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Hao, by contrast, looked extremely pleased with himself, and grinned at Gita on his way by.


Tu Winston and Raj Peche, Trackers who were among the best in the empire, followed in the gunrunner’s wake, and Emmory came into the room behind them. He paused a moment to speak with Gita, nodding and gripping her shoulder briefly before closing the door behind her.


Sinking back into my seat seemed the best option. I crossed my legs and leaned back, raising an eyebrow at Hao. He bared his teeth at me in a wicked grin and shoved Bial to the floor.


“Your Imperial Majesty.” Hao’s bow was ridiculously extravagant.


“A gift, Hao? It’s not even my birthday.”
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Dear Carrie Fisher,


I never got to tell you
what an honor it was
to have Hail
compared to Leia
or how much
your strength
meant to me.


Thank You




1


The impact of fist to bag echoed up through my arm. It was a rhythmic shock—one, one, two, backhand, two, elbow—in time with the beating of my broken heart.


Sweat dripped into my eyes, burning them. The sting wasn’t enough to erase the image of Clara Desai’s lifeless body sliding to the floor.


A matriarch of the empire. The head of the council; a woman who’d been there for my whole childhood and had welcomed me back home without the slightest hesitation. There had been no concern from Clara, of either my right or my ability to rule. Unlike so many others, she’d planted herself at my side and defended me.


She had defended me to the end and been loyal to me and to Indrana, even as she was slaughtered in front of my eyes by the same man who was responsible for the death of my whole family.


Wilson.


I snarled and slammed my fist into the bag again.


Wilson had engineered it all: from the assassination of my father more than twenty years ago, to the deaths of my sisters, my niece, and my mother.


A week ago he’d looked me in the eye and told me he wouldn’t stop the killing until everyone I cared about was dead.


Then he’d shot Clara.


One, one, two. Backhand, two, elbow. Elbow. I grabbed the bag and rammed my knee into it twice with a snarl of rage, only backing off to wipe the sweat from my face before I surged forward again.


The worst thing was I still didn’t know why. I didn’t know what my family had done to this man to engender such vicious fury in our direction.


Wilson was a ghost: a man with no real name, no real face, no real past. What was I? Gunrunner, Empress of Indrana; none of it seemed to matter. I was losing a game directed by a madman. Cressen Stone wouldn’t have let this happen. She would have stopped at nothing to exact justice, or get revenge. I was fast becoming a pale shadow of my former self, the best parts of me disappearing like ash in a stiff breeze.


I welcomed the pain as I slammed the side of my fist into the bag.


“How long has she been at that?” Zin asked the audience who sat a safe distance away from me.


“About an hour,” Cas replied.


“She looks ready to drop. Why haven’t you stopped her?”


“Emmory wouldn’t.”


“Don’t look at me,” Iza said. “I don’t want to get punched today.”


“Her Majesty’s care and feeding isn’t my area,” Hao replied, but the laughter in my former mentor’s voice was edged with the slightest hint of concern.


He was right to be concerned. Clara’s death had hit us all hard, drowning out our euphoria from our victory over the Saxon forces at Canafey and sending us into a depression we’d yet to recover from.


I spun, my bare heel slamming into the bag, knocking it loose from its mooring, and my Guards fell silent when it crashed to the floor.


“Hail.”


I swung at Zin, my fist coming around in what would have been a brutal haymaker had it connected. As per usual, my BodyGuard leaned out of the way of my punch with an exhalation. He caught my wrist on its way by, guiding it past his expressionless face.


Fool that I was, I tried to hit him with my other hand as I sailed by him, but Zin was already gone, his grip on my wrist a fading memory. I spun, fists raised, and came at him again.


Zin stepped to the side, easily avoiding my punch. His hands were up, palms open and facing me. “You know I’m not going to fight you,” he said. His voice was too gentle, teasing aside the anger in my gut to get at the pain underneath. “Stop it.”


I stared at him and sucked in a lungful of air before I replied, “I can’t.”


If I stop I’ll fall apart.


A sad smile flickered over his face. “I know, ma’am. Keep moving. Don’t stop. You’ll break apart in front of everyone and be no use at all. I know. I did just that when you needed me most. I failed you, ma’am. I know it. You know it. Emmory knows it. I chose him over you. His loyalty is endless. Mine, apparently, is not.”


“Damn it, Zin, we’ve been over this—”


He shook his head, and I swallowed back my words. I’d ordered him to stay with Emmory when my Ekam had been shot—killed, if we were being honest. The only reason Emmory was alive was because Fasé had brought him back to life. Without the Farian’s strange abilities, I’d be down not just one but two more of my BodyGuards. The thought made me ill.


Zin had done what I told him to do, but the cost to my BodyGuard’s confidence was written all over his face.


I dropped my hands, fists uncurling in surrender—or exhaustion, it was hard to tell.


“Majesty,” Zin said, his voice more formal. “Your Ekam would like to see you.”


I took the out he handed me along with the towel Hao passed over. I didn’t have the energy to fight with my Body-Guard and we both knew it. Zin could take me down even at my best, anyway, and right now I was far from my best. But I filed away the look in his eyes to bring up with Emmory later. We still had some downtime, and it was time best spent healing—for all of us.


The others formed up around us and the two Royal Marines inside the door of the gym snapped to attention, opening the doors as we approached.


My rock star status had gone through the roof since the battle of Canafey, and only someone truly insane would make an attempt on my life right now. That didn’t stop my Ekam from being excessively cautious.


Rumors swirled about my part in the fight on Darshan Station, despite my best attempts to downplay my involvement and turn the attention to Admiral Hassan and the real heroes of the fight. The “Gunrunner Empress” of Indrana was on everyone’s lips, and if Hao was to be believed, in everyone’s hearts.


However, no matter how suicidal an assassination attempt might be, my enemies had already proven their disregard for human life. Wilson would mow down a thousand of my people for the chance to kill me. Emmory wasn’t about to take any chances, and I couldn’t blame him for his caution.


He’d been startled by my lack of protest over the decision to move the command center to the planet, but it wasn’t much of an argument in my mind. Ships I could do, those at least moved around. But a space station was just a gigantic box in the sky—immobile and vulnerable. Darshan Station was even more so because of the damage from the fight to retake the system.


I needed the fresh air planetside.


Thankfully, it was springtime in the capital of Canafey Major. The mild weather was a blessing after frozen Pashati and the blackness of space, especially now that my customary nightmares had made their reappearance in the early-morning hours. Portis, Jet, Clara—there were far too many lives on my conscience. Too many people I hadn’t been able to save.


Most of the rubble in the governor’s mansion on Canafey Major had been cleaned up by the Saxons after their attack, and the surrender of the majority of the troops on the ground had happened without additional damage to the old structure. Saxon guerillas would test the palace defenses and lob ordnance in our direction every chance they got. It had made for a nerve-racking situation the first few days, but now it seemed like one more annoyance to deal with before I left.


I walked through the spotless corridors, the ghosts of paintings visible only in their absence on the walls and the empty cases with shattered glass panels telling the story of their missing contents.


“Majesty.” Stasia met me at the door of my temporary rooms. I’d refused to stay in Governor Phillus’s now-vacant quarters and so we were in the wing for visiting guests instead.


“Stasia. How is Fasé this morning?”


“Better, I think, ma’am. I haven’t seen her yet today, but Major Morri said she ate without a fuss.” Grief flickered for an instant in my maid’s smile, but it was gone as quick as a flame in the vacuum of space.


I’d almost lost Fasé, too. Bringing Emmory back to life violated a religious code of her people, and the crisis of faith nearly drove Fasé to suicide. My intervention had stopped her, but the repercussions likely went deeper than any of us could guess. She’d been unresponsive since the incident on Admiral Hassan’s ship, but the fact that she was eating was a good sign.


“Zin said you were coming, ma’am. I started a shower for you.”


Steam filled the bathroom. I stripped, and covered my hair before I stepped under the water because if I got it wet it would take us an extra hour to make it presentable.


In the safety of the shower, I queued up the playback of Clara’s death and watched it. I let the tears fall where the water hid their path down my face. It was the only place I cried. Since Clara’s death I hadn’t let so much as a single tear slip in front of another living soul. I needed to be strong for those around me, be the empress my mother, and Clara, and so many others believed I could be. Empresses didn’t weep in public, didn’t show emotion. Only in the safety of the water, with the sound to hide my weeping and the beating spray to wash the imaginary blood from my hands, could I cry.


Scrubbing at my skin never took all the blood off, no matter how hot I let the water get or how hard I rubbed. It wouldn’t ever get rid of it, of all the lives and deaths that I now carried with me.


I dried off and dressed in a brand-new uniform. The local black fabric of Canafey was rougher than the ones from the palace, but I was thankful we’d found replacements for the cobbled-together garb we’d all been wearing since Red Cliff. The uniform gave us cohesion even when we were spinning away from each other like planets in a newly formed solar system.


Unwinding the wrapping from my hair, I undid my braid and ran my fingers through the curls to give my scalp some air. I walked out of the bathroom.


And straight into an argument between Emmory and Zin. They were toe to toe, shoulders tense and mouths set in hard lines.


“That’s not the point I was trying to make and you know it.”


“It is exactly the point, Emmory, I—” Zin snapped his mouth shut when he spotted me. “Majesty, there’s food.”


“Thank you. Good morning, Emmory.” It seemed the safest thing to say.


“Majesty.” He inclined his shaved head in my direction. Emmorlien Haris Tresk didn’t show the slightest sign that he’d died on me only a few weeks ago. My primary BodyGuard’s shoulders were back to their ramrod stiffness, and his impassive face didn’t show the same worry for me that the others couldn’t hide.


I knew it was there, though. We both did. Right this moment I wasn’t entirely sure if the uneasy muscle twitch at his jaw was my fault or Zin’s. So I nodded, not looking their way as I sat in a ridiculously ornate chair with carved lion heads for arms. I mechanically chewed and swallowed, knowing my BodyGuards were watching and calculating every gram of food that passed my lips.


It was so much like my parents watching me to make sure I didn’t sneak my vegetables off onto Cire’s plate that I couldn’t stop the laugh. It quickly turned into a coughing fit when a piece of my toast went down the wrong way, but I waved everyone off.


“I’m fine.” I coughed again, finally clearing the wayward crumb, and pushed my plate away. Sipping at my chai, I watched Emmory over the rim of my cup. Zin turned his back on both of us and I raised an eyebrow that my Ekam ignored—mostly.


“Leave it alone, Majesty,” he subvocalized over our smatis.


The array of chips in our heads provided us with short-range communication without the aid of additional equipment, data storage, and a host of other abilities depending on make and model of the processors.


“It’s none of your concern.”


“My BodyGuards, my concern,” I replied, but didn’t pursue the matter further. For one, Zin was still in the room; for the other, Emmory would talk when he was ready. Or when I ran out of patience and made him.


I took socks and my new boots from Stasia, putting them on and then sitting still as she wove my green curls up into several looping twists.


“Zin, is Hao hanging around outside?” I asked.


“I don’t think so, Majesty. I believe he went to check on Gita.”


“Go see, would you?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Zin dropped his head forward in a bow and left me alone with my maid and Ekam.


“So was that just an elaborate ruse to get me out of the gym?” I asked half an hour later as Stasia finished my hair. “Or did you actually have something to talk to me about?”


“I’ve officially picked five Royal Marines to add to your BodyGuard detail,” Emmory said. “We’ll start rotating them into the schedule this evening.”


“The same ones you’ve had on door duty?”


He nodded.


“Okay, files?” I held my hand out and Emmory brushed his palm over mine.


The door opened again, Zin and Hao entering.


Cheng Hao, my mentor from my gunrunning days, had saved us back on Red Cliff. I still hadn’t found out if his presence at a hidden landing pad on the planet had been a coincidence or not. I wasn’t given to the idea that the universe favored me in any fashion, so I was leaning toward not.


His uncle, Po-Sin, was the most feared Cheng gang lord in the galaxy—a position he’d earned through uncompromising brutality and shrewd business sense. I’d enjoyed working for—and with—them both, though of the two I felt like Hao was less likely to stab me in the back.


I’d thought Hao would remind me I owed him a favor and head back to his uncle, but he’d stuck around for far longer than I’d expected. Hao and our other impromptu allies—the smuggler king Bakara Rai and his companion, Johar—made for a merry band of criminals. I figured Rai was hanging around because I owed him money. With Johar it was harder to tell—I think she really just enjoyed being around so many women.


“Brought you a gun,” he said, tossing a QLZ-77 in my direction. I caught it neatly, grinning at him when he set the weapon packs on the table out of my reach.


“How’s Gita?”


“Better, Majesty. She’s responding to questions and I got a smile out of her,” Hao replied. The honorific still sounded strange coming out of his mouth, though he seemed quite at ease with it.


Whatever the level of my grief over Clara’s murder was, it was nothing compared to my BodyGuard’s.


Gita Desai was Clara’s second child, and her gasp of pain when her mother died still echoed in my head at night. She’d been catatonic for the last week, straining my already minimal BodyGuard coverage even further.


“Do you think she’s going to recover, or should we leave her here?”


“I think that depends on how long you are planning on staying in Canafey.”


I shared a look with Emmory. Hao knew damn well I didn’t have anything resembling a plan at the moment. Wilson, in collusion with Eha Phanin, my former prime minister, was presently in control of Pashati, Ashva, and half the worlds in the empire.


Meanwhile I had all the other planets, a fleet of ships—including forty-seven of our newest Vajrayana warships—and presumably the support of my people throughout the empire. Still, there were too many variables, too many unknowns, and I hadn’t had a moment to catch my breath, let alone plan something.


“We have time,” I said, knowing that wouldn’t fool Hao in the slightest. “Any news about Wilson?”


Hao shook his head. “Not yet, I’ve got a call incoming in about ten minutes. I’ll let you know after what they found.”


“Do that.” Because I could, I waved a hand at the door with a grin that Hao echoed.


“Majesty, if you’ll excuse me also, I need to give Indula a hand with something.” Zin followed Hao out of the room.


My Ekam watched the door, the frustration and pain surprisingly clear on his face, and I took another stab at proving my suspicions over what my Ekam and his husband were fighting about.


“How’s Zin?” I asked.


Emmory blinked at me. “Majesty, please.”


“Have you talked to him? He thinks he failed me, Emmory.”


“Oh. That.”


“Yes, that.” I arched an eyebrow in his direction. “Was that what you two were talking about when I came in?”


He sighed and rubbed a hand over his face.


I wasn’t sure it was any kind of relief to have my suspicions about the ongoing argument between the two of them confirmed. Crossing the room, I leaned on the windowsill. “We’ve all been through the wringer, Emmy. Are we going to be able to get our shit together before we leave here?”


Emmory’s laugh was rusty and he joined me at the window. “To be honest, ma’am, have we had our shit together at all since we first met? I don’t know about you, but I feel like we’ve been winging it.”


“Good point.” I leaned against him and laughed. “I had plans, you just kept messing them up. At least in the beginning.”


“You mean that brilliant plan to steal a shuttle and try to run from a Jarita?”


I laughed. “Yeah, running from a battlecruiser in a shuttle was probably not my best plan, but I was pressed for time. How did you know I’d do that? I remember you saying Zin thought I would stay but that you knew me better.”


“I do,” Emmory said with a smile. “Portis said you wouldn’t come home willingly. I had nearly three months to study you before we met on Sophie.”


“And twenty years of Portis’s reports on me.” The pain was sharp, more so because I realized I hadn’t thought of Portis for a while. My lover, my BodyGuard, Emmory’s brother—Portis Tresk had been the best thing in my life since I’d left home, and his death had left a gaping hole I’d had no choice but to ignore in favor of more pressing issues.


Now the grief was fading without my ever having faced it, and I wasn’t sure if I welcomed its absence or if the void left behind was something far worse.


“You were his opposite in almost every way.” Warmth coated Emmory’s voice and he rested his hand over mine. “It got to where I could tell he was frustrated with you based on how carefully he chose his words.”


“He was less careful with his words in person. Ask Hao about it sometime,” I replied, and Emmory chuckled.


“I’m sure. The more I read his reports, the more I realized you were making choices that I would make.” He gave me a sideways glance. “If you’ll forgive me the familiarity, we are a lot alike.”


“There’s nothing to forgive and you know it. You’re also right about us. We make a pretty good team, the three of us.”


“I’ll tell Zin you said so.” He laughed. “He’ll be horrified. I’ll speak to him again, Majesty, about what happened on Red Cliff. I was trying to explain my thoughts to him earlier, but they just got tangled.”


“Tell him to forgive himself, and that’s an order from me.” I turned my hand over, linking my fingers with Emmory’s, and squeezed. “And forgive yourself for missing the clues about Phanin. I did, too.”


“It won’t happen again.”


I nodded. “Let’s go home, Ekam. I want my throne back.”


The door cracked open and Iza stuck her head in. “Majesty, Alba is here to see you.”


The low rumbling of explosions rattled the chamber, and I moved from the window before Emmory could move me. He tipped his head to the side as the report came in, but relaxed and shook his head with a smile. “Other side of the building, Majesty, we’re fine.”


“Send her in, Iza. You go on,” I said to Emmory. “I’m sure you’ve got more important things to do. If the shelling continues, I’ll go to the shelter like a good little empress.”


Emmory’s expression didn’t change. “Would your Majesty like a chance to meet the Marines before their duties officially start?”


“No.” I grinned, waving Alba into the room. “I’ll chat with them as they come into the rotation, Emmory. Thank you.”


He nodded at me and at Alba and left the room.


My chamberlain watched Emmory go with an expression that said she desperately wanted to ask what was going on.


Thankfully, her training kept her mouth shut and she gave me a quick bow, her raven-black braid swinging down with the movement. “Good morning, Majesty.”


“Have a seat, Alba. What have we got this morning?”


“Quite a bit, Majesty. I’ve got reports from governors on Baisl, Sumeria, and Taos about movement by Solarian forces. Admiral Hassan would like us to hold here at least a week to give her time to sort through personnel and to take care of what repairs we can manage in that time. Major Morri asked for some time this week to talk about Fasé. And there’s a sizable email queue to go through.”


“Pull up a chair, then,” I said with a smile. “Let’s get to work.”
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I sat on my balcony, my eyes closed, watching as Wilson killed Clara. There were no more tears for me, just a clinical detachment as I took the man apart, piece by piece.


“Yes, the bone in the meatball, so I’ve learned.”


How did he know that phrase? I froze the recording and played it back. There was no hesitation from Wilson, not even something to indicate that his smati was translating my words, just the instant recognition that could only come from someone familiar with the Old Tongue.


It stood to reason he’d be fluent in Indranan if he’d been studying the empire and my family for as long as he claimed; however, kabab mein haddi wasn’t nearly as popular as the Solarian saying about monkeys and wrenches. My father had used it frequently throughout my childhood—usually in reference to me—and he’d always said it in the Old Tongue.


“Your Majesty? Am I interrupting?”


I turned at the baritone, blinking away the vision of Clara’s last moments, and smiled at my visitor. “Colonel Bristol. How are you this evening?” Hafiz was a distant cousin of mine. The Marine had the same dark brown eyes and wide jaw of my great-grandfather. He was much shorter than me and nearly as wide as he was tall.


“I’m well, ma’am. You?”


“Surviving.” I liked the colonel. He was a solid man who was respectful, but not in total awe of me.


Hafiz laughed, a deep bell of a sound. “Right now that’s a good thing, ma’am. A very good thing indeed.”


“Have a seat, Colonel.” I gestured at the little table set up on the balcony of my rooms. The balcony was invisible from the outside, hidden by a camouflaged shield that allowed the fresh air and the late-evening sunshine in but nothing else. “Have you eaten?”


“I did, ma’am, but don’t wait on my account.”


“I ate already also. Stasia is a bit of a stickler about that. Something to drink?”


“Yes, coffee, please.” Hafiz sank back into his seat when I waved him off and poured him a cup of coffee. He took it with a nod of thanks. “We located the Solarian embassy staff. The Saxons had detained them and were forcing them to make regular reports as though nothing unusual were happening.”


“That’s going to go over well back in the Conglomerate, I’m sure.”


Hafiz chuckled. “I think we’ve located any and all relations of yours, Majesty. I’m still waiting to hear from Director Ganej about the people on Pashati. Everyone else is accounted for.”


“Leena and Taran are still with the director?”


“Yes, ma’am. We’re trying to figure out the best way to transport them off-planet without risk. At the moment it seems safer to leave them where they are.”


I was sure Wilson didn’t care about the fact that Taran was technically no longer my nephew. We’d secured him and Leena during the initial coup, and they were currently safe with my loyal forces on Pashati. I’d feel much better if I could get them out of Wilson’s reach.


“Everyone not on the homeworld has been moved to a crown-loyal military installation.”


“Good.” I wasn’t taking any chances with Wilson’s threat. All my surviving relatives, no matter how distant, were in danger. “Your family is included in that, I assume?”


He smiled. “They were already on base, ma’am, but yes, they’re safe.”


I nodded with a slight hum. I’d alerted anyone from my gunrunner days I’d even remotely considered a friend, though the idea that Wilson could get a drop on any of them was laughable.


I didn’t want their blood on my hands.


“I’m glad to hear it,” I said, standing. “Let me know if the situation changes.”


“I will, Majesty.”


“Anything else?”


“That is it, with your leave, ma’am?”


I nodded and Major Bristol put his cup down as he stood, then gave me a short bow.


“Don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything else.”


I watched him go. As hard as it was for me to trust anyone new, I liked the man.


Settling back in my chair, I scrolled through a briefing on a Saxon attack from yesterday. Thankfully, none of our troops were seriously injured, but the Saxon forces were still out there and I was done messing around. I pinged Nakula on the com. He’d never admit it, but the spy had saved all our lives when he saved the governor of Canafey Minor—Jia Li Ashwari. Jia’s possession of the lock codes for the Vajrayana ships had put those high-tech battleships in my possession. With them, we’d been able to take back Canafey and would hopefully be able to retake the home system as well.


“Nakula, what news do we have on the Saxon rebels?”


“Nothing yet, Majesty. I’m narrowing down their location, should have something in a day or two.”


“See that you do, I don’t want anyone else injured because of them.”


“Yes, Majesty.”


I disconnected the call and glanced over at the older Marine on guard at the door. Gunnery Sergeant Jasa Runji was a solid, short woman with buzzed gray hair. According to her file she was a widow with five children and eighteen grandchildren. She was an expert markswoman, and judging from the glowing recommendations in her file from Lieutenant Colonel Teesha Alexander, Emmory was lucky to have stolen her away from her post in the squadron.


“Is your family back on Pashati, Gunny?”


Jasa blinked at me as the question took a moment to sink in. “No, Your Majesty. They’re scattered. My two oldest girls live on Ashva. The other girl and my boys live on Leucht and Mundi.”


“Are they safe?”


She smiled. “Yes, ma’am. Safe and waiting for you to return.”


I was saved from babbling an embarrassed reply by Emmory’s arrival. Jasa braced to attention, her hand twitching its desire to salute. Emmory smiled and clapped a hand down on the woman’s shoulder, tilting his head toward the door. Jasa nodded and left.


Alba came through the door. “Majesty, I have President Hudson on the com link for you.”


“Thank you, Alba.” I checked my shirt and smoothed my hair down, settling into the chair once again.


“Should I call Stasia?” Emmory asked.


“No.” I laughed. “I think I look fine.”


Alba gave me a smile and a nod to let me know I passed her inspection. “On the wall, ma’am?”


“Actually, send it straight to my smati. Keep yourself looped in so you can hear.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


The chime of the incoming com link rang in my ear. I held my hand up and pasted a smile on my face before answering. “President Hudson.”


Chad Hudson of the Solarian Conglomerate was older than me, his silver hair meticulously styled and his wide eyes set deep in his pale face. “Empress, it is a relief to see you well. We have been watching the news about Indrana with a great deal of trepidation.”


I’m sure you have, I thought, but kept those words in my throat in favor of something more diplomatic. “Thank you. It’s a most distressing situation. I am pleased to inform you that your ambassador and the embassy staff are unharmed. Colonel Bristol informed me the Saxons had stormed the grounds and taken them hostage. I’m sure Ambassador Smith will give you a full report.”


“I have already spoken with him, Your Majesty. He asked me to pass along his gratitude to you and your people.”


“He’s most welcome.”


“Your Majesty, what are your plans now?”


I blinked at him. “My plans, President Hudson?”


“Yes, Majesty.”


“They aren’t any of your concern,” I replied, a careful smile now on my face. “The issue with the Saxon Alliance is between us and them, and the issue within Indrana is not the Solarian Conglomerate’s concern.”


Hudson frowned. “Your Majesty, I realize this is all very new to you and on top of that these are most upsetting circumstances. However, you must realize that by firing on the Saxon vessels you’ve violated no less than four provisions in the peace treaty signed by Indrana?”


Alba’s hissing exhale was barely audible. I didn’t move, letting the careful non-expression smooth over my face, wiping away my smile, and picked through my next words with care.


“I believe that treaty became null and void the moment King Trace blew a sizable hole in Red Cliff. Or, actually, strike that—it would have become useless when the Saxons attacked Canafey in the first place. Indrana has the right to defend her territory, President Hudson, treaty or no.” I smiled, watched him swallow, and continued. “I realize you’re used to dealing with my mother. I am not her. My education wasn’t palace-sanctioned and diplomat approved, but I do know what I’m doing.”


He jumped when I clapped my hand on the table.


“So, we will see to it that your people are packed and headed back to you within the week.”


“You’re kicking the embassy out?”


“Not at all, Mr. President!” I laughed, the sound ringing across the com link. “It’s a war zone here. Far too dangerous. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to citizens of the Conglomerate on my watch. When things are safe again we can talk about reopening the embassy.”


“Your Majesty,” he sputtered. “The Solarian Conglomerate would be more than willing to mediate discussions with the Saxons on Indrana’s behalf. We can help you.”


“I don’t believe we need your help,” I replied, a cool smile now on my face. “The discussion with the Saxons will be relatively short. You are welcome again for the rescue of your people. Have a nice evening.” I disconnected the link and launched out of my chair. “Can you believe that man?”


“I wish I could say no, Majesty, but I’d be lying.” Alba smiled and got to her feet.


“Lecturing me about treaties when those Shiva-damned bastards dropped a building on our heads. They held his people hostage! The man’s brain is soft if he thinks I’m just going to sit politely at a table with the Saxons after all this.” I stopped and pressed both hands to my eyes, dragging in a breath, exhaling it with a groan. “Uff, I sound like my mother.”


“A bit, Majesty.” Emmory somehow managed to say that without the slightest bit of sarcasm.


The door cracked open. “Your Majesty, are you all right?” Jasa poked her head into the room.


“I am supremely annoyed,” I said, and then laughed. “I’m fine, Gunny. Alba, send Admiral Hassan a note and ask her to come down and see me as soon as it’s convenient.”


The room shook before Alba could open her mouth to reply.


“Oh, bugger me.”


Emmory rushed to me and pushed me away from the windows. “Majesty.” He had us through the door before the second mortar shell impacted the building, his hand wrapped around my upper arm.


“I know, I know.” I looked at Alba. “Also, find Hao and tell him I want to see him after this nuisance is over.”


“Move, Majesty.”


“I am moving.”


Emmory hustled me out of the room. The mansion shook again when a third mortar hit, showering me with dust from the ceiling, and I muttered a curse. “I’m getting tired of these people.”


“I know, ma’am. Nakula is working on it.”


“So he said. He needs to hurry it up.” My breath hitched when we reached the bunker deep within the mansion interior. Emmory was well used to my reaction and didn’t press as I fought a silent battle with my claustrophobia before stepping into the windowless room.


The doors closed behind us and I squeezed my eyes shut. Focusing on a litany to Ganesh helped ease the panic in my chest. “I’m serious, Emmy,” I said during a break in the litany. “Tell Nakula if he doesn’t handle this soon—I will.”


“Of course, Majesty.”


I smacked him in the chest. “I heard that smile. Watch yourself.”


Emmory chuckled aloud but fell into silence when the building shook again. The tattered forces of the Saxons were a bit more determined this time, it seemed.


I started pacing the length of the windowless room. I knew the dimensions by heart. Our first visit had lasted an hour and I’d counted every square centimeter of the place to try to keep the panic at bay. Governor Phillus’s panic room was more spartan and a great deal smaller than the one back in my palace, with only a few chairs and a table at the far end of the sixteen-meter room and a desk at the other.


The Saxon attack on Canafey Major had been so swift the governor hadn’t even had the chance to make it to his bunker. He’d issued the lockdown order on the Vajrayana ships in the yard from his office and then blown his smati out of his skull.


“Did you have a chance to talk to Zin?”


“Yes.”


Emmory’s response was grim and I made a face. “Not good?”


“No.”


“Are you going to tell me?”


“I’m going to tell you again it’s not your concern, Majesty.”


“Ekam, I am the empress. You don’t get to tell me what is and is not my concern.”


“Fine.” The word was clipped. “He is no longer feeling sorry for himself. Now he’s angry at me because I said something stupid.”


“What did you say?”


His shoulders sagged. “Majesty—”


“No, you’ll listen. We’re about to head out of here and go up against a man who’s not only possibly smarter than both of us, but who’s spent his entire life trying to destroy my empire. Distractions are not an option. I can’t let either of you leave Canafey without having settled this.”


“It’s too late. I hurt him. I didn’t mean for it to sound the way it did. I know you ordered him to stay. I wouldn’t have blamed him even if you hadn’t.”


I crossed to him and put my hand on his shoulder. The depth of pain in Emmory’s voice was a pale echo of what I’d felt when he died and it was the reason, as much as I disliked meddling in my BodyGuards’ lives, that I kept pushing the issue. Emmory had died because of me; the least I could do was try to fix it.


“It’s never too late. What did you say?”


“He thinks I was mad at him for staying with me. I wasn’t, Hail, I swear. That’s Zin’s own insecurities about choosing me over you coming to life to snarl at him in the night.


“I have never blamed him for that. I can’t change who I am. I swore an oath to you, to Indrana, and I’ll follow through with it to the end. If something happens to me, that’s fine. I’m okay with it. But I don’t want to drag him down with me when I go.” Emmory gritted the next words out from between clenched teeth as if each one were being pulled from him. “He almost died because of me. We’ve always known that was the reality, it just—”


“He was dying,” I murmured, remembering Henna’s words to me in the med bay and my own panicked desperation.


“It’s not that I don’t want this bond. It has been the most precious thing in my whole life. He has been the most precious thing in my whole life.”


“You tried to explain all that to him and mangled it, didn’t you?”


Emmory closed his eyes. “Badly.”


“Go apologize,” I ordered. “Don’t try to explain it. Just say you’re sorry. He’ll forgive you.”


Emmory nodded and we lapsed into silence for a long moment. The image of him, still and dying on the floor of Hao’s ship, rose up to lodge in my throat, choking the air from my lungs. “Emmy?” I was all too aware of the wobble in my voice. “What did it feel like when you died?”


I kept my eyes locked on the cold steel of the wall in front of me, not daring a glance back at my BodyGuard.


Emmory was silent for so long I thought he wasn’t going to answer me. “It didn’t feel like anything, Majesty. I was—” He paused, struggling for the words. “Gone. But not. The only thing I could feel was my bond with Zin as it stretched and frayed.”


I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed.


“Then everything snapped back into place.” The sleeve of his shirt brushed mine as he came to stand next to me. “It was less than pleasant.


“Fasé thought the only reason she was able to bring me back was because of that connection between us.”


Now I did look at my Ekam, surprised by the emotion in his voice. Emmory was staring at the wall. His face was impassive but his eyes were wet.


“She may have brought me back to life, but it was Zin who saved me.”


“I owe him more than I realized,” I whispered, putting my hand on his arm. “I am very glad you’re not dead.”


“As am I, Majesty.”
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Once the shelling was over, we returned to my rooms and I settled in to continue my study of Wilson, determined to pick him apart piece by piece. The file I was compiling was skeletal and filled so far with mostly useless information: Wilson was left-handed, his visual statistics useless in giving us any hint of the person he’d been. I was more certain than ever he’d had a body mod done, and it had to have been as deep as mine. I wondered if he could change it or if the same consequences—I was stuck this way permanently—were part of his modification.


Queuing up Hao’s email detailing the call he’d had earlier, I reached for the whiskey at my elbow and took a sip. The attached video footage was from Shanghai Port and I couldn’t stop my hand from shaking a bit as I spotted Portis and me, walking hand in hand along the concourse. Memz and Pip followed, waving good-bye to us and peeling off into the crowd.


The scene switched to a second feed and I gripped my glass with my other hand as Wilson’s face appeared briefly from the shadows of a nearby stall. My treacherous navigator looked around, gave Pip a little shove toward a merchant, and vanished into the shadows.


I’d known my navigator had sold me out and we’d suspected that Shanghai had been the easiest port for Wilson to make contact, but my stomach still twisted painfully as the proof was revealed.


Hao’s note in the email was short: My contact found the wreckage of the mod shop you used on New Delhi. According to police records it burned down about six standard months before your Trackers brought you home.


“The man has a habit of setting things on fire,” I muttered.


“Majesty?”


I looked up to find Sergeant Fasé Terass, the Farian who’d saved Emmory’s life on Red Cliff, standing in the doorway.


She was dressed all in gray—by my understanding it was meant to mimic Farian prison garb—and her hands were hidden inside the long sleeves of her shirt. Her red curls swung forward when she bowed.


“Fasé, how are you?” I set aside my cup and got to my feet, reaching for her hands and leaning down to press my forehead to hers.


“Alive,” she replied in what was now our customary exchange since I’d stopped her from killing herself.


“Have a seat. Would you like something to drink?”


“No, thank you, Majesty.” She did, however, take a chair, tucking her feet up underneath her like a child. “Major Morri told me she asked to speak with you.”


“Yes, we haven’t had a chance yet.” I frowned when the Farian worried her fingers around the edge of her sleeve. “What is it, Fasé?”


“She will ask you for permission to take me home, Majesty. Please tell her no.”


“Fasé, I am—this is a Farian matter. I wouldn’t dream of interceding more than I already have.”


“I don’t deny that; however, the timing is wrong. Major Morri and I are both still members of the Indranan forces; we are both still under your command. You can deny her request, especially given the circumstances. It would be unwise to go into battle without Farians to help.”


“Fasé, isn’t it best if you go home? We can’t provide the help you need.” I reached a hand out. “You have given us so much already. I don’t want to make things worse for you.”


“I will go home, I promise, but not yet. I need to stay, and I can’t do that if you give Major Morri permission to leave her post.” Fasé uncurled from the chair and got to her feet as the door opened.


“Majesty, you wanted to see me?” Gita’s face was still ashen and her eyes haunted, but her back was straight and her mouth was fixed in a line of grim determination.


I stood, but Fasé beat me to my BodyGuard.


“Gita.” Fasé put her hand on the woman’s arm and smiled. “There is comfort in small joys; don’t deny yourself that.” She looked back at me and dipped her head. “Majesty.”


“We will speak later, Fasé. I am glad to see you up and about.”


Fasé nodded and left us alone.


I cupped the back of Gita’s neck and leaned in to press my forehead against hers.


“Jaan hai to Jahan Hai,” I whispered. I was so used to the sharp stab of pain in my chest that I barely flinched when it struck.


If there is life, then there is the world.


I didn’t know if the proverb helped, but I would say it to her every day in the hope that it would somehow ease the ache. Someday both of us would believe the words that came out of my mouth.


I urged Gita into the empty seat across from me, taking both her hands in mine. “Emmory said you were up.” I swallowed back the ridiculous question before it could slip out.


“I am, Majesty. I’m sorry for my absence. We are not in—”


“Don’t you dare.”


She blinked at my sharpness.


I squeezed her hands before I released her. “Don’t you dare apologize to me, Gita Desai. If anything, I should be asking you for forgiveness.”


“Majesty?”


“I’m sorry,” I said. “Sorry that I couldn’t save your mother.” Shaking my head to silence her, I pressed on. “It is my responsibility. This whole mess has something to do with that man and my family. I’m sorry your mother was tangled up in it and I’m sorry for what it has cost your family.”


“With respect, Majesty, Mother would have told you to shut up.” A smile flickered over Gita’s face before drowning in the sadness. “She’d have been more proper about it, of course, but you and I are soldiers. This wasn’t your fault. I know you want to take the responsibility for it, but as far as I’m concerned the only one to blame is the man who pulled the trigger.


“I want him dead, Your Majesty.” Gita gritted the words out. They were sharp and filled with a pain I knew all too well.


I nodded. “I swear to you we will see to it. You must promise me you will let me handle it.”


She nodded, her dark eyes filled with resigned pain. “Yes, ma’am. It was your right long before it was mine. I just want to be there at the end.”


“If I can make it happen, you will be. I give you my word.” I bared my teeth at her in a vicious smile that my BodyGuard echoed. “Get cleaned up. If Emmory says it’s okay, you’re back on duty tomorrow morning.”


Gita stood and bowed. “Yes, Majesty.”


As she reached the door, it opened and I half rose from my seat, frowning in confusion.


Hao and Dailun came through the door, dragging a dirty and disheveled man with them. Bial Malik, my mother’s Ekam.


Hao’s former pilot, Dailun, was now my pilot—though how I’d ended up with one of Po-Sin’s great-grandchildren pledging himself to me during our whirlwind flight across the galaxy was still something of a mystery. The pink-haired young Svatir-Cheng sported an impressive black eye and a look of annoyance on his pretty face.


Hao, by contrast, looked extremely pleased with himself and grinned at Gita on his way by.


Tu Winston and Raj Peche, Trackers who were among the best in the empire, followed in the gunrunner’s wake, and Emmory came in the room behind them. He paused a moment to speak with Gita, nodding and gripping her shoulder briefly before closing the door behind her.


Sinking back into my seat seemed the best option. I crossed my legs and leaned back, raising an eyebrow at Hao. He bared his teeth at me in a wicked grin and shoved Bial to the floor.


“Your Imperial Majesty.” Hao’s bow was ridiculously extravagant.


“A gift, Hao? It’s not even my birthday.”


I was impressed Emmory hadn’t moved from his spot by the door. I’d tried to kill Bial the last time we’d been this close to each other. Of course, that was when I’d been convinced he was part of the plot to kill my mother and my sisters.


Then he’d gone and saved my life during my cousin’s attempted coup.


He’d disappeared from Pashati before I could thank him properly and turned up momentarily in the stronghold of Baraka Rai before vanishing once more. I’d sent Dailun to meet up with the Trackers with instructions to hunt Bial down shortly before we’d taken Canafey. Saving my life didn’t prove his innocence; it merely bought him enough time to explain himself while I decided if I would kill him myself or let someone else do it.


Emmory’s relaxed posture was probably due to the fact that I wasn’t armed. Though to be fair, right now I was more curious than anything.


“Bialriarn Plantage Malik. We saw you on Santa Pirata. You should have stuck around to talk.”


Bial’s golden hair had grown out some from the severe cut he’d worn when I’d arrived home. He had a handsome face, all angles and edges, and his skin was several shades darker than it had been the last time I’d seen him. I wondered just where he’d been in the sun long enough to get a tan.


He kept his blue eyes glued to the floor in front of him. “Your Imperial Majesty, I have—”


I cut him off with a laugh. “I’ll bet that sticks in your throat like a cherry full of needles.”


“It would hurt more if Your Majesty hadn’t proven me right and lost her throne.”


I held a hand up before Hao could kick Bial in the back, and he returned to his spot near the table. Leaning forward, I grabbed Bial’s chin and tipped his head up, forcing him to meet my eyes. “I’ll remind you that this shit-show we are currently in had nothing to do with my inability to rule an empire, but rather was because you didn’t do your Shiva-damned job and let my dearly departed nephew poison my mother.” I didn’t raise my voice at all, but Bial flinched at my words.


“In fact, the only reason Indrana isn’t in far greater danger is that I’ve managed to stay alive. With little thanks to you. After everything, you still think I can’t do this. You still think I’m not fit to be empress.”


“Prove me wrong,” he said.


“I don’t have to prove shit to you. You are a disgraced Body-Guard whose charge died in his care. You should be proving to me that you really care about this empire rather than expecting me to negotiate with you. If I want information from you, I’ll have it.” I snapped my fingers. “All I have to do is say the words.”


My BodyGuards went to attention. Hao remained where he was, leaning against the table, but the smile on his face grew.


“The real issue here, Bial, is this: Are you going to prove me right: that you’re nothing but an arrogant, self-righteous, failure? Or are you going to help me save Indrana?”


Bial blinked at me. “Majesty?”


“How much do you love Indrana, Ekam-aiyeet?” I shouldn’t have even given him the honor of calling him BodyGuard, but the formal title for a previous Ekam found its way out of my mouth regardless.


I leaned even closer and stared him in the eye. “You went on and on about what a bad choice I was, how I’d ruin the empire. I’ll grant you, I should never have been the first choice, but it turns out I’m the only one who can save the empire. Now you have two options: You can help me do that, or I’ll have Hao take you out back and shoot you.”


He stared back at me and the silence in the room ticked away.


“How much do you love Indrana?” I asked again.


“With all my heart and soul, Majesty.” The reply was automatic, even through his confusion.


I released him and looked at Hao. “Get him out of here. Clean him up and then toss him in a cell. I’ll talk to him when I don’t feel like putting my boot in his face.”


Hao nodded and hauled Bial to his feet.


“Dailun,” I called as the pink-haired pilot followed Hao and Bial out the door. “You have our thanks.”


He bowed, actually lowering his head to the floor instead of keeping his eyes on me. “Without offense, you are family, jiejie. I would steal a star for you if you wished it.”


“I don’t need one right this second, but we’ll keep it on the table. Get some rest, you’ve earned it.” I held in the smile as I waved him out the door, letting it show only after Dailun’s back was turned. Standing and holding out my hands to the Trackers still waiting near Emmory, I extended the smile to them.


“Tu, Raj, it’s good to see you again. I’m assuming I also have you to thank for this?”


“Yes, ma’am. Though Dailun was a great asset; we could not have found Bial without him.” Tu smiled at me as she bowed. “It’s an honor to do our duty for the empire.”


“Emmory will find you a place to stay. Come join me for lunch tomorrow, I’d like to hear about what our Ekam-aiyeet was up to.”


“Yes, Majesty,” they said in unison, and Emmory followed them from the room.
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The sky morphed to gray in the predawn hours as the rain continued its steady patter on the windows and the roof. I was curled on the window bench in my room, staring out the windows at the rain.


“If you could do anything in the universe, what would it be?” Portis asked.


I rolled over to look at him. The suns of Calpis VII were high in the sky, baking us as we lay by the water.


“This.”


“Lying on a beach?”


I laughed. “No. Well yes, but I meant traveling, doing business with Hao. Seeing the galaxy.” I stuck my fingers into the pink sand, drawing spirals that looped in on themselves. “At some point I want my own ship.”


“You just want to be in charge.”


“Maybe, what’s so wrong with that?” I flicked sand at him.


“Nothing.” Portis laughed, holding his hands up in surrender. “You’d make a good leader, Cressen.”


*  *  *


“I would give anything to have you by my side,” I whispered, blinking away the memory and pressing a hand to my heart. I rubbed at the bruised spot a moment before I returned my attention to the summary Alba had prepared for me on the current status of the empire.


Reading things like this made me feel so unprepared for the task at hand, or rather the task facing me after I finished killing Wilson and everyone who had supported him. That task was something I was well suited for thanks to Hao’s tutelage. But the unending deluge of statistics and dry-as-dust reports made my eyes cross the minute I started reading. I was beyond grateful for Alba’s presence. My chamberlain understood the raw mess of data and was somehow able to put it into a format that didn’t immediately send me into a coma.


I was going to be a horrible empress.


I groaned and dropped my head into my hands. My promise to Emmory when he dragged me home to be the empress was that I would do my duty. At the time I promised it, I had convinced myself that my only duty was finding the people who’d killed my sisters. Then I realized my mother was being poisoned and that I couldn’t save her, and somewhere along the way I knew in my heart that I couldn’t leave my empire out of the promise. I owed my people the same conviction as my family.


I was the last of the ruling line, maybe not the last Bristol, but the last female descendant of a line that stretched back to the beginning of Indrana.


And I was well and truly the last. There was no getting around that little secret, even if no one else but Emmory knew it at the moment. At least that would have meant I could have married Portis without any protests that a commoner would be introduced into the royal line.


I rubbed at my chest over my heart and then reached up to smear the stray tear away from my cheek.


The day would come when I had to decide what to do about the fact that I couldn’t have children, but first I had to get my throne back.


“Morning, Majesty.” Stasia came through the door, balancing a tray with one hand. “Breakfast?”


I smiled and waved a noncommittal hand without looking up from Alba’s report. My maid was already well used to this routine and slid the tray onto the nearby table. She poured me a mug of chai and handed it over without comment, leaving me alone again to continue my reading.


Well over an hour had passed when Gita came into the room. “Morning, Majesty. Bial’s ready to talk if you’re ready to listen. Emmory’s with him.”


“Give me ten minutes,” I said.


I closed out the report and abandoned my picked-at breakfast to throw on a clean uniform. I twisted my hair back, pinning it up at the base of my neck without calling Stasia, a move I was sure was going to get me a disapproving look from my maid. Lacing up my boots and drinking the last of my tea, I headed into the attached room, where my maid was talking quietly with Jasa.


As predicted, Stasia pointed at a chair. “Sit, Majesty.” She undid my work and redid it in half the time, no doubt making it look better than my attempt. “Next time just call me, ma’am.”


I held in my smile as I stood. Stasia probably had figured out what I was doing, but our daily struggle over my hair was still a good distraction for both of us.


Gita and Hao waited patiently on the other side of the door, chatting with Indula and Iza. The former policewoman had joined up with us during the attempted coup and stayed on ever since. Indula had been one of my mother’s BodyGuards and was responsible for preventing Bial from taking us prisoner during the coup.


“Let’s go.” I waved Hao in front of me.


Hao smiled at Gita, giving her the briefest of nods before he fell into step with me. I watched his fingers brush over her hand as they passed.


The other BodyGuards formed up behind me. Straightening my spine as we hit the main staircase, I felt the weight of dozens of eyes on me. We headed down the stairs and across the wide foyer of the mansion.


I exchanged nods and the barest of smiles with the people we passed. Most of them were unfamiliar to me, though the longer we were here on Canafey Major the more repeat faces I saw.


Hao stopped at the doors. “The detention block is across the yard in the building to the west.”


“We’ll go first,” Indula said, tapping Iza on the arm. They slipped through the door and several moments later Gita touched me on the shoulder.


“It’s clear, Majesty,” she said. “Ekam Tresk would like us to move quickly.”


“Given the rain, I’d prefer to move quickly anyway,” I replied.


We didn’t quite sprint across the yard, and my Guards hustled me into the squat building, closing the door behind us. We all shook off the rain.


“Elizah, stay on the door. No one comes in,” Indula said.


“Yes, sir.”


Hao put a hand on my back. “Down the hall and to the left.”


I took a breath, unsure where the sudden nerves came from. I didn’t want or need Bial’s approval, but the man was such a puzzle. Why hadn’t he just disappeared? It was clear he had the talent for it. What was he doing in Santa Pirata, and why had he risked his life to save mine?


The questions cascaded through my brain, falling into a jumbled pile where they became an incoherent mess. Hao flexed his fingers against my back and gave me a knowing look. Giving me half a second to compose myself, he pulled open the door to the interrogation room.


Bial sat, cuffed to the table. His eyes locked on the wall to the left of Emmory’s shoulder. They flicked in the direction of the door when we came in, but he didn’t turn his head.


I shared a look with Emmory. He gave me a minuscule nod, so I crossed to the table and pulled the other chair out.


“Bial.”


“Your Majesty.” He dropped his chin, a surprising gesture of respect.


“Why the sudden obeisance?” Of all the questions I had to ask, that hadn’t even been in the pile, and yet it slipped out all the same. I barely kept the look of surprise off my face.


Thankfully the question seemed to startle Bial just as much. “You are the Empress of Indrana, Majesty.” The sincerity in his voice was reflected in his eyes. It was the same honest loyalty in Emmory’s face when he’d knelt before me and sworn an oath to protect me with his life.


“It’s as simple as that? Is that why you didn’t let Nal shoot me?”


My former BodyGuard had thrown in her chips with my cousin and nephew in the plot to take the throne. It cost her her life. But had Bial not been there in the throne room to take the shot Nal leveled in my direction, it would have cost me mine.


“I swore an oath to protect the crown, Your Majesty. I failed where your mother was concerned. I wasn’t going to fail with you.


“Whatever you think of me, Your Majesty, I am and will always be loyal to Indrana.”


“He’s telling the truth,” Emmory said over our smati link. “As strange as it may sound, he backed Ganda because he believes a matriarchy is the best thing for Indrana and thought she was the better choice given your history. When he realized there was something deeper than your cousin’s push for the throne at work, he did the only thing he could do—try to protect the crown.”


I sat without moving, my arms crossed over my chest, and let the silence draw out until Bial shifted uncomfortably.


“Your Majesty, I have information for you on the men responsible for the deaths of your family members.”


“The shit?” I shoved at the table, hitting him in the stomach with the edge. “Start with that next time, man.”


“I was about to, Majesty, but then we got off track.” Befuddled was probably the best word for the look on Bial’s face and I resisted the urge to shove the table again.


“Get back on track,” I said, resting my elbows on the table.


“I picked up Wilson’s trail and followed it to Santa Pirata. There was a lot of money flowing out of various Saxon corporations owned by the king. Most of it is going into Bakara Rai’s pockets. When the two things converged there I knew it had to mean something. It was just poor luck on my part that I was still there when you arrived, and even worse luck that you spotted me.”


“What about the money?”


“Trace is hooked on Pirate Rock. It’s buried well, but there’s been a steady purchase of Pirate Rock over the last twenty years by a company I’m almost certain is linked to the Saxon king. Not enough for kingdomwide distribution, so it must just be for his personal use. It looks like Wilson was responsible for the initial delivery, but I don’t have proof of that yet.”
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