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Syrella was born to nobility and cursed by her talent. The last thing she expected was to be called to power.

Syrella was a talent in a noble family where talents were not normally accepted. Her parents decided that learning how to control her skills would be better for her than being shunned at home, so they sent her to the Citadel school at Thoola. Sy learned everything she could, including the surprising side benefit to her talent and shifted from student to instructor as the years passed.

Sy receives a call that changes her life. She is the last inheritor of an ancient throne, and she must leave the Citadel immediately.

Dorium is the bodyguard that the Citadel assigns to her and he just happens to be the man that Sy has had a crush on all her life.

Death threats, greedy nobility and facing a deadly grandmother are all precursors to the one thing she is looking forward to, the Vexar Day of the Dead.
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Chapter One

Syrella faced her most arduous task of the morning. She reached out, pinched off, grabbed and squeezed. She stifled the jump that she always made when the milk sang its way into the bucket.

“Keep your forehead pressed to her side so that she knows you are there.” Sy kept her tone low as she instructed her students on how to milk a sleppnir goat. The eight-legged animal shifted restlessly but kept eating while she was milked with a gradually smoother rhythm.

“Tavya, please come up and take over.”

The young woman with the powder blue skin came up and began to milk with a steady and careful grip.

The strident tone of the newest student caused the animals to shift.

Lady Yemore Alwinia sneered, “Why do we have to do stable work? I have never touched anything so filthy in my life.”

The other six students standing around froze, but Tavya turned slightly to watch.

Sy smiled, “You are correct, you have not touched anything so filthy. As such, you are now responsible for mucking out the stables and feeding the animals twice daily.”

The lady gasped, “You cannot do such a thing to me. I am a Wyoran lady.”

Sy rounded on her. “You are a jumped up little twit who can’t be trusted with a link. That means you are going to have to get your mental stabilization from within, and for that, you need to be set tasks that will allow you to concentrate your telepathy until you stop seeking out weaker minds to subdue.”

In response, Alwinia scowled and Syrella felt a pressure on her mind. “I am immune to your touch, as are the rest of your instructors. This is the Citadel training facility for ladies of good family. You will earn your place here, or you will be shipped home.”

Tavya took the half-full bucket of milk and poured it into the safe bucket away from the animals.

Alwinia was still trying to crack into Syrella’s mind.

Sy smiled and gestured for the next student to lead up the next goat.

Benhella carefully washed the teats and udders, drying them thoroughly before she worked to free the first milk into the discard bucket.

Syrella watched Alwinia as she dropped her gaze and moved away. When the girl wound up to kick the milk bucket, Sy grabbed her by the back of the neck and dropped her to the floor of the milking barn.

The other girls stood back, and one of the goats came in to nibble at her hair.

“Now that you are seated in dust and hay, I would like to tell you why we do this.” Sy drew glyphs in the air. “You are born to family and privilege. That carries responsibility to know what the folk do to keep you in luxury. Some of these tasks are unpleasant and some are downright horrifying, but you will learn to do them all in an effort to help your mind settle and your body calm. When you know where everything you consume and wear comes from, you have a far better idea how hard folk work to provide it for you. You are going to learn animal husbandry, milking, shearing, carding, dying, spinning and weaving as well as cheese making and butter churning. These are all tasks that revolve around our fluffy friend there with the full udder.”

As Syrella talked, she turned the glyphs into images of clothing, goats and wheels of cheese.

Alwinia was hypnotized by the display, and she whispered, “How are you doing that?”

“Everyone here at the Citadel, student and instructor, has a talent. If you are tempted to try and manipulate any of your fellow students, do know that our Minder does regular checks on all students, and if you are found to have tampered with the consciousness of any of your classmates, you will be returned promptly to your family in disgrace. If there is no family to send you to, the Minder will block your talent for several weeks or months, and you will learn to live life as those without talent do. Are we clear?”

Alwinia nodded, got to her feet and brushed her hands along her student robes.

“I need you to speak. I want to make sure that your fellow students know you understand and will not try to take advantage of them.”

“I understand. We are clear on my behaviour.”

Sy smiled. “Good. Instructor Halwen will show you what you need to do to keep the barn clear. You will begin your tasks the moment that you finish your turn milking Laydee, and Halwen will provide a full report of your actions and attitude at dinner this evening. You will learn to make butter and cheese another day.”

“Yes, Instructor.” Alwinia went to the washing station and washed her hands.

Benhella patted the side of her animal and removed the milk bucket, walking to fill the carry bucket with the yield.

Alwinia jumped in surprise when Benhella’s goat walked calmly off the milking station and a second goat took the position.

“The goats are eager to be milked. Their udders are aching, and they are as fond of this process as they could be given that they have no little ones to feed with the milk. Having the milk stay in the udder is painful, so they hop up to be milked every day.”

She continued her direction as Alwinia cautiously washed the udder and teats before getting the stripping bucket in place. It took her almost a minute to coax the milk out of the goat, but once she had successfully removed the built-up milk in the teats, another student helped her by handing her a clean bucket.

Halwen was in the doorway, and she nodded to Syrella.

Sy walked over. “What is it?”

“Message for you at the com centre. It is urgent.” Halwen smiled, “I will watch them. We are doing milking and cheese today?”

“And butter. Vekia can power the separator.”

“Got it. You go. I will keep them on task and have Alwinia start mucking out the goat pen. Lyra is almost awake, she can take over when we are done here.”

Syrella shook out her robes, walked back to her students and smiled, “I have to head to the com centre. I will return as soon as I can, but in the meantime, Instructor Halwen will keep an eye on you.”

Her students nodded respectfully, and Syrella was on her way to the main Citadel.

Halwen’s ability to read the minds of any living being made her an excellent barn master and animal trainer.

A chill of nerves ran through her as she hiked up the path that would take her to the com centre. In her twenty years at the Citadel, Thoola Education Centre, she had gotten four calls. The first two were from her mother telling her how proud her mother was that she was doing well. The third had been the notification that her mother was dead, the fourth communication was that her father was dead. It had been years since she had heard anything from her home world.

Saluthic was a quiet world in the Vexar Empire. Technically, Syrella was the Duchess of Saluthic now, but it was an empty title with her father’s properties entailed to one of his male relatives.

There was something about not knowing the person who was calling her that sent a ripple of unease down her spine.

She nodded to a few instructors and their students as she passed through the main hall. Autumn on Thoola was a good time for new intakes. If they could adapt to the harsh winters, they improved their character dramatically.

Syrella moved through the familiar halls until she was standing outside the com centre. With a deep breath and a serene expression plastered over her features, she opened the door.

Tuubi was on the com today, and she got to her feet, winking as she patted Syrella on the arm. It was obviously a private call.

Syrella sat at the station and keyed in her pass code. The face that popped up on screen was familiar in that it was Vexar. Aside from that, she had no idea who she was looking at.

The woman was matronly with her hair up in a formal coil. “Syrella? Is that you?”

Syrella blinked. “I am Syrella. Who am I addressing?”

“Lady Algiatha Loesh Nevic, your grandmother.”

Shock ripped a hole in Syrella’s heart as she stared at the woman who had given birth to her father via contract and waltzed out of his life as soon as another offer presented, rarely seeing her son from that moment on.

“What can I do for you, Lady Nevic?” Syrella wanted to get off the com as quickly as she could.

Lady Nevic frowned as if the conversation was not going as she had planned. “Oh, well, I have been asked to tell you that you have to return to Vexa. The entire line of succession is dead, and you are all that is left.”

“What?”

“You are the new Empress of the Vexar Empire.”

Lady Nevic’s bright smile had an effect she wasn’t counting on. Syrella cut the communication and lost her lunch in the wastebasket. Not a good move for the new empress.






Chapter Two

Tuubi helped her sit up and pressed a compress to her head. “Sy, are you all right?”

“No. I don’t think so. I need to talk to Wadara. I need something confirmed.” Sy wiped her face and got to her feet, swaying alarmingly.

Tuubi grabbed her arm and steadied her. “You look paler than I have ever seen you, and you are chalky at the best of times.”

Syrella straightened and tucked the garbage bin under her arm. “I will take care of this.”

Tuubi yanked it out of her grip. “I will take care of this. You go see Wadara.”

“Thanks, Tuubi.” Stunned and shaking, Syrella walked into the hall, stopped at the lav to freshen up and then went in search of the head of the Thoola Citadel School for Talented Females.

Wadara’s receptionist smiled brightly until she took in Syrella’s face. “Sit down, dear, I will call the headmistress.”

It was less than five minutes until Wadara was standing next to Syrella, taking her by the hand and leading her into the privacy of the headmistress’s office. “What has happened?”

Sy shivered and took the cup of tea Wadara handed her. “I politely request that you contact Vexa to determine the identity of the current ruler. My grandmother called, and I am sure she must be mistaken.”

Wadara’s voice was low and her touch on Sy’s mind was delicate. Wadara’s mind was always welcome so Syrella let her in. “Oh. Oh dear. Yes, I will call the Morganti Citadel and ask them to run the request for information through Relay.”

“Please.”

Wadara was as good as her word. She was an Admaryn mix, but the elven traits were still very strong in her appearance. Her skin was a pale green, hair a rippling gold and her ears were tipped with points that twitched when she was agitated. They were twitching now.

She used the priority com and sent the message to Morganti where their new Citadel officers could send it on to Relay. Relay would then confirm any information floating around in the available universe and forward the reply back to Thoola.

Three cups of hot tea later, Wadara got a ping. “Syrella, I am sorry to tell you that while your grandmother was tactless, she was correct. You are the only living heir to the imperial throne of Vexa and its properties. You are the new empress.”

“How in the seventeen hells am I supposed to do that?” She ran her hand over her hair and looked for an answer in her cup of tea. The tea was not forthcoming.

“The same way you became an instructor while you were still a student. Learn what you can and then teach others what you know, and when in doubt, use that talent of yours to freeze them in their tracks.” Wadara sat back. “They are sending a vessel for you.”

“Oh, wonderful. I can hardly wait to be back in pinching corsets and skirts that I trip on.”

“Syrella, you are no longer a child. As empress, you can make the skirts and dresses be whatever length and fit you like.” Wadara kept a straight face until Sy started to giggle.

Sy snorted. “Yes, I am sure that altering the formal wear of nineteen worlds will go over well.”

Wadara chuckled, “Well, I am glad to see you are getting over your shock. The vessel that they are sending for you is an imperial ship, but we are not sending you away in the custody of strangers. Relay has pinged Citadel Darfoth, and they are sending a contingent of bodyguards, on the house.”

“Bodyguards?” bemused she reached for and poured another cup of tea.

“Yes, bodyguards. You are the first empress ever educated at Thoola. We want to make sure you get on the throne and stay there.”

“Stone. Emperors of Vexa sit on a huge, carved block linked to the heart of the world when they appear in their court.”

“Sounds uncomfortable.”

“It is. Very.” She sipped at her tea and sighed, “I think I will return to my class. When will the ship be here?”

“Tomorrow at the earliest. Why?”

“I need to visit C’dallia. If I am getting sent away, I will need something other than instructor robes when I arrive on Vexa. Out of all the females here, she is my best chance for getting a wardrobe in one night.”

Wadara laughed. “I will call her in and have her come to the Citadel. It will do the students good to meet a l’nal, and she hasn’t visited in over a year.”

“Good. I have to check on the new arrival.”

“Alwinia? She is a troubled case. Her family dumped her here when she was rejected by the links. No one will meld their minds with her, and it pains her that she cannot be trusted.” Wadara sighed, “She has severe abandonment issues.”

“Well, I have put her under Halwen’s care. She will find a place with the animals and find her center there. From that point, she will have a solid foundation for learning control.”

Wadara had a wistful expression on her face. “We will miss you here.”

A lump formed in Syrella’s throat. “This is the only home I have known since my talent showed as a little girl.”

“And we have been happy to have you. Your skills as an instructor are amazing, and your unfortunate situation has given you an empathy that the girls really feel. You have also been a good friend, Sy. I hereby order you to keep in touch when you take your position on Vexa.”

Syrella put her cup down on the tray. “I will, but for now, I have to coach some students through making cheese. Halwen always gets distracted during the bacterial culture.”

Fighting tears, Syrella left the headmistress’s office and returned to the barn’s workshop. True to form, the girls were sitting quietly and confused and Halwen was nowhere to be found.

Sy plastered a grin on her face and asked Yveen, “How long has it been?”

“Thirty minutes, Instructor.”

“Good. I will be right back for the next phase.”

She walked into the barn where Halwen was showing Alwinia how to muck out the stalls and clean the hooves of the goats. Alwinia was using a hayfork to move the bulk of the stall contents, and Halwen was supervising.

“Hiya, Hal. I am back.”

“Oh, Sy. Damn, I lost track of time.”

“It’s fine, Halwen. Continue and, Alwinia, good job.” Sy inclined her head. “Now, you just have to work on keeping control of the animals. Two of our milkers are getting away.”

Halwen chuckled and stood aside to watch Alwinia trying to gain control of two beasts that didn’t want bipedal interference again until their udders were full.

Snickering quietly, Sy realized that she was going to miss moments like these, but for now, it was time to show the girls how to make cheese out of goat milk.

Ruling an empire could wait until tomorrow.




Chapter Three

“I get to make a gown for the Empress of Vexar? I am touched.” C’dallia clicked and her translator made the insectoid noises transform into Alliance Common.

“I am sorry about the short notice, C’dallia, but I just found out. If you don’t have time, I can and will accept a care package from Thoola.” Sy stood on a small platform and let the giant arachnid bustle around her.

“Well, I do have something that would be suitable for a coronation if you like. I brought it along. Keeba, bring it out.”

C’dallia’s journeyman weaver opened a wooden box and drew out lengths of gold silk that fluttered gracefully in the light breeze coming into the common sunroom.

“It’s lovely, but I don’t know how much I have stashed away from my instructor’s fees. Until I take the throne, I am still the same moneyless twit you have known since I was tiny.”

C’dallia stroked her face with one soft foot. “Whatever I can do for you, I will. You will not go to Vexa as a pauper. My students and I will work through the night.”

Sy’s heart swelled at the outpouring of support and affection. “This is all too much, I am getting weepy. Wadara has arranged bodyguards, you are providing me with a wardrobe, all I have to offer is some tips on shearing and carding.”

“You have done plenty over the years. This is our chance to send you off in style. It is not something we get to do that often.” Wadara was watching from the sidelines.

An impromptu party had been called, and their efforts at cheese making were being devoured by any and all who came by to give their best wishes. It was a little off putting to be on display in her shift while C’dallia measured and pinched, but watching a l’nal in action was not something that happened every day.

Syrella allowed herself to be an object lesson as she was poked, prodded, turned and wrapped. L’nal silks were the finest in the universe, and each metre of fabric was a light air puff of concealment.

C’dallia was chattering happily, “Your planet does have the most lovely gowns. I am basing this design on traditional Vexar patterns.”

Wadara snorted and held her composure. Halwen giggled and passed a tray of cheese and crackers.

It suddenly struck Syrella that she was this evening’s entertainment.

“Lakial, show Syrella how her gown is coming along.”

The student knelt in front of Syrella, spread her arms apart and generated a mirror of gathered water.

Syrella was currently in a silvery gown that wrapped her tight from breast to hip and flowed into a skirt with a four-foot train. “It’s lovely and surprisingly comfortable.”

C’dallia cackled and clicked away. “Now, Keeba will mark it, and we will enable you to get in and out of it on your own. We will make the gold gown more dramatic and far more regal.”

“Oh, good. At least I can look the part when I take the test of the thorn. It is rather important to look one’s best when facing death.” She kept it bright, but everyone in the room froze.

Wadara was suddenly looking a lot less amused. “What?”

Sy smiled, “Don’t you wonder why I am suddenly the heir apparent?”

Wadara frowned, “Well, I knew you were a duchess, but I thought you were in the royal line.”

“I am. But to prove my right to the bloodline, I have to prick my finger on the thorn at the back of the throne. If I am the true heir, the throne will glow, and if I am not, the thorn will send poison through my veins that will kill me in precisely one hour.”

C’dallia clicked, “You are sure that you are of the bloodline?”

Sy turned as Keeba moved her arm to one side and shifted position as she was dressed and undressed in front of the gathering. “I am sure. My grandfather was tested as alternate heir, and he contracted with my grandmother for a child of direct lineage, and no one who ever saw my parents together could doubt that any child she bore belonged to him.”

“So, what do you think happened to the sixty-six folks between you and the throne?” Keeba whispered it quietly, but there was curiosity in her solid blue eyes.

Sy breathed in and out in a controlled motion. “I am guessing that it involved a lot of screaming. The Vexar nobility are not known for their fidelity.”

C’dallia clicked, “What of your mother’s line?”

Sy watched the careful pleats that the l’nal placed in the gold silk. “My mother was a commoner by classification and a royal by her great-grandmother’s birth. It wasn’t common knowledge, but it was the factor that allowed my father to marry her.”

Halwen cocked her head. “Are your people so hung up on bloodlines?”

“Only when it comes to filling the throne. All other nobles can breed with whatever takes their fancy. Also, they are not my people, you are my people.” Sy fought the prick of tears as Keeba started pinning the gown into final shape.

Wadara had her own tears as she smiled, “And you are one of us. You always will be. Call on us if you need it, we will be there.”

The women in the room nodded and muttered agreement.

Halwen latched on to a piece of information, “You breed under contract?”

Syrella wanted to laugh, but C’dallia was pinning around her torso until the fabric was a second skin. Careful not to move too much, she said, “Yes. For inheritance purposes, it is imperative to make sure that the parents are confirmed. When I was born, I was tested and confirmed to be both of my parents’ legal heir. My father’s property was entailed along the male line, and my mother’s family did not have any commercial property to speak of, so I have an empty title and good memories of my first years at home.”

Halwen cocked her head. “Will you have to contract for a breeding partner?”

Syrella sighed and then winced as she was pricked. “I guess I will. I have not given it much thought.”

Wadara perked up, “Oh, Sy, that reminds me, Dorium has volunteered to be one of your guards.”

Sy flushed crimson. She swallowed and tried to breathe. “You don’t say. Well, thank you for the warning.”

The room full of women and girls laughed at her, and she tried to regain her composure.

Wadara was still chuckling when Halwen asked, “Who is Dorium?”

The headmistress filled her in. “He is my brother. Syrella has had a crush on him since she was a child. I have never told him, and she puts up a barrier when he is around, but her mind goes haywire.”

“You are sharing too much information, Wadara.” Syrella tried to be prim, but she wasn’t going to lie. Every time she had ever seen Dorium, her heart had tried to pound its way out from behind her ribs. Knowing that he would be taking her to Vexa, she was ready to collapse in a heap.

Trying to pretend that she wasn’t fixated on the mental image of the literal man of her dreams, she asked, “Who else is coming?”

“Agoth and Perinio. Between them, they should be able to keep you covered around the clock.” Wadara filled her glass of wine again, and her smile was a little loose.

C’dallia was focussed on her creation. She clacked, and Lakial knelt again, bringing a mirror into being with her hands and mind.

Syrella’s breath whooshed out of her lungs as she took in the gown that she would wear for her first or final day on Vexa. Tears started down her cheeks. “C’dallia, Keeba, it is lovely, it feels like I am wearing nothing but air.”

C’dallia lifted her chin on one fuzzy foot, bringing Sy’s gaze to her mandibles. “We are proud of you, and we will show the court of Vexa that you do not enter it alone and friendless. You have the Citadel to call upon, and we are a formidable force.”

The mandibles clicked and C’dallia leaned forward to place her deadly appendages on either side of her temples. Syrella held still as she was given the l’nal blessing. It translated into too good to eat.

When C’dallia let her go, Syrella smiled and pressed her hand to the stiff fur covering the huge spider. “Thank you, C’dallia. I will miss you too.”

Keeba was smiling gently, and she moved into high gear as C’dallia clicked. In moments, the gold gown was removed and set aside for permanent stitching. The apprentices were working on the first day gowns that Sy had picked out, and no one was complaining about the pace.

Once she was back in her loose robes, Sy made a beeline for the wine and took a bite of the cheese that her students had made that afternoon. It wasn’t bad. It needed more salt, but they would get the hang of it in time.

She just wished that she would be here when they did manage to get a grip on their new skill. It seemed like she was just getting started and she had to leave. Sy chuckled softly before joining her going-away party, leaving just as something good started was the story of her life.






Chapter Four

The travel gown was a deep purple that made her pale eyes sparkle. She blushed hot pink when Dorium left the Citadel shuttle and she stood in stunned surprise as he and the other two bodyguards went down on one knee before her.

“Empress, we are here to serve.” Dorium’s voice sent shivers through her as it always did.

“Thank you for your enthusiasm for the project, but I am not empress yet. I am merely the heir apparent.” She inclined her head and gestured for them to rise.

Dorium stood with a smile, “We were practicing. It is not everyone that gets to guard a soon-to-be empress.”

“Hello, Dorium. Welcome, Agoth, welcome, Perinio. I believe that we are waiting for the Vexar ship.” Syrella gestured to the huge tent that had been set up in the courtyard. “A space has been prepared for us while we wait.”

She didn’t say another word but swept her skirt out her way and moved across the grass to the shaded space. No men were allowed within the Thoola Citadel. The unstable hormones of the females were devastating to an unprepared male.

Her own exposure to Dorium had first occurred when she was a child. He had comforted her as the ship left Saluthic, making a lasting impression on her. His was the first kindness she experienced outside her own close-knit family. The pain of separation had been agonizing, but having one friend in the pretty green man had been a lifeline to her soul.

As a teen and later an adult, Syrella had consulted on any number of Citadel intakes with Dorium. She had sympathy for those who were forced to leave their homes, and she counselled the girls as they flew across the stars toward Thoola. She blushed so often during those communications, she wasn’t sure that Dorium knew her actual skin colour.

Tavya was serving tea to their little group, and when Sy took her seat, the men ranged themselves around the small table in a disturbing upright formation.

“Gentlemen, when the Vexar get here, feel free to be formal, for now, have some tea.” They didn’t move, so she added, “That’s an order.”

Grinning, they took the chairs and settled themselves.

Agoth grinned, showing his sharp white teeth. “We want you to get used to giving us orders. It is imperative that you present as a strong leader. With three Citadel bodyguards, we will be making a strong impression for you.”

Dorium offered her cream for her tea, but she demurred.

They sat around having a pleasant chat, and when the Vexar shuttle landed in front of the Citadel, they were laughing at some very inappropriate jokes regarding species who did not wear clothing and who, in fact, fought anyone who did. Being attacked by nudists was distracting, but it was an easy fight.

The Vexar honour guard was taken aback by the casual nature of their gathering, and Syrella got to her feet to face the captain.

“Captain, welcome to Thoola.”

“Duchess, we are honoured to escort you to Vexa.”

“Thank you, Captain, but is there room for four on your ship?”

He blinked in surprise. “We are only prepared for your arrival.”

Sy nodded as if she expected nothing less. “Thank you, Captain. We will travel in the Citadel ship to Vexa. It is only appropriate as the Citadel has been my home for decades.”

“But…” The captain of the Vexar vessel looked so confused.

Dorium faced the man and inclined his head. “We are the Citadel-assigned guards, and we have responsibility to keep the Duchess of Saluthic alive and well. We will be remaining with her until she orders us to leave.”

The captain spoke quickly with his second in command before he returned to the small gathering. “You will follow us, but we will be with you right up until the moment we touch down. From that point on, we are your escort.”

Dorium grinned at him. “Escort all you like, but we will be with her the entire time.”

Syrella fought the urge to close her eyes. No wonder the males at the Citadel were kept separated from the females during puberty. If there were displays like this, the girls would kill them.

“You two hash this out, and I will speak with the headmistress. Notify me when you have worked it out amongst yourselves.” Sy met Dorium’s gaze, and her smile authorized him to settle matters quickly.

She gathered her skirts and left the tent an instant before the first punch flew. Sy winced and kept walking toward the Citadel.

Wadara walked out of the gates and stepped toward her. “I thought you were leaving.”

Sy shrugged, “So did I, but the boys were having a pissing contest, and I wanted to be as far away as I could while they hashed out who was going to have the honour of my company.”

Wadara’s eyes widened as someone flew out of the tent behind Syrella. Sy refused to look.

“You aren’t even curious to see how things are proceeding?” Wadara winced as she saw something objectionable behind Sy.

“No. I refuse to look. As a personal request, could you have Negina and Weshka come down here? No matter who wins, I want everyone leaving here whole and only a little bit sore.”

Wadara winked. “Of course. They will be down in a moment. I think it will be nice for them to practice on someone other than those of your students who get run over by goats.”

Sy snickered. “I know you wanted me to leave with a bit of dignity, but this seems to be the sort of thing that I have always set off. Nothing goes smoothly around me, and I have decided to embrace it.”

“A healthy attitude. It is one I have held since I began my tenure here.” Wadara grinned.

They began to walk slowly around the courtyard while the sounds of battle died to a soft round of thuds.

When Sy turned to face the tent, her eyes widened at the pile of Vexar imperial household uniforms and their battered contents. “Ouch.”

“The healers are on their way.”

“I had no idea that they had sent a dozen men as escort. I guess one flew out, and the others came running.” Sy was impressed. “They must be desperate to have me in the throne room. I wonder how many other people are up for the dubious honour of the thorn?”

“There will be others?”

“Usually. When I was born, I was over ninetieth in line for the throne. When I entered the Citadel, I was up to sixty-seventh. Vexar nobles like to kill each other.” Sy shrugged.

“Aren’t you worried?” Wadara’s brow was furrowed in a frown.

“No. If this is what I am meant to do, it is what I will do. The emperor I grew up with was a good man, and even though there have been four idiots on that throne since, it is his memory that I carry with me and my parents’ memory that I will honour.”

The two healers came through the doors, and Wadara’s blank expression indicated that she was giving them direction.

Wadara grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. “We are still here if you need anything. Don’t think for one moment that you don’t have a home with people who love you. You are not alone, and you will never be alone as long as the Thoola Citadel survives.”

Sy touched her friend’s hair then her cheek. “Thank you. It means a lot to know that I have friends to back me up.”

“Always and forever, Sy. We are only a thought away. Well, as long as Dorium is with you. You might want to keep him close.” Wadara tried to put an innocent expression on her face and failed miserably.

Sy looked at the tent where her Citadel-trained guards were emerging. Dorium was wiping his hands, and his expression and that of his companions showed that they took no pleasure in the pain they had inflicted. It was a matter of making sure that the imperial guards knew where they stood. It would not be next to Syrella.

Dorium nodded to Syrella, and she gave Wadara a quick hug. “Remind me to thank you for Dorium. As a method of torture, he is the most effective means you have ever cooked up.”

Wadara Povix, Headmistress of the Citadel School Thoola, grinned evilly, showing her sharp canines. “That was my plan. Enjoy him. He is willing to be a constant companion to you if you let him.”

With that perplexing statement in the air, Wadara left her, and Dorium collected her to begin their journey to Vexa. It was time to face the thorn and take the throne.






Chapter Five

Syrella spent the fourteen hours of travel meditating and trying to keep calm. Dorium, Agoth and Perinio occasionally spoke to her, trying to draw her into conversation, but her mood was either detected by one of their senses, or they were just ready to let her focus.

Her first trip to Vexa as a child had been bittersweet. Her mother had not been allowed to meet the emperor. She had been forced to remain on Saluthic while Syrella and her father went to visit as kin of the ruler of nineteen worlds. Clinging to her father’s hand, she had walked in a stiff dress and stiffer shoes and made her curtsey to the man who ruled over billions.

Her father made his bow and the emperor smiled and asked. “Arnos Loesh, Duke of Saluthic, welcome. Who is this charming little one? She glows like dawn.”

Her father inclined his head in respect. “My daughter is named Syrella, after her mother.”

“Syrella, please come up here and speak to me. You are the most welcome addition to my court that I have seen in years.”

Sy looked up at her father, and he nodded encouragingly. With her stiff shoes slipping a little on the stone, she walked up the four steps and curtseyed again.

The Emperor reached out and lifted her up, placing her on his knee in front of the assembled court. “So, Syrella, do you have anything to ask of me?”

She blinked at him for a moment and answered from her heart. “Don’t ask for me and my dad anymore. I want to stay with my mom and so does he.”

He quivered and burst into laughter. “An honest child. Never lose that, Syrella. It is a great and wonderful thing.”

“How can you lose honesty?”

“Ah, that is a very good question. I don’t know. Do you want to know anything else?”

Syrella stood up, balancing on the arm of the big chair that the emperor was seated in. “What is this?”

She touched the spike sticking out behind the man’s head, and her finger felt the poke a moment before her father shouted and the emperor pulled her away. A tiny drop of blood was on her finger, and she frowned, putting her digit in her mouth. “Ow.”

The chair that the emperor sat on started to glow with a pretty pink colour. “Well, look at that.”

She looked around for her daddy, but the guards who stood by the base of the throne were holding him. “Why are they holding my daddy?”

The emperor smiled, “Because he wanted to hold you. Go to him, Syrella, and know that you will always be welcome on Vexa.”

She ran to her father, and he held her close, his tears dampened her hair. She knew one thing at that moment—she and her daddy would never have to return to Vexa.

“Duchess, we are on final approach. Are you ready?” Agoth was near her, his hair was neatly braided in minute strands, and those strands were bound together with a leather band. His deep chestnut skin was a contrast to his bright yellow eyes.

“I am ready. Well, as ready as one can be when facing mind-numbing boredom.” She smiled brightly.

“It seems that you are already prepared for this. What can we look forward to?” Agoth seemed eager.

“Well, we will exit this shuttle, and the Vexar imperial guard should surround us. They will form a block and walk us to the throne room. Oh, that reminds me. I need to change into my formal gown for the thorn ceremony.” She got to her feet. “I will be right back.”

Her luggage was strapped tightly in the back, so she flipped through the three boxes until she located the silver silk gown. Syrella gathered the fabric up and walked into the lav. Changing from semi-formal gown into ball gown in a lav in a shuttle was not an activity for the weak hearted, but by the time she felt the tug of Vexa’s gravity, she was dressed in a strapless gown of silver.

She carefully folded the purple gown and tucked it into her luggage before standing next to the seats holding her guards.

Agoth looked at her. “Have a seat, Duchess. We are entering the Vexar atmosphere.”

She smiled and shook her head, reaching above her for the straps used by fliers who couldn’t manage the seat backs. “Not in this gown I won’t. I am fairly sure that if I crease this gown before I sit on the throne, C’dallia will sense it and Vexa will be under l’nal attack.”

Perinio smirked, his deep blue skin reflecting stars and his bald skull gleaming in the refracted light coming through the window. The tattoos that swirled across his skin were almost invisible until the light struck them just the right way. “You have a l’nal seamstress?”

“She is a master weaver and teaches her art on Thoola. When her last husband…died…she needed a place to call her own. Her daughters are settled with broods of their own, so she wanted to teach the young of other species.”

Agoth took over the controls when Dorium turned to look at her. “Well, her efforts are truly lovely.”

She wanted to say the same, wanted to tell him that her gaze could wander over the shining green of his skin, the black of his hair and the deep brown of his eyes over and over again. The tight bodysuit that the Citadel had provided him and the others were unrelieved black with crimson piping. It made her smile—crimson was her family colour.

“Thank you, Dorium. I will pass your praise on to her.” She glanced down at the gown and had to admit it was stunning. Bands of folded fabric accented the bodice, the remainder was tightly laced from shoulder blades to hips, the wide pleats and gathers of the skirt swirled out and held themselves in a lovely, graceful drape.

“Now, for your briefing. We will land, the atmosphere will be equalized and the imperial guard will arrive to escort us to the throne room. If my guess is correct, two-thirds of those in between the throne and me died while touching the thorn. They may be on display in the throne room, but do not let the corpses faze you. Well, anyway, the guards will lead us there, and they will peel off when we reach the stairs to the throne. I will be announced, and from there, I will walk up the steps to the throne. The deceased emperor may still be in the throne when I reach over him to touch the thorn, but if the throne glows, I will step back, and it will incinerate him so that I can take my seat on the throne. Once the throne is clear, it will change to my colour, and I will be seated. The crowd will applaud politely, and two of you will walk up the steps, the third will remain at the base of the steps.

“One by one, the nobles will come, tell me their names and their titles. That can take a few hours. Once it is done, I will be shown to the imperial chambers, and you will escort me through the halls until I am able get into my rooms and listen to my first councillor tell me what they want me to do the next day. It will be a strange day, and I will appreciate any help that you can offer.”

Dorium asked, “What happens the next day?”

“The official acknowledgement of me as empress. For that, I have another lovely gown by C’dallia. May I ask what talents you have?”

Perinio grinned, “I can remove my markings and use them for attacking.”

Agoth inclined his head. “I am able to generate extra limbs.”

“And I am a telepath who can broadcast and receive, as well as the recipient of a genetic defence system that you will find helpful if necessary. Is it impolite to ask what skills you possess, Duchess?”

She released one of the handgrips and drew with light in the air. It was a familiar face that smiled at them, well, familiar to her. Her mother’s face was the one she always drew when she needed consolation.

“That is my basic boring talent. I do have a last-minute self-defence attack but that is for emergencies only.”

Dorium and the others seemed fascinated by her mother’s face, so she quickly dissipated it. She didn’t want Agoth to crash the ship.

The tower of the Vexa Imperium was looming in the view screen, and it was time to prepare to face folk who wanted her dead. It wasn’t the first time.

When they touched down, her guards got to their feet immediately, squared their shoulders and formed around her in a triangle of protection.

The moment the imperial guard knocked on the Citadel shuttle, Agoth threw open the door.

“Duchess Saluthic, please come with us to the throne room for the test of the thorn.”

Syrella inclined her head. “Lead the way, Captain.”

He extended his hand to her, but Agoth blocked him. “We will keep her safe, please lead the way.”

Syrella felt a touch on her mind and kept her face blank as she answered Dorium, Yes?

Why does he keep trying to touch you?

Most of the guards here are second sons of the nobles, and they are looking to elevate their status by contracting with me to produce an heir.

His shock was palpable. They want to mate with you without even knowing you?

That is the Vexar way. It is not something I am looking forward to, but all legal children are born within contracts. I will have to choose the best of what I am offered, and I will need to do it soon.

There is a rush for you to have offspring?

If I am the honourable and correct empress, creating a bloodline is important and having an heir is even more so. Being a woman, only one child at a time is possible, so I am going to need to get to work on it as quickly as I can. I am not looking forward to it.

Why not?

I have lived my life among women. Men are a mystery to me and sex even more of one. When I have to choose a mate, it will be the most depressing day of my life.

He ceased their conversation but nodded his head with a slight jerk.

They started walking and her skirt caused Dorium and Perinio to walk slightly wider than they would like. Agoth was walking ahead of her, and the imperial household guard surrounded them all.

Crowds in the courtyard stopped and stared as she walked, head high in the most effective assembly of guards in the history of Vexa. Syrella Loesh knew in that moment that she would not be forgotten.

The halls were smaller than she remembered them. Representatives from nineteen worlds, witnesses for the Alliance and the Nyal Imperium were all in the throne room, watching her entrance.

The folk who had touched the thorn before her were on display all right, their faces in portrayals of agony and their bodies turned to crystal. The last emperor was not the one who had pulled her into his lap. A young man with a sneer and a missing arm was sitting on the throne, and his hand gripped the arm of the throne with desperation though he was made of the same crystal as the others.

The household guard walked her to the steps of the throne, and from there, Agoth and Perinio stood on the lowest step.

The head of the imperial household came forward and rapped his staff against the floor. “I present as a candidate for empress, Syrella Loesh, Duchess of Saluthic, daughter of Duke Arnos and Syrella Loesh of Saluthic.”

“I accept the challenge of the thorn.” Syrella lifted her skirt and mounted the steps one by one.

Instead of reaching over the deceased occupant of the throne, she walked behind it, smiling at the image of Dorium on the third step, guarding the throne from all comers. It was sweet.

From inside her gown, she removed a tiny piece of fabric and licked it before cleaning the thorn. Three times in Vexar history, the new ruler had been given a toxic injection before the thorn had a chance to confirm.

Having done all she could, Syrella lifted her hand in the air, showed it to all and sundry, then she brought it down hard on top of the thorn. The spike pierced her palm and went deep into the flesh. She lifted her hand again and held it for examination by the witnesses.

The carved stone throne began to glow hot pink, and the crystalline structure of the previous emperor as well as the hopefuls began to pulse and crack. As one, they shattered into a fine powder that lifted, swirled and was absorbed by the throne.

Syrella had to pretend that it was precisely what she expected, but it was difficult. Now that the throne was clear, she took her seat and placed her arm on the rests. The glow of the throne grew and expanded until she was lit from behind, and her body felt nothing but the peace and warmth of the throne beneath her.

The head of the household came forward, rapped his staff again and introduced her. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you Empress Syrella, the First. Long live the Empress.”

Dorium, Agoth and Perinio turned and faced her, kneeling on both knees. “Long live the Empress.”

Syrella leaned forward and whispered to her bodyguards, “I am counting on it, so make it happen.” She winked.

They returned to their feet and resumed their positions with the exception that Dorium moved to her right side on the third step.

The nobles began to line up and one by one, she greeted them as their new empress. It was a very long afternoon.






Chapter Six

The head of the household called an end to the introductions just after the sunlight had turned a charming shade of lavender. Syrella was exhausted, but she remained upright on the throne.

After the court was dismissed, the head of the household knelt before her. “Empress, I am Ikatti Hrfoth. I was the personal secretary of the Emperor Ukan during your first visit to Vexa, and I would be honoured if you considered me for that position now.”

Syrella cocked her head and remembered the sober man who stood calmly at the feet of the emperor. He had introduced them and made notes in his notebook while they had their audience.

“I remember you, Ikatti. You did your job well and didn’t flinch with the rest of the court when I jumped up on the throne. Well done.” She smiled. “Is there somewhere we can discuss this, and I can get a meal?”

He inclined his head. “Of course, Your Imperial Highness. Dinner is waiting in your private dining room.”

“I invite you to dine with me if it does not clash with other plans that you have.”

Ikatti’s worn face lit with delight. “I am honoured. Perhaps you could tell me more about the guard you have collected around you.”

“They can tell you themselves. I do not speak for them. Shall we go?” She got to her feet, and the remaining imperial house guards snapped to attention.

The gown was indeed crinkled on her backside, and she grinned at her decision to remain standing until her butt hit the throne. Begin as you meant to go on. That was what her mother had told her.

As she walked down the steps, her guards took their positions around her. “Lead the way, Ikatti.”

He bobbed a quick bow and led the way through the palace halls to the imperial dining room.

The halls were as she remembered them, dark and lined with heavily veined marble, the occasional archway with a scurrying servant carrying something into the depths of the palace visible for an instant before turning a corner.

Syrella took it all in. She noted the hunch of fear in some of the female servants and some of the males as well. Everything she saw, she would deal with when she was able.

The dining room was set for one, but when Ikatti spoke softly to a hovering servant, four other places were set in a matter of minutes.

Dorium held her chair for her and assisted her into the seat at the head of the table before taking his own seat on her right hand. Ikatti took the seat at her left with Agoth and Perinio taking the next two chairs.

Ikatti frowned, “You eat with your servants?”

“They are not servants, Ikatti. They are guards. My life is in their hands, and so, I want them well fed and well rested. There is no good in expecting them to go without. It does not make sense.” Syrella was about to wash her hands in the basin held by a female servant when there was a touch on her mind.

Perinio first. He will know if there is a toxin.

She made a small jerk of acknowledgement, and with a smile, she directed the woman to begin making the rounds at the table with Perinio.

The young woman was nervous when she poured the water over Perinio’s hands, but he smiled kindly at her, and she blushed a hot gold. The tattoos on his hands flashed blue for an instant, a shift so fast that Syrella wasn’t sure she saw it. When Perinio sent the young woman to Agoth, she hesitated for a moment, as if she didn’t want to leave him.

Syrella waited, and when the young woman finally got to her, she washed her hands and thanked her as a dismissal. The woman bowed and backed away, scuttling back to the kitchen.

As the food appeared and Syrella asked Perinio to begin the meal, she turned her attention to Ikatti. “I would like to meet all of the palace staff tomorrow. I need to learn names and get a feel for what needs to be done and hear their ideas for improvement.”

Ikatti’s eyes widened. “You are serious?”

“I know that Emperor Ukan prized honesty, and I will do the same for my rule. How many folk were left to try the thorn, by the way?” She raised a brow. She had counted the crystal figures and done some math. The line of succession had gone around her. She was their last chance.

Ikatti blushed and looked down at his hands. “You are the last descendant of the line. It was discussed amongst the noble families that you not be brought in until there was absolutely no other choice.”

“I guessed as much. There were too many statues in the throne room for me to have come when my number was up. Is it my talent that is the trouble?”

Ikatti shrugged, glanced up at her and asked, “May I speak freely?”

“Of course. Be honest with me at all times, it will be easier on you. The injury caused by the honesty will be my problem.”

“The fact that you are female is the greater part of the problem. We have not had an empress in seven hundred years. No one really worried about your talent. You draw pictures in light, there is nothing threatening there.”

Syrella smiled. “True. Perinio, how is the food?”

Perinio shoved one plate aside, but the others were all passed around the table. “The food is lovely. The cooks are to be complimented.”

They piled food on their plates, and Syrella took a few bites before asking Ikatti, “So, what is the next festival?”

“Day of the Dead occurs in two days, Empress. Your grandmother is here and has brought your father’s soul stone.”

A growing joy filled Syrella’s heart. “She brought the stone? I didn’t know that he generated one.”

“He did, but as she was at court at the time of his death, she claimed the right to his stone.”

Syrella nodded, “Set up a meeting with her tomorrow in the open court. She will give me that stone gladly and freely, or she will regret it.”

Dorium frowned, “You would threaten your grandmother?”

Syrella nodded. “I would. Ikatti can confirm that my grandmother, as contract breeder of my father had no legal right to the soul stone. The soul stone goes to the child of the deceased.”

“So, her claim on it…”

“Was to put me in my place or to gain some power by holding onto him. Many believe that they can gain power from the soul stones, and she has her husband’s and two deceased children in addition to my father’s.”

Agoth asked, “What is a soul stone?”

Sy finished her forkful of food. “The stone is taken from Vexa and polished into a small orb. It is placed in the mouth of the dying person, and when their soul flees the body, the stone holds the imprint. You pry the stone out and place it in a small cask, and it is given to the children of the dead.”

Perinio swallowed and asked, “What is the Day of the Dead?”

“Here on Vexa, the crystal of the throne and the mountain under the palace resonates with the soul stones, and you can speak to the souls of your loved ones. If she claimed the stone here and remained on Vexa, she has been able to speak to my father at least eight times. That is time enough. It is my turn now.”

Ikatti had a regretful expression on his face. “She was not talking to Duke Arnos. She was talking to her other son, Lord Nevic.”

Fury boiled inside Syrella, an emotion that she tried to hold back in the course of most days. Her skin glowed and sparked with power. “I see.”

Dorium looked cautiously at her, “Highness? You are giving off a little more psi energy than usual.”

She subverted her irritation and smiled serenely. “You are correct. I will deal with my irritation in a nice, public forum. I believe it is time for Vexa to meet the real me.”

Her guards were worried, and Ikatti was curious. “Highness, what do you mean?”

“I have spent my life learning everything the Citadel had to teach, and I am not going to be shy about using it.”

Dorium gave her a calming look, but she was in no mood. She made her way through the food and waited while the next course was brought out. She didn’t taste any of it, rage was burning through her and her grandmother was the focus.

Her grandmother was keeping her family from her and that was not something Syrella was going to allow. Begin as you mean to go on.

 






Chapter Seven

Syrella was so tired that she passed out the moment that her guards pronounced her bedroom clear. She had unlaced the constriction of the corset as she walked to the bed and simply flopped on top of the covers still wearing the silver silk.

Her dreams were full of her being a child and running down the imperial hallways looking for her parents. Waking in a foul mood was unavoidable.

A knock at her door brought her up, and she winced at the pain of her head due to the pins holding her hairstyle in place. “Come in.”

A timid, young woman came in and bowed. “Good morning, Your Imperial Highness. I am Mai, I am your maid until you make your own selection.”

“Hello, Mai. In the privacy of my quarters, you may call me Ma’am.” She groaned and started to move off the bed.

“Ma’am, did you not sleep well?”

“Not particularly. My memories of Vexa are not pleasant, so I am guessing I will have to make new ones.” Sy stretched and flexed, the gown slipping precariously from her breasts.

“Ma’am, may I draw you a bath?”

“No, I will have a quick shower. Can you lay out one of my day gowns?” She lifted sore arms and started to pull out her pins.

“Ma’am, please sit at the dressing table, and I will remove those. You really do not look very well.”

Knowing when she heard good advice, Syrella sat at the dressing table, and Mai pulled the pins out swiftly, without comment. Her hands were gentle as she eased Sy’s hair down and massaged her scalp, the headache faded immediately under a wave of warmth.

Sy fought the urge to twist and stare. Mai was a healer. “So, has the attitude toward talents changed at all in the last twenty years?”

Mai continued her massage for a moment and then lifted a brush. “No, Ma’am. They are still cut out of inheritances and sentenced to lives on the fringes of society.”

“I hope to change that. The skills given to us are given for a reason. We should not hide them but rather use them for the betterment of our societies. I wish mine was more useful.”

“You would not have gained the throne if they had any other choice, Ma’am. You know that, do you not?”

“I do know it, but I also know that the throne was waiting for me, and it welcomed me with the recognition of an old friend. It hurt more this time.”

Mai paused, and her golden gaze met Sy’s green one in the mirror. “So, you really touched the thorn when you were a child? I thought that was folklore.”

Syrella smiled as Mai finished unlacing her, her arms at her sides and the boning in the corset kept it from collapsing, but if she let it go, it would drop. “No, not folklore. I was summoned with my father when I was a child. Duke Saluthic and his heir were wanted at court, but the emperor asked me if there was anything I wanted, and I wanted to never be forced to come back to Vexa. He’s dead, and here I am.”

“There have been four emperors since Ukan. Most have not been as compassionate and none have been as wise.” Mai stood back and bowed her head.

Sy got to her feet with a groan and walked into the lav, pausing only to say, “He was a very good man.”

A shower and scrubbed teeth later and she  felt almost normal. Wrapped in a sheet of fine linen, she returned to her bedroom where Mai immediately took charge of her, bustling her into undergarments, wrapping her in a robe and drying her hair.

Mai’s speed at arranging hair was truly amazing. Sy commented, “You have done this sort of thing before?”

“Yes, Ma’am. Two emperors ago, I did the hair for all of his mistresses. It was a full-time effort as he often had several of them in his bed at one time, and they all had to look their best.” Mai’s lips tightened, but she didn’t pass her frustration on to Sy, she pinned, rolled, pinned and finally smiled. “You look lovely, Ma’am.”

“I know that I don’t match the Vexar assessment of beauty, but thank you.” Sy groaned. “Back at home, I would be starting classes right about now.”

Mai blinked, “If I may ask, what did you teach?”

“Self-control and patience in the form of cheese making, collecting eggs and tending to bees. Many talents lose sight of their impact on others, and by interacting with more simple creatures, they gain insight as to their effect on the people around them. For example, a healer who is not allowed to use her talent gains confidence and control of her talent while working with goats who have bruised or broken limbs.”

Mai blushed. “I can see how that would work. I had heard that you were sent away but rumour was that it was the equivalent of a finishing school similar to that of the nobles.”

Sy stood and let the robe slip from her shoulders.

Mai presented the gown and helped her into it.

“It isn’t a finishing school, it is a training academy. It takes whatever you possess as a talent and it helps you gain awareness of its scope and power. Some folk who enter the Citadel are hired by it to work on differing worlds in a variety of capacities. Knowing how the nobles come to court for the most petty of squabbles, I believe I am going to be contacting the Citadel for additional personnel soon.”

Mai drew the corset on the green gown tight. “Will there be instructors among those that you call?”

“Not precisely, but I am willing to create control curriculums for any talents who wish to contact me quietly.” Syrella breathed slowly as the bodice tightened and locked her into the gown.

“Thank you, Ma’am. Your guards and Secretary Ikatti are waiting outside.”

Mai’s expression shifted when she mentioned Ikatti, and Syrella could have smacked herself. “He’s your grandfather.”

Mai flinched. “I…”

“Don’t worry. You didn’t say anything. If I had been more awake earlier, I would have commented on it. You have his eyes.” She smiled.

“You don’t mind, Ma’am?”

“Not particularly. It is good to know that I can speak to you in private and he will hear our conversations. It gives me a less-than-public outlet to air my true opinions. You do not need to tell him what I say, but knowing what I know, I will not mind if you do tell him.”

Mai’s shoulders sagged with relief. “He is concerned about your state of mind. He is worried that you will do something that you regret when you see Lady Nevic.”

Sy laughed and rustled her skirts as she turned from side to side to view her reflection. The green made her skin creamy white and brought out the bits of gold in her green eyes. “You have done a good job, Mai. I look as respectable as I can get.”

“Shall I hang up the rest of your gowns while you are out?” Mai was looking a lot less like a whipped dog after their hour together.

“Please. I have no idea what today will bring, but I am sure that I will need a new gown tomorrow. If the seamstress knew I hadn’t unpacked them immediately, she would have ripped me to pieces, I am sure.”

Mai’s eyes widened, but she held her questions as Syrella left her bedroom and walked into the receiving room.

Her guards got to their feet, and Ikatti smiled. “You are up early, Empress.”

“Mai was most helpful with my preparations, it went quickly. Shall we have breakfast and discuss what is on my agenda for the day, Secretary?”

Dorium stepped forward and pressed a kiss to the back of her hand while his mind touched hers. Good morning. There is a line of suitors who are trying to make a bid for breeding rights. May I put myself in the running?

I…I hadn’t thought of you as a breeding partner, more of a consort. She blurted the first thing that entered her mind, and she winced as his mouth twisted in pleased amusement.

He straightened and inclined his head. Flattering, Empress. Very flattering.

Ikatti cleared his throat, “Highness? Breakfast?”

Confused and flustered, she followed Agoth and Ikatti back to the private dining room.

Perinio and Dorium were behind her on each side, and she was feeling slightly less like a stranger in a place she did not belong. She had friends around her, and it was helping her ease into the experience.

She was about to shake the Vexar Empire up and see what fell out, and it meant a lot to have people she trusted around her. It wasn’t family, but it was as close as she was going to get.






Chapter Eight

Ikatti cleared his throat after Perinio had tried all of the food. “Why does that guard eat first?”

The men turned to her to see what she was going to say.

“Men that size you have to feed before you end up on the menu. It is just good sense.”

Perinio laughed and bent his head to his meal. The contamination he had tasted the night before wasn’t toxic, it was an ovarian stimulator. He had briefed her once they were in her rooms, and she had not been surprised. If she was the last of the only bloodline that could sit on the throne, they wanted her to begin producing as many children as possible.

They ate breakfast, and while she enjoyed a cup of yip—the local morning beverage of choice—Ikatti got down to business.

“Your interview with your grandmother is scheduled in one hour, and after that, nobles will begin bringing gifts and those who have a male to offer you for breeding your heir.” He winced as he said the last words.

She raised her hand. “It is fine. I was expecting it, though I thought there were some beneath me on the bloodline. I will attempt to bring in my heir within a year.”

Dorium raised a brow, and she fought her blush.

When he knocked on her mind, she answered, Well, you made the offer.

I know. I just wasn’t aware that I was on the clock.

Being consort to an Empress is hard work, are you up to it?

I am if you are.

Passive aggressive. She mentally stuck her tongue out at him, and he choked on his yip.

The silent banter was fun, but she was glad that he always knocked before beginning a conversation. It would be odd to have someone cracking into her mind whenever they wanted to. Her defences would kick in and that would not be a subtle thing.

She sipped at another cup, and when everyone had eaten their fill and they were all looking alert and ready for a stressful day, she had to ask, “Where did you all sleep, Dorium?”

“Ikatti had rooms next to yours arranged for us. We slept in shifts and are now ready to serve, Empress.” Dorium inclined his head respectfully.

She sighed. At the Citadel, she had had a title that nobody used, and she had enjoyed it. On Vexa, she had an unwanted title, and it was pinned firmly on her when she wanted to hear her own name just once to let her know she was still inside the new empress.

Syrella nodded to everyone, “Well, it is time to get my father back. Shall we?”

She got to her feet, and they all rose. Her collection of guards escorted her to the throne room, and it did not feel as alien today as it had the day before.

Her throne hummed happily when she swept her gown out of the way and took a graceful seat. The glow coming from the throne was a happy lavender with an occasional wandering green, and it was so soothing that she was immediately at ease.

The court was holding its breath, and Syrella knew why. Her grandmother had entered the room just as Syrella sat down.

Lady Algiatha Nevic had her head up with pride and it suddenly struck Syrella that her grandmother didn’t know how little Sy valued her opinion.

When Lady Nevic made it to the base of the throne she stood confidently. An unbelieving hiss rolled through the crowd, and suddenly Lady Nevic was a little less smug.

Ikatti announced her, “Lady Algiatha Loesh Nevic, Your Imperial Highness.”

Sy straightened, “Lady Nevic, I hear that you have possession of my father’s soul stone.”

Her grandmother paled, “I do, Syrella.”

“With the Day of the Dead approaching, I would like to have it. As you can imagine, a life without the soul of my father at my disposal has been difficult.”

Algiatha’s hand made a slight motion to her pocket. “I am sure it was, but he was my son.”

“Not your only son, and the way of the Vexar has been to hand the stone to those who need it, to the children of those who have passed. Do you feel you can rewrite tradition?”

Algiatha got the cruel look that Syrella remembered from her childhood when her grandmother handed her a basket with a venomous helik in it. The bite had almost killed her, and her father barred Algiatha from the property that day.

“It was the decision of the emperor to give me the soul of my son.”

“And it is the demand of the empress that you surrender the stone to me. Now.”

Algiatha grew sly. “I don’t have it on me.”

Fed up and determined, Sy focussed her power and clapped her hands together once. A flare of light froze the entire court. Humming to herself, Sy moved past Dorium, down the stairs and she reached for the pocket that Algiatha had given away earlier. Four soul stones were in the pocket, and with the same idle humming Syrella took the stones, returned to the throne and carefully arranged her skirts to reproduce her earlier sprawl. She took the stone that held her father’s soul and pressed it to her lips. A happy warmth spilled from the rock, and she sighed as she discovered another secret of her wily father.

The other three stones were cool in her hand. The souls inside did not call to her, and she placed them next to her after she tucked her father’s stone next to her heart in the safety of her corset.

She raised her hands and clapped again. Folk who had been moving when she froze them jerked slightly and she looked to the mother of her father to make her query. “What would you do, Algiatha, if someone took the souls of your sons and refused to return them?”

“That would never happen. They are always with me.” Lady Nevic jerked her head high.

“It is funny then that if they are always with you, you would not have my father with his half-brothers. Why would you leave him if you claim that your sons are always with you?” Sy leaned on the arm of the throne. “You wouldn’t be lying to me, would you?”

Lady Nevic became nervous, she shifted from foot to foot, and her hand made the furtive shift toward the pocket once again. “Of course not, Syrella.”

Sy frowned, “It is most peculiar that a woman who insisted on being known to me only as Lady Nevic would forget that I am bearing a title. If anything, you should address me as Duchess Syrella of Saluthic, but I believe that Empress or Your Imperial Highness is the proper form of address. I don’t even let folks I like use my name.”

Lady Nevic got angry. “You know, I believe that I lost your father’s soul stone.”

“Funny that. I just found three stones, and they seem to have the same twisted vibe as you.” She lifted the stones in her hand and clacked them together.

Dorium turned slightly to her and knocked on her mind.

She quirked her lips and answered, Yes?

What happened? I can feel that something has occurred here. There is power in the air.

I will explain my secondary talent to you later.

Can you tell me now?

Fine, I froze all the living creatures here with a burst of power, picked her pocket to get my father back and then let everyone resume.

That’s what it felt like. He chuckled mentally, but there was no expression on his face.

She blinked slightly and turned her attention back to Algiatha who was being held back by Agoth and Perinio.

“Give them back, they are mine!”

Sy arched a brow. “You are not entitled to any of them. They all had children of their own, including one of your surviving sons. Ikatti, does she not have a surviving son, and do the sons who died not have families of their own?”

“Please, give them back. I need them.”

Syrella paused and lifted her hand for silence. She knocked on Dorium’s mind, and she saw his shoulders tighten.

Yes, Empress?

Very funny, call me Syrella when we speak, please.

What do you need?

Can you scan her, and if she had a hand in her sons’ deaths, can you shift your left elbow?

You will need to ask her the question to bring the information into her mind. I can’t scan deeply.

Will do. Thank you.

“Algiatha, I wonder that you have flouted tradition and basic morality to keep not only your husband but your offspring. Were you there when they died?”

It wasn’t surprising when Dorium’s left elbow shifted.

“Secretary, I wish you to contact the children of the Nevics and ask them if they want their fathers’ soul stones.”

There was a stirring in the back of the court. “I want my father.” The voice came through before the young woman could be seen. She was a physical clone of Algiatha but had none of the visible bad nature that their shared grandmother gave off in waves.

Her back was straight, and she curtseyed deeply. “Empress, I would be forever grateful if you would return my father to me. Sosan Nevic was a good man, and Algiatha is using his soul to power her influence over her lands.”

“Come up here, Lady.”

Her guards kept a grip on Algiatha, who was shrieking incoherently.

Irritated by the noise, Syrella drew her father’s face in light and sent it to hover in front of her grandmother. The light image hypnotized Algiatha, and she was quiet.

The lady came to the third step and knelt.

“Secretary?” Syrella asked Ikatti.

“Countess Shiseera Nevic Alanson, here with her husband, the twentieth Earl of Alanson.” He filled in her details. “Third daughter of Sosan Nevic.”

“Countess, if I give you your father, will you remain here in the capitol and speak to him tomorrow? His soul is cold, but it still survives whatever she did to it.”

Tears filled the young woman’s eyes. “I will. I have missed him so. His death was so sudden.”

Syrella lifted her hand with the stones in it and whispered, “Sosan Nevic, your daughter wants to talk.”

The central stone flared to life for an instant, and Syrella handed the soul stone to her cousin. “Take care of him, cousin. He has not had a good afterlife.”

Shiseera smiled through her tears as the stone warmed at her touch, a glow growing stronger with every second. “Thank you, Empress. He has been missed.”

“Secretary, are there any other Nevics on Vexa right now?”

“Yes, Empress. One of the current Lord Nevic’s children as well as another married daughter, this time of Resan Nevic.”

“Good, bring them here and have them claim their dead.” Syrella sat up and disintegrated the drawing that had kept her grandmother occupied. “Algiatha Nevic, I hereby strip you of a title you have no right to. The title and lands all are handed over to your son Forsan. How you convinced him to let you keep the title eludes me, though it may have something to do with you harnessing the soul stones.”

The murmur and gasp ran through the court. It was considered a blight on your own soul to twist others to your will.

Algiatha was screaming, and the house guard stepped forward, hauling her away from the throne while she fought them every inch of the way through the throne room.

Syrella breathed on the two remaining stones, “Resan Nevic, you will be with your children soon.”

The one that flared up was set to the left. The other had to be Lord Nevic, by process of elimination.

Sitting upright with her father’s soul stone warming her heart, she smiled at Ikatti. “Secretary, what is next?”






Chapter Nine

The suitors had guts, she had to give them that. After watching her boot out her own grandmother, they still lined up to take a shot at fathering her first child, the heir to Vexa.

Syrella listened politely to each and every one, asking them questions about their bloodlines and families. She watched Dorium’s back, and when there was a particularly handsome and charming candidate, she saw him tense from the back of his calves to the muscles on either side of his neck.

“Secretary, I believe it is time for lunch. Ladies and lords, please excuse me.” She got to her feet, took her uncle’s and her grandmother’s husband’s stones and left the throne.

Dorium fell in just behind her, but she could feel that he was seething. Agoth was on point next to Ikatti and Perinio was on her left.

The moment that the servers had given Perinio all the dishes and he started his work as her food taster, Dorium reached out and took her hand.

“Yes, Dorium?” She blinked innocently. In all of her daydreams, she had never imagined that they would be in this position where she held all the power.

“Syrella, would you be my bondmate?”

Ikatti blinked rapidly, “Empress, it is imperative that you take a noble as husband.”

She looked at her advisor. “Why?”

He scowled, “It is tradition.”

“Tradition also had the emperors raping their way through the servants. It is time to make my bedroom my business.”

“But he doesn’t have the bloodline, he can’t share power with you.”

“Nobody has the bloodline but me, Ikatti. It doesn’t matter who fathers my child, as long as I start having them quickly.”

Ikatti opened his mouth and then closed it as the truth of her words sank in.

She turned to Dorium, “Will you be able to deal with your role as consort? It will mean long days and nights at my side with little to no power.”

He squeezed her hand. “I have my own power, and even an empress gets a weekend off now and then.”

“I think something can be arranged. I have plans to work out the court and mediation systems here, and inviting trainees from Thoola and other Citadels to come and apply their skills will keep a steady supply of talents running through Vexa.”

Ikatti cleared his throat, but Syrella merely smiled when he said, “You are going to encourage talents?”

“Of course. I had to spend years of my life away from my family, and I was not there when they began to disappear. That is not a fate I would wish on anyone, and if I can change it, I will.” She put her sincerity into her gaze, and met Dorium’s with her own. She stared at him and felt the delicate tendrils of his mind connect with her.

She had studied the idea of mind bonds but had never expected to be on the receiving end of one. Syrella confirmed the mental touch with the words, “Yes, Dorium Povix, I will.”

The tendrils thickened alarmingly, and she laughed as she leaned in to kiss him. He met her halfway, and she hoped that he would do the same for the rest of their lives. It was a chaste kiss, but Agoth got to his feet, raced around the table and hugged them both.

Perinio was more circumspect, but he shook each of their hands with a huge grin on his face. “Congratulations. He has been talking about you for years.”

Syrella blushed and arched a brow, “Really? I find that hard to believe.”

Dorium’s green skin darkened with a blush. “Ever since you assisted me on that session at Drekkiak, you have been the only woman in my thoughts.”

She had helped a young woman with a toxic touch come to grips with the fact that she was not a monster. It had been hard to keep Dorium away while she counselled Helari, but when she wrapped the young girl in her cloak and helped her over the rocks, she had looked toward the shuttle, and he was standing right in front of her, his gaze locked with hers.

She had relived that moment a thousand times in her mind but had never imagined that he was doing the same.

“Ikatti, when can we have a formal bonding ceremony?”

He scowled. “Technically, you could have one tomorrow. Do you have a dress?”

She started to laugh but kept hold of Dorium’s hand. “Oh, I have a dress.”

Dorium frowned. “I don’t know if I want to get bonded on the Day of the Dead.”

Syrella did what she had seen her mother do so often to her father and stroked the side of his face. “It isn’t a day for the dead, it is a day to speak with those we love and those who loved us. There is nothing I would rather do than have my father with me during my bonding ceremony, but who will perform it?”

Perinio raised his hand. “I am ordained as a minister in the Alliance.”

Dorium frowned, “I didn’t know that. What sect?”

“The Heart of Steel and Fire. I left the order when my other talents came to the fore, but I am still able to perform and register a bonding.”

Syrella grinned, “Do you have something formal to wear?”

Dorium looked worried.

Ikatti sighed, “I can arrange formal wear for the priest and your bondmate. We will have the ceremony at dawn in the throne room if that is acceptable, Your Imperial Highness.”

Syrella laughed helplessly, “Yes, I suppose it is, and I am getting bonded in the morning.”

Dorium pulled her close, and she experienced the second kiss in her adult life.

The second kiss?

Um, yes.

So, I will have to spend every available moment increasing your exposure to the pleasures of kissing.

I hope so. I need the practice. She smiled against his lips, and he took her lower lip between his for a moment then released her and backed away.

“Well, Empress, I believe that we should eat before the food gets cold. You have a full afternoon ahead of you.” Dorium had a smile in his eyes, and she just knew that he was going to keep it in place all afternoon.

Two hours later, she was facing two more cousins. Gratefully, they took the stones that corresponded to their loved ones, and they bowed their way out of the throne room.

The rest of her day was spent fidgeting as Dorium kept giving her psychic kisses when she least expected it.

Her father’s soul stone over her heart began to beat counterpoint to her own, but there was something odd in the beat, a small aftereffect that was a peculiar psychic echo.

She listened to a few petitions and made some practical decisions for those lords and ladies who simply wanted the empress to preside over their dispute.

At the end of the session, Ikatti cleared his throat and inclined his head toward the crowd.

Oh, right, she had to make an announcement. “Tomorrow morning, at dawn, I shall be bonded to the male of my choice. He has already accepted my offer, and we are eager to begin our lives together.”

Gasps and whispering were running through the room, but she was in no mood to continue her explanation. They would learn his identity soon enough.

She rose to her feet and walked out of the throne room, Ikatti and her guards surrounding her as she left the confused and frustrated nobles behind. They were not happy that she had not chosen a member of their families, and since there were over nine families who had taken a run at the first day of courtship, she could feel a lot of hostility coming from that crowd.

Dinner was a quick discussion of the bonding ceremony with a very excited Perinio and a focus on the echoed heartbeat from her father’s soul stone.

“Empress, are you all right? You seem very pale.” Dorium was searching her mind, but he wasn’t finding any stress.

“I am feeling a little weak. It is probably too much stress too soon.” She smiled and touched his hand.

Ikatti raised his eyebrows. “We can delay the bonding if you need it.”

She smiled, “No. This is what I want, and Dorium is whom I have been thinking of for longer than I can remember. We will bond, I will work in setting up a more effective method for the nobles to bitch at each other and then, I will take some time off to enjoy the pleasures of Vexa.”

She recalled vaguely that the emperor used to travel to the worlds in his empire, and she had a passing idea that it would be a good thing to resume that travel.

Well, first things were first. She would see if her father would leave the soul stone, and if he did, she was going to ask him to attend her bonding ceremony in the morning. As she ate her dinner and listened to her companions speak, she smiled. There would be time for everything after tomorrow.

 






Chapter Ten

“Sy. Treasure. Wake up.”

Syrella came awake and stared at the two glowing images standing next to her bed. A look out her window told her it was false dawn. Three hours until the sun rose, and she had her ceremony.

Squinting, she reached out and the shorter of the glows took her hand. The figure became more solid in that instant, and she cried out. “Mom?”

Sobs broke from her chest as her mother tried to hush her, but while she could see the dead, she could not touch them.

Agoth burst into her bedroom and froze at the image of two glowing figures, one consoling Sy while she tried to get herself under control.

Syrella waved at him. “Agoth, my bodyguard and member of the Citadel, these are my parents, Syrella the First and Arnos.”

“I thought that the soul stones only carried one.” He was wary.

“So did I. How in the seventeen hells did this happen?”

Arnos frowned, “Don’t curse, treasure. I sewed your mother’s soul stone under my skin so that when I died, we would move to my stone together. I had no idea that my mother would kill me for the energy I would give her.”

Sy wished she was shocked, but she wasn’t. “I am so glad to see you both, to talk to you both. You can go now, Agoth.”

He grinned and bowed. “Three hours, Empress.”

She sighed and waved him off.

Her parents were staring at her.

Her mother asked, “Empress?”

“I am the last of the blood. They had to call upon me.”

Her father frowned, “How long have you been empress?”

“Since two days ago. I lived my entire life at the Citadel. I was a student at first, and then, I became an instructor. It was a good life.”

Her mother smiled, “Will you pick a good partner to father your children?”

Sy cleared her throat. “I already have. That is what the three-hours comment was about. Three hours until my bonding ceremony in the throne room.”

Arnos put his hand under her chin and lifted it with the energy of his presence. “Is he a noble?”

She grinned up at him. “No. Not a Vexar noble. He is a guard from the Citadel, a telepath and a good fighter. He’s also green.”

Her mother frowned, “There was a young man who was on the ship that picked you up. He was green. Are they related?”

Syrella tried not to bring her parents down on her, but she nodded, “He is the same one. The moment I saw him, I knew he was the one, and as time went on and we met on assignments, the feeling grew. We kissed for the first time after he proposed yesterday.” She shrugged her shoulders up and hugged herself a little at the memory.

Her mother laughed and touched her face, her father sighed.

“So, will you be there?” She bit her lip while she waited.

Her mother caressed her lip. “Sweetie, don’t bite that lip. Your husband will want it in one piece.”

Her father snarled. “How old are you now anyway?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Oh.” He was unable to tell her she was too young.

She nodded. Her mother had been nineteen when Arnos had swept her off her feet and twenty-one when Syrella junior was born.

“He’s a good man who puts my needs before his own, and I am going to try with everything in me to not take advantage of that. He will take the position of Imperial Consort of Vexa, and once I put certain measures into place, we will have some time to pretend to be normal.”

Her father was interested. “What measures?”

She went into a description of the idea for bringing in Citadel members to act as mediators as well as an official Negotiator in full armour to act on behalf of Vexa when it came to treaties with the Alliance and the Nyal Imperium. Vexa was firmly wedged between titans, so it was in their best interest to have someone negotiating on their behalf.

“That is a very clever idea, treasure. I do have one thing to ask you off topic. When did my mother die?”

She blinked and looked up at him. “She didn’t.”

“Then how did you get my soul stone?”

“I demanded it, and when she wouldn’t give in, I froze her and stole it. I also returned your half-brothers and her husband to their other relatives. She has been arrested for disrupting the court, but I have yet to decide what I will do with her.”

“She is dangerous.”

“I know, Father. She killed you, she killed two of her other sons and most likely her husband after you were gone. I have proof of none of it, because your body is long gone, but she is evil.”

Her father opened his mouth to speak, but Mai came in and paused. “Pardon me, Ma’am, but it is time to start getting ready. Oh, there are three foreign contingents who are delighted to attend your bonding. They brought gifts and treaties to initially congratulate you on your ascension, but now, the gifts are for your bonding.” She giggled. “Some of the gifts are eating all the flowers in the garden.”

Curious, Syrella asked, “What are they?”

“I have never seen anything like them, but they are some kind of small ruminant.”

Grinning, Sy jumped out of bed.

Her father asked, “Why the excitement over animals?”

“When first Mom died and then you died, I had to find something as an affection surrogate. We had goats at the Citadel, and they became my special project. I can brush, wash, feed, milk and generally care for any goat that crosses my path.”

Her mother was laughing with genuine amusement and her father sat down, confused. “A goat-milking empress.”

“Arnos, there are worse things for our daughter to be.”

He shrugged and gathered his spectral wife to him.

Mai hustled her into the shower, rubbed lotion into her skin and brushed her hair until it shined. The gold gown waited, and Syrella the first was admiring it with touches of her glowing hand.

Mai set a light brushing of makeup on Sy’s skin that gave her a delicate glow. “And now, my grandfather reclaimed this from the imperial collection for you.”

Mai left the room, retrieved a huge box from Agoth and placed it in front of Sy. “Perinio has already tested all the contents for toxins.”

Curious, she opened the box and gasped. Over her shoulder, her mother admired, “I haven’t seen those since the vid of Ukan’s first wife carrying her son for testing at the throne.”

Sy frowned. “I thought that folk didn’t test randomly.”

“They don’t. It is only when there might be some doubt of paternity that the child is tested. In your case, the bloodline is assured.” Her mother patted her arm.

“Thank you, Mother.” She twisted her lips and chuckled.

Mai gestured to the jewels in the case. “May I?”

“Of course. Frankly, with so many emperors between now and then, I am shocked that the jewels are still intact.”

Mai chuckled, “Grandfather hid them. He brought them back when he knew you were on your way.”

The four-inch-tall tiara was lovely, with bright green and gold stones in it. There was something about the stones that was familiar, but Sy guessed that she had seen them in images as a child.

Her mother offered Mai hints on working with her hair, and her father paced. “Father, you can wait in the other room with Agoth if you wish. There is going to be a lot more fussing if I am any judge of Mai’s determination.”

Mai twisted, pinned and locked the tiara onto Syrella’s head.

In two and a half hours of teasing, poking and twisting, Mai pronounced Syrella fit to be empress and a bride in the same day.

She was wearing five pounds of gems and a dress so light, it felt like it wasn’t even there, but the train was a solid ten feet long. “This is going to be annoying.”

“You look lovely, treasure.” Her father poked his head through the door, and he smiled. “I believe it is time to go.”

She nodded, flexed her fingers and tucked the soul stone into her bodice over her heart once again. “Wherever I go today, I am taking you two with me. I have been without you too long.”

“We are going to leave for a night of our own when you and your new husband retreat for privacy. I love you, Syrella, but I am not going to start your union off with a peep show.” Her mom pressed a kiss on her cheek, and Sy could feel it.

She blushed at the thought of being alone with Dorium but that was for later and she was already linked to his mind. He was excited and impatient and that sensation spurred her out into her front room where a stunned Agoth bowed low.

“Since your bodyguard is your bondmate-to-be, we are being escorted by a dozen of the house guard. Shall we?” Agoth opened the door, and the men outside bowed.

Sy strode forward, and when her imperial guard surrounded her, she could feel their pride. Her parents walked behind her, and she didn’t know if anyone was staring at them, her eyes were fixed forward on the approaching throne room.

Dorium was waiting for her on the other side of that doorway. She was getting married and her dead family was with her.

It was her perfect day.






Chapter Eleven

Dorium looked lovely, Perinio gave a moving speech on the solemnity of bonding, and when she said her vows and her family agreed to the union, her heart soared. The moment that Dorium returned the vows and took her in his arms, it was the happiest moment in her life.

She was new to kissing, but the sudden pain caught her by surprise. She heard a roar of pain from Dorium and when she looked down, the arrow that was sticking out of her chest had dug into his skin as well.

Her parents were at her side in an instant while the guards tried to get her to safety while apprehending the attacker. “Mom, Dad, get Mai. Now.”

They disappeared in a flash.

The wild screaming of Algiatha was suddenly cut short, and Syrella relaxed while she tasted blood.

Dorium was holding her in his arms so that the arrow would not be under compression. “Stay still, a doctor is coming.”

“Mai is coming. She’s a healer. She can help.”

A strange figure spoke, “Put her on the throne.”

Dorium looked at the man who glowed, and he scowled, “What?”

“We will take care of her. Put her on the throne.”

Sy looked around and saw the flickering lights that were coming out of the ether. “Dorium. Help me.”

He lifted her and laid her across the seat of the throne so that the arrow was exposed on both sides.

The glowing figures moved him gently aside and stroked Sy with a thousand tender touches. The arrow simply dissolved out of her chest and then hands pressed the wound closed, not allowing one drop of blood to spill.

The rattle in her chest disappeared, and she looked at the assembled figures. “Hello, Emperor Ukan.”

He inclined his head. “Greetings, Empress Syrella. I knew you would be the one.”

“The jewels?”

“Carved soul stones.” He inclined his head. “I have never seen a ruler strong enough to pull us all out, but you did it. May the stars bless your union and the thorn bless your children.”

Dorium pushed through the transparent figure, and he cupped her cheek. “I thought you were dying.”

“I sort of was. These are the imperial jewels, and on the Day of the Dead, I can bring back my ancestors or those of my bloodline. Welcome to my extended family.”

Mai arrived out of breath. “You need healing?”

“The old emperors healed me, but Dorium has an arrow wound in his chest.”

Mai reached out and pressed her fingers to the wound.

Dorium winced, but he allowed the touch, and eventually, he smiled and pulled her hand away. “Thank you, Mai.”

She was shaking and there was blood on her hands but pride flowed in her eyes. She got to her feet and walked to stand behind Ikatti.

The secretary was controlling the crowds, and he finally came to ask Sy, “Can we proceed with the gifting?”

She sat up straight in the throne, her gown marred by the arrow hole in it. She took Dorium’s hand. “Stay next to me?”

He smiled and pressed his hand to her shoulder so she would know where he was.

I don’t want to let go of you today. I came too close to losing you.

I know. We are going to look into how Algiatha got loose, but that is a conversation for another day. That bitch was very persuasive. Now, I am going to make a speech.

She held up her hands, and Ikatti banged his staff a few times. Sy got to her feet and squared her shoulders. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to my bonding day.”

A few members of the gathering giggle uncomfortably.

“Four days ago, I was living a quiet life as a teacher, and now, I am empress. I was not expecting the call to power, but when it came, I knew it was my duty. I did not know until I arrived here that I was the last chance for Vexa to remain an active empire.

“My predecessors were not prepared for the position they took over. I see the signs here in the palace, and I will eventually work my way to the outer regions. We can work together for a greater and more profitable way of life without twisting folks under our feet. The better conditions that there are for the workers, the more productive they are, whether at a farm, assembly centre or any kind of processing area.

“We stand between two great bodies and are tugged at by them both. The Alliance pulls one way, the Nyal Imperium pulls the other. I want to stop the pull and simply stand between them as Vexa. We are Vexar, and we will determine the shape of our next generation.”

She wasn’t expecting the roar. She was shocked by the chant and when she worked out that it was Sy-rell-ah, she looked at Dorium for help. He stepped forward and put his arm around her. “Enjoy it. You have come back with the help of the dead emperors, that has to be a good sign that you are the right person in the right job.”

She leaned against him, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw her glowing mother doing the same thing to her father.

They had had their day, watched their daughter wed, helped her when she was in peril and now saw her with her choice of male. For her parents, it must have been a pretty good day.

Six hours later, Mai was unlacing her gown while Dorium watched. His own formal uniform in Vexar style was loosened at the collar and as many buttons as Sy had been able to reach in the hall when he kissed her while Agoth opened and checked her chambers.

“Mai, I think you can leave now. Dorium can help with this.” The gown was loose enough to slide out of, but Sy’s nerves were jangling.

Mai nodded and locked the box of jewels, leaving them on the dressing table. “Good night. Ikatti says you have no appointments until noon. Take your time.”

She closed the door behind herself, and Sy let out a sigh. She removed the soul stone from her bodice, shuffled over to the jewel case and then scooted back to the bedside.

Nervous beyond belief, she cheated. She clapped her hands together and froze him in place, dropping her gown into a puddle on the floor. She reached over and unfastened his tunic, spreading it open to expose the panels of muscle she had been wondering about. Her hands touched him, stroked his skin and learned the feel of him while he remained frozen in place.

When she had enough and was feeling guilty, she scooted under the sheets and clapped her hands again.

“What did you do?” Dorium looked down at his chest and blinked in shock.

“Um. I froze you so I could get undressed, and since you were frozen anyway, I went exploring.” She blushed and burrowed deep.

He flipped the blankets back, and she squeaked in panic. “There will be times when you can freeze me but our bonding night is not one of them.”

Syrella learned over the next hour why she wanted him awake and moving when they were alone together and when they were done he began the lesson again, making sure that she paid attention to every detail.

Curled together near midnight, Sy woke to get soft kisses from both of her parents before they returned to their shared stone.

She watched them stand in front of the soul stone and their tender kiss as they disappeared for another year. She wanted that kind of love in her life, and she was getting the idea that it was just getting started.




Epilogue

“And so, after the death of Syrella II, her daughter, Syrella III decided to open this educational facility to all people of the Vexar colonies.” The tour guide smiled and walked the new students through the Citadel school Vexa.

Nervous, one of the new students asked, “Is that a picture of Syrella III?”

The image on the wall was ten feet wide and fourteen feet tall. A woman in an amazing golden gown with a bloody hole under the ribs sat on the imperial throne of Vexa. On her lap were two strange things—one baby with green skin in a pink gown and a baby goat with eight legs. Standing to one side of her was a tall man with green skin and a fiercely proud expression.

The guide smiled, her green features soft as she explained. “That was Syrella II. She was a good rule maker and a better rule breaker. With every decision, she crafted a more stable society, and as you will see when we get further in the facility, she had a lot of children.”

The young girl went up on her toes to get a better view. She looked at her own green skin. “I never knew that Grandma was so pale.”

Her mother ruffled her hair and smiled. “She was a Vexar and Duchess of Saluthic. The Admaryn forest genes didn’t come into your line until Dorium, pet.”

She addressed the rest of the crowd. “Now, we are going to continue to the sanctum where the soul stones of Dorium and Syrella II are housed. Every Day of the Dead, they walk and talk with their extended family.”

The guide and group of new students moved on, and Syrella and Dorium entered the gallery.

“I still can’t believe that they painted me with a goat. It was a nice goat, mind you.” Sy leaned her spectral body back against her husband’s.

“I can’t believe you didn’t know you would share my life to the very end. Boy, were they surprised when you had a child every three years for a century before we decided that it was enough of an increase to the imperial line.” He wrapped his hands around her waist and pressed a kiss to her spectral neck. “Thirty-three daughters and you kept your figure.”

She laughed brightly and then stilled when she heard someone coming. “Come on, they can’t know that we are here all day, every day.”

He sighed and let her pull him into their private room, the hidden space a small addition to the Citadel facility while it was in the planning stages. It gave them a chance to be together without disturbing the living.

As long as they were together, he didn’t mind the occasional skulking. Her link to the throne kept them in the physical realm, and one day, they may move on to the next.

He would need a guarantee that they could still have freaky sex in the next realm, so until someone came to him with an affidavit, he was going to watch all of his beautiful daughters make dozens of beautiful granddaughters while he enjoyed spending every day with the wife he loved the moment he first set eyes on her. She still didn’t know about his love at first sight, and he wasn’t going to tell her.

A man needed to take some secrets to the next life.




Author’s Note

Called to Power was always going to be a Citadel outward book. She had to inherit a lot of power and the idea of being a last resort appealed to me.

Women of power have always had to choose their men carefully, and if not…hello tabloids. Syrella was a solid character who knew what she was and who she wanted.

Dorium just had to stay still long enough for her to get the nerve up. The breeding contract was a perfect excuse and the bondmate proposal wrapped everything else up.

Sigh. I liked this story even if I didn’t do it justice.

The Day of the Dead is a much better idea than being afraid of haunting spirits. There are those I love that I would love to see, just for a few moments. Ah well, perhaps in my dreams.

Thanks for reading,
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