some of those thoughts, and was content to let them play out.

      “It’s usually discouraged for magickers to be together, with good reason,” Mariyit mused. “Not that we’d have children to inherit our combined strengths—you don’t want children?”

      “I have children. No, unless the politics demanded it—but I don’t see that happening.” Iata shifted. “Unless you’d want⁠—”

      Mariyit held up his hands, flustered.

      “Yan. By the gods, why now? Why haven’t you—ah. Oh. You’re⁠—”

      Mariyit took a breath. “You’re more like Homaj than you knew.”

      “I am still Homaj. I still am, even if I can’t Change. Not genderfluid like him, no. But…” Iata shrugged.

      “But—even if you are still Homaj,” Mariyit said, “Changing your body or your personality doesn’t change your own internal guidance—if I Changed, it wouldn’t make me less gay, even if I could immerse myself in different personalities, like you do. If I Changed to have an estrogen-dominant body, that wouldn’t make me a woman.”

      “No. But—” Iata went to rake his hand through his hair, one of Homaj’s gestures this time, and he stopped again. Which was tensing him all the hell up. He didn’t want to mess up Haneri’s work—but Adeius, he wanted something, just one thing, that was familiar.

      He shrugged tightly instead. “But I can be so deep in a persona that I don’t recognize when my own life is a persona, and…truly, Mariyit…and I haven’t let myself live outside that. I explored, and then I sorted and chose what I wanted for the persona of Iata. Adeius. But—Iata has been as carefully calculated as Homaj.”

      Mariyit grimaced as if Iata’s pain at that statement was his own. And Iata’s throat tightened, looking away.

      He was used to barriers.

      He was used to masks.

      He was not used to this.

      “Okay,” Mariyit said softly. “Then, we can take this, whatever this is, slow.”

      “We should marry shortly—very shortly.”

      “Yes. I agree, and that marriage will be political. But whatever this is—we’ll take this as slow as we need to.”

      Iata didn’t want to go slow, with his thoughts still jangling a bit in Melesorie patterns even after he’d untangled most of them. He didn’t want to take anything slow, he wanted motion, he wanted momentum, he wanted something to hold on to. Especially—especially—with Haneri leaving.

      But he saw Mariyit pulling back in just that bit more guardedness again, and nodded.

      Because he wasn’t in a fit state to charge ahead. And no, he did not want to hurt his friend. Not with his own wildly-swinging baggage.

      He didn’t want to hurt himself.

      But there was something here, Haneri hadn’t been wrong in that, either. Just as there was something in how he was dressed now, how he was moving, how his hair was styled, every part of his shifting presentation.

      It wasn’t the Change he wanted, that he still needed with every fibre of his being. Adeius, he needed it.

      But this was something. Maybe something toward a stability he didn’t have right now.

      “Tonight,” Mariyit said. “I’ll speak to my aide—they can perform the ceremony and witness.”

      “I have to speak with Ceorre. Or inform her, at least.”

      Mariyit nodded. “A message, I think. No one from the palace can attend. And I think she will know better than to tell Dressa about it until after it’s done. Actually—you don’t need her permission to marry. Tell her after.”

      Iata rubbed at his chin, anxieties blooming up again.

      Okay.

      Okay, but he was moving toward something now, and that was good. That was very good. And if he was about to let go of Haneri for a time—Adeius, he didn’t want that, but he did understand, he knew he had to—he was gaining Mariyit.

      And was it possible, was it even remotely feasible that he might end up with two partners who were his equals? Maybe not always in political or social status, but in spirit.

      And he could. He was no longer a bloodservant, or the shadow half of a ruler. He could do this, if he wanted to. He could marry both of them.

      “Tonight,” he said.
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