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This one is for the librarians.














We are haunted by ghosts. The shadows of the choices we don’t make can hover in our vision for a lifetime. Or they can dissipate like smoke in a sharp wind. Those choices that were negligent and easy to forget without much—if any—regret.


Sometimes they follow us, stalking our steps like a hungry wolf. Every snarl and snap a reminder of our failure, a caution to stay vigilant.


I live with my ghosts. They are an endless reminder. A tally of those I have loved and failed to save. A thousand lives of unanswered potential and discarded dreams. They whisper counsel, condemnation, and occasionally love into my ear. With every choice I make, their ranks grow.


Despite my failures, this army of the dead follows me, loyal for eternity; striding without question into the chaos before us.
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Are you sure I can’t shoot him?” Crown Princess Alice Gohil, heir to the throne of Indrana, sighed with such exasperation that it took me a full minute before my surprised laughter echoed through the room.


“Alice!”


I was the one with the royal blood, the second daughter of Mercedes Aadita Constance Bristol, and yet my time in the black as a gunrunner—first for one of the most dangerous gangs out there and then as the captain of my own crew—had made me something of an anomaly among the noble families of Indrana.


Alice, by contrast, had been born and bred to take over the leadership of her family from the moment she’d taken her first breath. It had been one of my many reasons for choosing her as my heir.


Six months of daily interaction with me was starting to show on Alice, as evidenced by her entirely improper suggestion. I figured Indrana deserved it for dragging me back to the home I’d run from all those years ago. The Hail they got back wasn’t a princess, she was a hard-drinking, foul-mouthed gunrunner with all sorts of crimes under her belt.


“I’m just asking.” Alice’s grin was wicked.


I shook my head with a smile and held my hands up. “I am not taking the blame from Nila if you do that, I want that on the record now.”


“Who are you and what have you done with my empress?” Alice laughed at my look and held her hands up, pressing them together and shaking them in my direction. “Okay, I surrender. I promise I’ll behave at the dinner. I wish we didn’t need this deal to go through. He’s so oily.”


“I don’t disagree with you. Mr. Hanson is, ugh.” I shuddered. “Emmory doesn’t like him either.” Ignoring my half-finished breakfast in favor of my blue chai, I mulled over the truth of Alice’s words. However, I also knew that my personal dislike of one Mr. Peter Hanson—and honestly it was just a combination of his face and my gut instinct—wasn’t enough to throw away this impending deal with one of the largest businesses from the Solarian Conglomerate.


A deal we needed to get Indrana out of this financial hole the last few years had put us in. My return home hadn’t been a triumphant one, but rather a wild mess of murder, attempted assassination, partially successful coups, and having to fight tooth and nail to recover the throne of Indrana from the hands of a man who’d been determined to see my whole family and the empire itself burned to ashes.


The Indranan Stock Exchange was already responding favorably to the news of the deal and yesterday had posted its highest closing level since before the end of the Saxon war. The steady improvements had started almost immediately after my victory over the attempted coup and the traitors who’d taken my throne.


“However, Penib Industries is a highly respected corporation, and allowing them to build several thousand factories across the empire plus the mining rights they’re willing to pay us for is a huge win. We need this, you know we do.”


“It never fails to amaze me how you just settled into this, Hail,” Alice continued with a smile of her own, and set her cup down by her plate with a sigh. “You really need to stop discussing politics with your Ekam, though.” The rebuke carried little heat, and I ignored it the same way I had for the last six months.


I was settling into the role fate had assigned me, and while I was privately surprised at how well the last six months had gone, a tiny part of me was still convinced everything was going to go to shit in the blink of an eye. I was the only choice to save Indrana from the fires of war and the desperate destruction of men who’d wanted to overthrow the matriarchy, simply because I was the only member of my family still alive.


I’d named Alice my heir in an act of desperation that had provided temporary relief about the question of succession and then married her off to my childhood friend Tazerion before the dust had settled from the devastating coup that had nearly brought Indrana to her knees.


There’d been less fallout from that than I’d expected, given Taz’s status as the head of the Upjas—a sect of rebels who’d fought my mother’s government almost her entire reign. Their calls for gender and class equality were still raising eyebrows, but I’d granted amnesty to Taz and as many of the Upjas as I could in exchange for their assistance during the war and their help in rebuilding Indrana after.


I was empress, and would remain so until I felt their daughter could take the throne. Alice and Taz were popular with the people but she wasn’t from my family, and he was a rebel. With peace a reality just over the horizon, they were little more than the parents of the future empress. Unless, Shiva forbid, something happened to me in the next several decades.


Thankfully my chosen heir was a consummate politician and had understood her role even better than I in the beginning.


Her temper was also better, or it used to be. I was fairly sure she was only joking about shooting the head of Penib Industries.


Despite Alice’s initial protests over the dubious honor I’d bestowed upon her, she’d been invaluable at juggling an endless list of acts and deals and appointments as we cleaned out the government of anyone who’d been associated with the former prime minister Eha Phanin.


Phanin was dead. Wilson, the man ultimately responsible for the coup and for the deaths of too many Indranans—including my entire family—was dead. My hand tightened of its own accord around my mug, and I had to force myself to release it even though crushing the sturdy ceramic cup would have been an impressive feat.


I was still alive and that was supposed to be victory enough.


“Hail?” Alice asked, her voice laced with concern.


“I’m fine.” I forced a smile. “Just remembering. So, the dinner with Penib is in a few days, but it’s all under control?”


“Yes. I know you have a lot to deal with because of the Saxons arriving for the treaty signing, but I appreciate you spearheading this also.” Alice pushed to her feet, hissing a little at the effort, and my heir rubbed at her swollen belly. “Three more months.”


“You know I would have backed you if you’d wanted to go the tube route,” I said.


“You know they’re sticklers for that sort of thing.” Alice shook her head. “There’s enough fuss still bubbling about you naming me heir to begin with. Believe it or not, it’s easier to do it this way in the long run.” She smiled softly, her hand lingering on the place where her unborn daughter was growing. “Besides, I never thought I’d have the chance.”


Tubed-babies were common around the galaxy, but here on Indrana it would have been a step too far for the future empress to have been anything but a natural birth.


“It agrees with you,” I said, surprised by the softness of my voice. A well-placed gunshot on Candless, a dusty world on the edge of nowhere, had nearly killed me and killed any chances of me having children.


“Oh, shit, Hail, I’m—” She looked up, horror on her face, but I got to my own feet before she could apologize and wrapped her in a hug.


“I made peace with what happened to me a long time ago. Don’t apologize for your joy.”


At the time I’d just been glad to be alive, and the thought of children, let alone empires, hadn’t been on my scans at all. I’d been Cressen Stone, feared gunrunner, not Hailimi Bristol—second daughter of the empress of Indrana.


Now I was neither.


Now I was Hailimi Mercedes Jaya Bristol, Empress of Indrana, long may she reign. I snorted in amusement. Some days it was still hard to believe I wasn’t caught in an endless dream.


“Hail—” Alice hesitated at my look and whatever she’d been about to say went unspoken. Instead she smiled. “I should get going. I have a meeting across town before my doctor’s appointment and I don’t want to cut into your run time.”


“I appreciate it,” I said with a smile of my own. “Have a good day, I’ll talk to you later.”


I watched her leave, stopping to exchange a few words with my Dve, Gita Desai, at the door. The second-in-command of my BodyGuards was a lovely, statuesque woman with black curls a shade or two darker than her skin.


Gita had been one of my new BodyGuards when we’d traveled to Red Cliff for the first attempt at peace with the Saxon Kingdom. An attempt that had fallen well short when Wilson convinced a drug-addled King Trace to try to bring a building down on my head. Emmory had appointed her Dve after Cas’s death, a move that showed he was not only focused on my protection but politically savvy enough to appoint a woman as his second-in-command. Which was a large part of why I ignored anyone’s complaints about me discussing imperial business with my Ekam.


Gita was also the second daughter of the late Matriarch Clara Desai, a woman I’d deeply respected who’d backed me from the moment I’d been dragged back home. Matriarch Desai, like so many others, had been murdered by Wilson. It was a calculated move on his part designed to hurt me as much as possible and force me to come back to Pashati.


It was his own fault Wilson hadn’t counted on the rage I’d brought with me when I returned.


I could still remember the look in her eyes. Clara had been right in front of me on the com screen, but with light-years between us there’d been nothing for me to do except stand there while he killed her.


I had a sudden, desperate desire to resurrect Wilson from the dead so I could cut his throat with a wineglass again. If I messed with my schedule I’d have to cancel my run, and right now the movement was the only thing keeping me sane.


The wind gusted in off the Lakshitani Sea, battering at us with the sharp scent of salt and the spray of the waves. Golden streaks of sunlight cut through the city, lighting up the new skeleton of my palace. The sound of the crews already hard at work raising it from the ashes of Wilson’s explosion echoed through the early dawn air.


I dug deeper against the resistance of the sand under my bare feet, my stride matching Gita’s and Johar’s.


Johar had joined up with us when our flight from Wilson’s forces landed us at the pirate stronghold of Santa Pirata and she, along with Bakara Rai himself, had helped us take back Darshan Station in the Canafey system.


Intrigued by the idea of an empire run by women, Johar ended up coming back to Pashati rather than heading home with Rai after the battle for Canafey. For the moment the tall, pale woman with black hair and icy-blue eyes had made herself at home in my empire and I certainly enjoyed her company.


At the very least she kept the nobility of Indrana on their toes even more than I did.


I loved running the beach, and now that the wind coming off the water was no longer frigid, and the daylight ran longer, it was even more pleasant. It was also an excellent place to talk about things I didn’t want people overhearing.


Plus the steady breaths and the sound of the waves were a balm for my nerves.


The opposite was likely true for my primary BodyGuard and the rest of his people, but my Ekam indulged me in this habit because he knew keeping me cooped up in the hotel led to a restlessness that ended poorly. It spoke to Emmory’s trust, not only of me but of the other BodyGuards, that he let me outside at all.


Six months had passed since the end of a long and bloody coup that had taken the lives of my sisters and my mother. Almost a year since my Trackers had dragged me back to Indrana to take a throne I’d never had any interest in sitting on but had somehow managed to not only retain but turn into something of a success given Indrana’s precarious position in galactic politics.


I didn’t have a reason for my overtaxed nerves, not really. It had also been six months since anyone had tried to kill me, which was a blessing, I supposed. And though habit prevented me from truly letting my guard down, anyone involved with the coup was either locked up, dead, or long gone out of my empire.


I glanced at Johar. “What’s the news?”


Jo scratched at the black swath of a tattoo curling along her upper arm without breaking stride and squinted out at the water. “Things are weird. There’s a lot of talk about a big payday, but no one will fess up and tell me what it is. Invitation only, from what I’ve been told, and if you don’t have an invite you’re in the dark.”


“What’s Rai say about it?”


“Nothing.” She shook her head at my eyebrow. “He’s in the dark, or he’s lying to me.”


“He’d lie to his own mother if he thought he could get away with it,” I said.


“True.” Johar chuckled. “But last time he lied to me I cut off a toe and promised to go further up if he did it again.”


Gita choked on a laugh and I grinned. “Fair enough. I don’t like weird, Jo. It makes me nervous.”


“The fact that the Farians and Shen are tangling again makes me nervous,” she replied. “It’s been years since things frayed to the point of actual conflict. You know I was on Colony 17 when everything went to shit?”


“I did not know that.” I heard Gita whistle next to me. It didn’t surprise me that Johar had survived the notorious attack. She had made a name for herself for her uncanny ability not only to sense when things were about to go sideways but to somehow survive the shitstorm that usually followed as well.


“I was there to deliver a shipment, ended up cramming five families into my ship and running like hell.” Johar looked out over the ocean again, a faraway look in her blue eyes. “Word was the Shen were chasing someone—a Farian, I guess? I never heard anything more than that. They didn’t care in the slightest that there were a bunch of humans in the way. I don’t want to see what happens if they decide to really hammer at each other in our space.”


A chill worked up my spine despite the sunshine, and I suddenly felt the need to run. “Race?” I asked, and lengthened my stride, pulling away from Gita. Sensing rather than hearing her surprise, I knew the moment she adjusted her speed to keep up with me. It wasn’t that difficult; my Dve was as long-limbed as I was, nearly matching me in height, and she’d put on several kilos of muscle in the last six months.


Johar chuckled and passed us both, her long, loping strides powered by genetic and technological augmentations. I dug into my last reserve of strength in an effort to catch up, but Johar was the fastest of our trio.


We sprinted. The sound of the rising tide and our breaths mixed with the singing of the dolphins in Balhim Bay. Indranan dolphins were cousins to the ones back on Earth, their hides a darker gunmetal gray with unique white markings. They were also smarter than their Earth kin and sang sweet songs like a chorus of angels.


I slowed to a walk when we reached the jagged rocks and walked to the water’s edge to watch the dolphins leap and play in the rising sun. The trio of BodyGuards waiting for us approached, their conversation carried away by the breeze.


“I swear I will beat you one of these days,” Gita said, the breeze snatching her laughter away as she came to stand at my side. Her loose black curls danced in the breeze.


“Only when she stops cheating.” Johar dodged my swing. Her laughter was deeper than Gita’s, belly-deep and unapologetic.


“You won, how can you accuse me of cheating?”


Johar gave a shrug that said just like that? and grabbed for my arm on the next swing, but I dodged behind Gita, who held her hands up.


“Hiding behind your Dve is cheating,” Johar declared. “Zin, she’s cheating.”


I turned as Zin, Indula, and Iza reached us. The BodyGuards of Team One were splayed out in standard formation; Zin faced me while the other two kept their eyes in the opposite direction. They were all dressed in matte-black uniforms and wore Hessian 45s on their hips.


“You get used to it,” Starzin Hafin replied, a grin on his broad, handsome face.


Emmory’s husband was an imposing figure. The former Tracker was shorter than me with wide shoulders and a jovial face. His smile could light up a room and ignited his gray-green eyes with a twinkling quality I’d only seen in the sands of Granzier. If you didn’t know him well, you’d assume he was never serious, but I had seen his grim determination during our fight to regain my throne, and he was one among a handful of people I trusted without reservation.


“Cheating or not, I wasn’t sure I could keep up with you at the end there,” Gita said, her dark eyes sparkling with mirth as she took the towel Zin offered.


“It was a good sprint.” I faked a smile in Zin’s direction as he handed me a towel and scrubbed at my face. The fabric hid my worried frown as I replayed our conversation and my gut twisted at the thought of two powerful alien races going to war anywhere near humanity. The Shen and Farians could kill or heal with a touch. But the Farians were Indrana’s allies and had been for centuries, which meant any escalation of their long-standing conflict with the mysterious Shen potentially involved my empire.


“You are improving,” Johar said, knocking me out of my thoughts. “I don’t remember you being quite that fast before.”


“What are you talking about? I used to outrun you all the time.”


“I have no memory of this.” She sniffed, grinning when I punched her in the arm again.


“It occurs to me, Majesty,” Zin said. “If you’d wanted to get away from us you could have outrun Emmory and me. I can run well enough, but not that fast with this.” He gestured at his left leg, the prosthetic from the knee down hidden by his uniform pants. “And Emmory is fast, but you’re faster. Though if you tell him I said so I’ll deny it.”


Laughing for real this time, I threw the towel back at him and shrugged into the blue jacket Gita passed along as I pushed thoughts of the Farians and Shen to the back of my mind. “You know Emmory would have just shot me in the back, but I’ll remember it for my escape plan.”


“Uie Maa, you’re not leaving us now and we all know it,” Zin teased. He put a hand on my back as we headed for the aircar.


“You could definitely outrun Indula,” Iza said, her grin flashing white against her dark skin. “I’m not sure I could catch you in a short sprint, but my endurance is decent.”


“Hush, shorty,” Indula replied. He threw me a wink, long lashes falling over his pale blue eyes as he struggled to keep his smile from spreading over his pretty face.


This pair of Guards had come to us late, during the chaos of my return home and fight for my throne against my cousin. Iza had been a policewoman in the capitol, and Indula had been one of my mother’s BodyGuards. Initially they’d been on Team Two, but over the last six months Emmory had been shifting teams around as he solidified my BodyGuard teams with new recruits.


The three BodyGuards at the vehicle were all new. Muna Vandi was yet another volunteer from one of the noble families of Indrana, while Riddhi and Sahil Gupta came from more humble origins.


I knew their names now and even extra details not found in the BodyGuard files stored in my smati. The collection of computer chips embedded in my brain provided me with the information from the files Emmory had given me one night after a timely piece of advice Cas had managed to issue from beyond the grave.


It meant getting attached, and I wasn’t sure I could do that, but my former Dve insisted: I also know you’ll have distanced yourself from your new BodyGuards to try to avoid the pain of losing them. Don’t. Make yourself vulnerable. Treat them the way you treated me, and Jet, and Will. It’s why we loved you, it’s why we didn’t hesitate when the moment came.


He’d been right and I’d been wrong and though it was hard, over the last six months I’d opened myself up to the women and men responsible for my safety even though it meant carrying around more pain in my heart when one of them died.


And they would, they always did. Just like Cas. Just like Portis.


I’d thought the man who’d rescued me from a gang of street punks on New Delhi was a rogue, a former member of the Imperial Tactical Squad, an arm of the Indranan military, who’d been dishonorably discharged for theft and smuggling. As it turned out, Portis Tresk had been sent by my childhood BodyGuards to keep me safe out in the black. His crimes were fake. His whole life given in the service of Indrana to keep a wayward princess safe. For twenty years he held to that charge. In the end it had cost him his life.


Zin closed a hand around my upper arm, squeezing gently and then letting me go. My Ekam and his husband had the benefit of their Tracker talents and a generous file on my gunrunning exploits provided for them when they’d hunted me down to explain their uncanny knowledge of my moods. However, they’d also proved to be quick studies of my body language, and it took more effort than it was worth for me to hide how I was feeling now.


I smiled and nodded to the two young women and lone young man standing by the car. “Good morning.”


“Good morning, Majesty,” they echoed.


“Riddhi, how’s your father doing?”


Riddhi replied before her brother did, a smile hovering on the edges of her full mouth. “He’s excellent, Majesty, thank you. He said the customers are coming more steadily.”


“Is he going to send more of that pandolce?” I didn’t even try to keep the little thread of hope out of my voice, and my BodyGuards laughed.


“I will mention to him you enjoyed it, Majesty.”


“You do that.” I winked at her. “Muna, how’s your mother?” Muna’s mother was the daughter of Mila Vandi, the general in charge of the Imperial Tactical Squad, and she’d been injured during the fighting in the capital chasing down Wilson’s forces in the final engagement.


“She’s recovering. The doctors say she will be out of the hospital by next week.”


“I’m glad to hear it.” I patted her on the shoulder as I got into the aircar. “Tell her I’ll be by to visit soon.”


“I will, ma’am.” She closed the door with a smile.


I leaned my head back and spotted Johar grinning at me. “What?”


“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re good at being an empress.”


“Shut up.”
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Good morning, Majesty. Johar.” Alba Tenaka greeted me with a smile when I slid from the aircar. My chamberlain was a brilliant woman with straight black hair and dark eyes. She’d been a member of Clara Desai’s household before I hired her and sometimes it felt as though we’d been together for years instead of only these past chaotic months.


If it weren’t for her I’d have run away from this job the moment an opportunity presented itself and never looked back.


“How was your run?” she asked.


“The weather was lovely, and Johar kicked my ass on the final sprint,” I replied with a grin. “What do we have on the schedule today?”


“You’ve got an hour and a half, and then the daily intelligence briefing. After that is a meeting with the Tarsi delegation to finalize the trade agreements,” Alba said, falling into step with us, her heels clacking on the pavement as we headed up to the door of the hotel I called home while my palace was rebuilt.


We’d moved from the tiny hotel on the outskirts of Krishan—used during the fight to reclaim my throne—to something larger in the middle of the city that could handle the needs of my ever-expanding staff. The Indranan Star Hotel was better able to bear the burden of an entire floor shut down for the empress and her crew. The cluster of buildings in the middle of the capital were tall, fluted structures that billowed outward and then spiked toward the sky. We’d settled into the smallest of the three buildings as I tried my best to minimize the disruption of my presence.


I’d read the briefing she’d sent me last night about the Tarsi, but couldn’t resist the tease. “Trade agreements? What trade agreements?”


“You were up late reading Admiral Hassan’s reports again instead of mine, weren’t you?” Alba sighed.


“I was, but I read yours first.” I’d learned my lesson early on to pay attention to the things she did for me and to value her hard work by putting in my own time in response.


“Good morning, Majesty.”


“Good morning,” I replied, using the greeting from the hotel doorman and the BodyGuards just inside the doors to dodge Alba’s reproving look and continued across the foyer to the lift.


The lift dinged and the doors opened. Alba and Zin stepped into the tiny space, Johar following. I closed my eyes for just a second, my humor vanishing when faced with the tiny metal box, and dragged in a breath before I followed them. Gita, Iza, and Indula joined us and I squeezed my eyes shut as my claustrophobia sank its dagger-sharp claws into my chest. “You could shoot me now, Zin. I wouldn’t complain. Sorry, I’m in a strange mood this morning. Continue.”


Alba cleared her throat. “After the Tarsi delegation, Caterina Saito has asked if you’ll sit in on the Matriarch Council meeting. They’re discussing the budget and the topic of integrating eldest sons into the Ancillary Council today. She thought your presence for such a historic occasion would be worthwhile.”


“Not to mention quelling any potential ruckus,” I muttered.


Alba nodded with a sigh. “Most likely, Majesty; you do tend to have a calming effect on objections.”


“It’s because everyone is still so Shiva-damned convinced I’m going to shoot them if they disagree.” I shot her a sideways glance. “I should tell them to be more afraid of you.”


“You tend to suggest shootings more than your mother did, Majesty,” Alba replied, ignoring my accusation with a tiny smile.


“Mother seems more likely to have suggested they go do the deed themselves.”


The elevator came to a stop, the doors sliding open with what seemed like excruciating slowness after the little ding of our arrival. My BodyGuards stepped out of my way with practiced ease, no one commenting on the fact that I went straight to the large window in the foyer and stared, unseeing, out over the capital until I could trust myself to speak without screaming.


I’d suffered from claustrophobia since my childhood and an unfortunate incident that had left me trapped in a tunnel under the old palace for several hours before my father had rescued me along with Mother’s Ekam, Ven. Then Wilson, in his madness, had locked me in a metal coffin and drowned me. That I survived it was a testament to the gods’ foolishness and my own stubbornness. However, the doctors told me that I’d have issues with enclosed spaces for the rest of my life, and the past six months had been a rather haphazard game of chance as we discovered my new limits.


A train zoomed by on the rail system that ran past the window, and fifteen stories below people moved along the street, going about their day. A sense of normalcy had returned to Krishan since Wilson’s takeover and the battles that followed. Most days I was better than I’d ever been, but some days I swung wildly from one extreme to the other.


“I’m going to go get cleaned up,” Johar said, slipping her hand around my upper arm and giving it a squeeze. “I’ll see you later. Thanks again for the run.”


“Thanks for joining us,” I replied, and managed a smile now that my panic had dissipated. “Is Alice going to be there? She didn’t mention it at breakfast.” I turned from the window and headed toward my rooms.


“No, ma’am,” Alba replied. “Your heir has a doctor’s appointment and then she and Taz are presiding over a memorial dedication down at the docks this afternoon before they head for her estate.”


Alice and her husband, Tazerion Shivan, trapped back here on Pashati during Wilson’s attempted coup, had joined forces to fight the traitors. What had started as dislike between my new heir and the leader of the Upjas bloomed into love. I’d seen it clear enough, though even if the affection hadn’t been there it was likely I’d have married them to each other anyway.


It turned out I was as ruthless an empress as my mother.


The marriage of the pair cemented the new direction for Indrana’s future. One of equality and progress. One where sons and daughters were seen through the same lens. My heir and her husband would never rule Indrana—but their daughter would once I died. Until then I would be with her every step of the way, guiding Indrana into a brighter era, bullying when necessary.


The reactions to the wedding had been mixed. Though the predictable outrage to putting a former rebel leader like Taz that close to the throne had been less than the reaction to the return of the former gunrunner who currently occupied it. Eventually the news reports had settled back into something resembling pre-coup Indrana, and these days all they talked about was the impending signing of the peace treaty with the Saxon Kingdom.


Which was why Alice and Taz were headed for the safety of her family home in the country. Promise of peace aside, that ever-wary part of me didn’t trust the Saxons not to try something, and I was going to make sure my heir and her child were as far away from danger as I could put them.


Our enmity with the only other government in this arm of the galaxy was a long and sordid tale. One that had come about in part because of Wilson’s machinations, but also due to Saxony’s habit of expanding into territories that didn’t belong to them.


My threat to take the Indranan Navy and wipe them off the fabric of the universe even though I’d just been knocked off my throne had been taken seriously by Jaden Toropov. This afternoon I would welcome their delegation, complete with the new Saxon king, to Pashati to sign a treaty heavily weighted in favor of my empire.


It was the peace and stability Indrana so desperately needed. A return of our lost planets and with them lost industries that would bring a much-needed boost to our economy. And once Saxony was back on their feet we would also see some sizable cash reparations.


The newslines were lauding me as a peacemaker, but the truth was I was as desperate for peace as the Saxons. Indrana’s people deserved a future freed from war.


If I was going to be honest—I deserved it as well.


“Have the reservations at Shivan’s been taken care of for the dinner with Mr. Hanson?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Alba’s steps didn’t falter as she checked the information into her smati. “Your lunch is free today and the afternoon has been set aside for the Saxon delegation’s arrival.” We stopped at the door to my rooms, and I greeted the two Guards on the door as they came to attention with a jumbled chorus of “Your Majesty” and “Dve Desai.”


My maid was also waiting, and Stasia smiled up at me. “I spoke with Fasé this morning, Majesty,” she said by way of a greeting. “She said to tell you to pay attention to the little things and she will see you soon.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”


Stasia smiled, pushing a golden curl away from her face. “I know you are still angry with her—you have every right to be. But listen to her, please?”


I couldn’t ignore the sting of pain. Fasé Terass—a valued member of my circle since the beginning—had been released from her service in the Indranan military and sent home to atone for breaking the faith.


Farians could heal humans. They could also kill us and bring us back to life, though both those things were forbidden by their religion. Fasé had saved the lives of so many of my people with her ability to heal and had violated her people’s most sacred laws for us not once, but twice.


She’d also killed, though not directly with a hand to my former Dve’s skin, but by telling him of a future where Indrana burned unless he sacrificed himself.


My anger at what Fasé had done was fading, replaced with a sadness I couldn’t find words for and tangled in forgiveness I couldn’t grant. She’d sent Cas to his death, claiming it was the only way to save us all. She’d sacrificed him without thought or care. I still couldn’t forgive her for the loss of my previous Dve.


The grief over Cas was still so painfully fresh, and I pushed it aside with difficulty as I headed into my room on the all clear from Gita without a response for Stasia. There was a flutter in my gut at her words, the instinctive knowledge that Fasé’s reappearance would herald some form of trouble. When coupled with the news about the increasing fights between the Farians and the Shen, even the more logical part of me could see the danger crawling over the event horizon.


I feared that this hard-won peace wasn’t going to last for long, and I hoped we were ready for whatever storm was coming.


“Gita, I’m taking my bios off-line,” I said.


“Yes, ma’am. We’ll be back in an hour.” The quiet sounds of Alba and Gita ushering everyone else from my suite followed until I closed the door of the bathroom, cutting it off.


I turned off my smati’s bio-link with my BodyGuards; normally this would set off a loud series of alarms for all my Guards, but Gita had already issued the warning.


About a week after Wilson’s death, I’d discovered a rather nasty side effect of his little box stunt. My claustrophobia notwithstanding, being drowned in a metal box in front of the entire galaxy had led to an extreme difficulty with most enclosed spaces. Adding water only made things worse.


Which meant showering was … difficult.


The first time I’d tried it had been in the hospital, and my breakdown had resulted in a truly epic scene I only knew about because Emmory had relented and allowed me to watch his digital recording of the event.


I’d started shutting off my bio-link the next day. Gita had protested. Emmory had only nodded and offered me the compromise of an hour of time, or more if I needed it as long as I checked in both before and after I went off-line.


For four months afterward I’d bathed out of the sink.


The hotel shower was even worse. A box—with clear glass sides—but still a box, and the sound of running water had left me breathless and sweating and curled into a corner of the bathroom every time I’d tried to use it.


Two months ago I tried to turn the water on again. The sound of it falling on the tile reduced me to a shaking mess and I’d thrown up twice before I could get back up to turn it off.


I reached into the shower and tapped the water on, jerking my hand out before it could get wet.


Breathe in, breathe out. Portis’s voice was calm in my head. My former lover and Emmory’s younger brother had accompanied me out into the black and died there—trying to protect me from Wilson’s vendetta. I could still hear him, or at least liked to pretend I could, and took what comfort I could in his fading memory.


My fingers shook as I tied my hair back, and the air was thick in my lungs. “I can’t.” The words tumbled out even as my hands operated of their own free will and stripped my clothes off with ruthless efficiency.


It’s just a shower, baby. You can leave the door open.


It wasn’t just the door. It was the water on my skin. The feel of it brought everything back—from the cold damp air of that box to the rushing sound of water in my ears and finally the feeling of water sliding into my lungs.


Muttering a curse, I gritted my teeth and grabbed for the washcloth, wetting it and swiping it across the soap as I stepped halfway into the shower and washed as fast as I humanly could.


I rinsed off and turned off the water, the silence broken by the sound of my heart thumping in my ears and my sobs slicing through the air.


The tile was cool on my cheek where I’d sunk to the floor, a towel wrapped around me and prayer on my lips. “… never did I do fire sacrifice. Chanting millions of mantras.” The words tumbled unbidden out of my throat, jagged-edged and painful. I’d never been much of a faithful devotee, but when Wilson locked me in the box the only thing besides Portis that had kept me from screaming was reciting the Aparadha Stotram. “O Lord Shiva who is all compassionate, please forgive me. You are the Lord of all deities and one whose nature is to bless all.”


Praying brought me so little comfort it was useless, but for some stupid reason I did it anyway.


“We appreciate all that Your Majesty’s people have done over the past few months.” The head of the Tarsi delegation, a stately older woman wrapped in a rust-colored chador, sat with a poise that reminded me of my mother. “We realize how difficult things have been, and there would have been no complaint had you asked us to return at a better time. Even though the fighting on the horizon is worrisome for us all.”


I folded my hands and shook them lightly in her direction. It would seem I wasn’t the only one concerned about the newest reports of fighting between the Farians and the Shen. “We are grateful for your compassion, Essa Donya, and your patience with us. This agreement was important to my mother, and it’s a worthy way to honor her memory.”


Donya returned the gesture, and the young woman and man flanking her echoed it. “Bark Allah laha, Your Majesty.” Her clear amber eyes were on mine.


May God bless her.


I swallowed back the lump in my throat. My mother could have used those blessings years ago, not only for the troublesome second daughter she’d had to wrangle after my father’s death but for the monsters that crawled into our home and stole everything from her.


“Thank you.” Pressing my hand to the data pad in front of me with a smile, I shook away the sadness and then passed it across the table to Donya. “I am most pleased to announce the beginning of our partnership. May it be the first days of a long and beneficial friendship between Indrana and Tarsis.”


“As Allah wills it.” Donya pressed her hand to the pad, and then, like the consummate politician she was, stood. “We know you are extremely busy, Majesty. If there are other things you need to attend to, do not feel as though you are rude to do so.”


I stood with a grateful smile as they left. The numbers flashing in the corner of my eye told me I was going to be late for the Matriarch Council meeting. We’d spent longer in casual conversation than I’d expected. I’d enjoyed it, though; Essa Donya’s presence had been a soothing blanket on the raging fire still burning across my raw nerves.


The Tarsi were a small contingent within the wider Sulimain Alliance and generally didn’t do business with anyone outside the alliance. However, something about Mother and Indrana had piqued their interest, and the Tarsi had approached with an offer of some very interesting farming technology and a desperately needed influx of cash in exchange for Indrana lobbying the Farians on behalf of the alliance for a treaty and allowing Tarsi students to come to our universities for study.


It was a win-win and the bulk of the work had been done before I’d even arrived home, so there had been no reason to reject the Tarsi’s offer. No one seemed quite willing to breathe that idea out loud for fear of cursing the opportunity; however, I suspected it was the first step to an alliance with all the Sulimain worlds, and that was something I was very interested in. Especially if the Farians approved the pending treaty. So I followed their lead and kept my mouth shut.


For six months I’d been finding my feet as empress, searching for a way to balance the gunrunner I had been with who I was now. It was surprising to everyone, I think, but especially to me just how well I was adapting. There was no time for wistful reflection or moping about the loss of my freedom. It was not at all how I’d thought my life would turn out twenty years ago.


My flight from home had started off as a mission to find my father’s killer. When my search dead-ended, I decided to stay away and build a life for myself: first, as one of Cheng Hao’s crew, then as the captain of my own ship.


The empire didn’t need me. It was safely in Mother’s capable hands and set to be passed along to my older sister, Cire. I was free out in the black, not Hailimi—second daughter, princess by accident of birth—but Cressen Stone, a person of my own making, a woman answerable to herself and the laws she’d chosen instead of the ones imposed on her.


Until Wilson, the very man responsible for my father’s death, directed his fury at the rest of my family. With my younger sister Pace dead and my mother unstable, the Trackers Emmory and Zin were tasked by Cire to bring me home.


I hadn’t wanted to go, but I was all that was left to save the empire.


Now I was here, days away from peace with the Saxons, something my mother had never been able to accomplish. I was proud of myself for juggling busier days than we’d ever seen out in the black—even if there were a lot fewer people shooting at me. And even if I occasionally missed the freedom I’d had out in the black, I was happy right where I was.


Fasé’s message cast a shadow over all that. If she was coming back to Pashati, my gut whispered, it meant trouble was following in her wake.
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Majesty?” Gita touched my arm. “Are you all right?”


I realized I was alone in the room and the numbers flashing in the corner of my vision were pronouncing me even more late for my next meeting.


“I’m fine,” I said with a smile. “Just musing on the unexpected turns a life can take. Let’s move.”


“You’re not wrong, Majesty,” my Dve said with an answering smile. “I’m reasonably sure none of us ever expected we’d be where we are now.”


The shouting reverberated down the hallway as Gita and I approached a repurposed suite down the hall where the council meeting was taking place. My Dve stepped in front of me, her hand going to the Hessian 45 on her hip.


“I doubt we need backup, Gita,” I said, knowing she would ignore me.


Moments later Riddhi and Sahil Gupta, twin BodyGuards, arrived sporting a pair of identical concerned frowns. The twins were in their midtwenties. Their dark hair, eyes, and skin made them look like shadows against the white hallway wall.


The shouting had only grown in volume while we waited, and I arched an eyebrow at the words that spilled into the hallway through the doorway.


“Clinging to our antiquated way of life is what got us into this mess in the first place, Heela!” Caterina Saito’s voice rang with frustration and anger.


“Antiquated? You want to talk about ancient history? We could stumble back to the old days of Earth if you’d like. When we were nothing but property? We don’t treat men anywhere near as badly as they have treated us.”


“Do you want to go in, Majesty?”


“No, let’s hang out here for a moment, Gita,” I murmured the order as a third voice cut into Caterina’s reply. My smati identified the voice as Gita’s older sister, Adi Desai.


“There are males in positions of power all over the empire: governors, in the military, here in the government. Even half the empress’s BodyGuards identify as male. I don’t see what the fuss is about equality. They’ve already got it. Forcing even more diversity on us before we are ready is a recipe for disaster.”


Sahil’s indrawn breath was sharp, and I was unable to stop myself from sliding a look in his direction.


“Thoughts on that reasoning, Sahil?” The question slipped out before I could stop myself. I wasn’t supposed to be asking my BodyGuards for political advice, a request from a number of people that I frequently ignored.


Plus, Portis whispered in my head, Fasé told you to pay attention.


Sahil swallowed, his dark eyes wide and conflicted while I waited patiently.


“A scattering of important positions isn’t the same thing as equality, Majesty. It doesn’t change the system that’s already in place.”


“Correct.” I grabbed him by the back of the head and pressed my forehead to his. My older BodyGuards were used to me treating them more like crew on equal footing than empress and Guard, but Sahil jerked a little in surprise before he grinned at me.


I released him and slipped into the room, Gita’s hissing displeasure following on my heels.


Heela Maxwell had her back to the door, so she didn’t see me as she continued her tirade. Several other matriarchs did, but I held up my hand and shook my head.


“Whatever the empress has planned with her Upjas friends, it’s our duty to preserve the empire. The empire, Caterina, as it has stood for thousands of years. Not some half-baked notion of equality based on her gunrunning exploits and the Upjas’s ridiculous demands.”


“Really, Heela, if we were doing this based on my gunrunning exploits I’d just kill everyone and start over,” I said, grinning as I shook my head.


You’d have thought I’d set off a silencer nuke. Heela’s strangled gasp dropped with her to the floor as she went to her knees. I moved into the room, my BodyGuards behind me, and all the other women within the room dipped into curtsies.


“I am disappointed in you, Adi,” I said to Matriarch Desai as I passed her. I hadn’t thought Gita’s older sister was against the reforms.


“And you, Heela,” I said over our smati link so no one else could hear. “Your mother would be disappointed in you.”


Heela jerked as though I’d kicked her.


“I was kidding about the killing,” I said aloud. “I think you’d all agree we’ve had plenty of that already. I apologize for my tardiness, ladies; it took longer with the Tarsi than expected. What have I missed?”


“We seem to have reached an impasse concerning elder sons on the Ancillary Council, Majesty.” Caterina’s face was neutral in its expression, but I could see the amusement lurking in her eyes. “The council is split.”


“Everyone have a seat. Heela, get up off the floor and put your ass in a chair,” I said, stepping around her and taking my seat at the head of the long table.


The lump in my throat made its appearance as the women settled into their seats, seven on each side of the table, and I blinked to clear away the faces that should have been there: Clara Desai, Loka Naidu, Irit Waybly, Madhashri Acharya, Tare Zellin, Ola Surakesh, and Ipsita Maxwell. They were all gone, now nothing but memories to be carried by those of us unlucky enough to still be alive.


Wilson had executed the matriarchs of half of Indrana’s noble families—more than half if you counted my mother and sisters among the dead. He’d stolen away decades of experience and leadership in the span of a few heartbeats. Even six months out, we were still fumbling with the loss, the council trying to find its feet in the ever-shifting landscape while Indrana staggered out of the traditions and customs that bound us toward something better.


Now there were eldest daughters, or in the case of Lani Gohil, second daughters. Lani had taken Alice’s spot on the Matriarch Council upon her sister’s elevation to Crown Princess.


“The issue under discussion, Majesty, is the proposal to allow elder sons onto the Ancillary Council,” Caterina said once everyone was seated. “I and six others feel that this is a good step toward the reforms proposed by the Upjas without causing further disruption to the government. The others argue that because we are still recovering from the war and Indrana is on unstable footing, it’s best to wait to enact any sort of changes until things are settled.”


“Majesty, we merely think it’s best to move slowly.” Adi spoke up, gesturing at the matriarchs on her side of the table. “Everything is in flux; the people are uneasy about the reforms. They should be focused on the recovery and reconstruction from the war. Now is not the time to make changes that will only increase the instability of the empire.”


“So they should just be patient?” I rested my elbows on the table and steepled my hands in front of my mouth. “Wait their turn?”


“Our issue isn’t with the changes themselves so much as the timing,” Adi replied, shifting in her seat at my slow smile. I hadn’t been quiet about my support of the reforms, and she had to know she was treading on dangerous ground.


“How long?”


“Majesty?”


“How long should they wait?” I waved a hand in the air. “Six more months? A year? Five? Fifty?” I slapped the same hand down on the tabletop and nearly everyone jumped. “I’m sure you think your argument so very logical and sensible, but the reality is there will always be another catastrophe, another time when things are unsettled, and the people are uneasy. Would we be where we are today if my ancestor-grandmother had waited for things to settle down before she took power?”


“Majesty, that’s not the same—”


“It’s exactly the same,” Zaran Khatri cut Adi off; the young, blond matriarch had her hands folded on the table in front of her. “If we wait, if we ask them to wait, it will never happen. There will always be some reason to put it off. We acknowledge that things are unstable right now, but that makes it easier, not harder, to do more than pay lip service to equality. You were in support of this when we met with the leaders of the Upjas, Adi. Don’t back away from it now just because you’re scared.”


“How dare you,” Heela snapped, dark curls bouncing with her fury. “This isn’t about being scared, Zaran, though we have every right to be. We watched our mothers die at the hands of a madman who wanted to turn this empire upside down. And if no one else will say it, I will—my issues are with the changes. It was men who got us into this horror. Wilson, Phanin, your nephew, Your Majesty. If anything proves that men are untrustworthy, it is these new faces around the table.”


“How dare I? How dare you, Heela.” Zaran slammed a fist into the tabletop. “Your mother went to her death in support of this empire’s future and the equality we seek! Now you’ll stain her memory with your cowardice.”


The room devolved into chaos. I kept my face carefully blank at Zaran’s harsh words when what I really wanted to do was stare at her in shock. Matriarch Khatri had been a shy youngster when I’d first met her, her timid support of the Upjas a result of falling in love with one of the members. It appeared that the last few months had put some steel into her spine, and I felt a little sparkle of pride in my chest at how well she’d taken the older matriarch to task.


“Well, that went downhill quickly. I thought you were supposed to be here to keep this from happening,” Caterina murmured under her breath, and I snorted.


Caterina Saito had also changed. The stately matriarch was fourteen years my senior but had done better than I’d expected from a noble when the negotiations with the Saxons exploded and we’d fled from Red Cliff. Her time away from home opened her eyes to a galaxy outside Indrana.


Which wasn’t to say that she hadn’t been outspoken and determined when we’d gone to Red Cliff to negotiate with the Saxons. It was one of the reasons I’d chosen her for that trip.


However, she had been a matriarch, born and bred in the very system we were now trying to tear apart. Our flight from the unexpected attack and our time on the run had hardened her into a woman a bit more like me and slightly less like a noblewoman of Indrana.


Heela slammed a fist into the tabletop. “Your arrogance is astounding!”


“I’m being arrogant?” Saba Hassan snorted. “All we’re asking is for fair treatment for our brothers, Heela. How is that arrogant?”


“The empire teeters on the brink of disaster and you—”


“Enough!” My voice echoed through the room, cutting off the arguments and shocking everyone into silence with the force. “That is quite enough. Reconstruction from the war damage is almost complete—with the exception of the palace—so now is the time for us to focus on the future.


“Since the council is deadlocked, I will put in my vote. Integrate the Ancillary Council, ladies. That’s an order from your empress.”


A large part of my decision to stay was the knowledge that I was the only one who could move Indrana in the direction she needed to go. I had the spine to weather the storm against the nobles’ protests on equality and the social capital as the “gunrunner empress” to push through enough legislation at the lower levels for a solid foundation.


“The people will not approve of this.”


“Seventy-nine percent of them already do,” I replied, raising an eyebrow at Heela’s response. “Or do you think this gunrunner hasn’t read the reports?”


She swallowed. “Your Majesty—”


“You are behaving like spoiled children who are mad that others among you were also given toys. Learn to share”—my patience gone, I snarled the order over the top of Heela’s protest—“or I will turn you over my knee and spank you until you do. You are the leaders of your people. Behave like it.”


There was a moment of awkward silence as I settled back in my chair and tapped a finger on the table. “Caterina, move on to the next item on the list.”


“Yes, ma’am.” She cleared her throat.


The remainder of the meeting was more subdued and wrapped up without further argument. The women filed out with murmured good-byes until only Caterina and Adi remained.


“They mean no disrespect in their opposition, Majesty,” Adi said, her eyes pointed at the floor.


I lifted a hand before Caterina could say anything. “Adi, look at me. Heela was being deliberately disrespectful, and while I am getting gods-damned tired of it, that’s a matter between me and her. Do you really think this is about me feeling disrespected?” I asked. “Is there anything about me that suggests my feelings are easily hurt?”


Her dark eyes flicked to her sister standing silently behind my chair and then back at me. Adi shook her head. “No, Majesty. I just don’t want you to think we are being disloyal—to you or to the empire.”


“I’m not worried about enemies lurking under my bed, Adi.” I tried and failed to keep the amusement out of my voice. “Nor am I so arrogant as to think we’ve caught everyone who was involved in Wilson’s scheme. Someone always escapes, slips through the cracks. If they have any sense they have run far from here like Elsa Khatri.


“That said, the matriarchs have my trust, even when I don’t agree with them.” I held out a hand to her, pleased when she took it. “I understand very well your concerns about integrating the council. However, I don’t share them and I’m going to overrule them. Everyone is invested in this, from my BodyGuards to the people on the street. You will have to learn to be uncomfortable for the good of Indrana.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


I snorted and squeezed her fingers. “You say that like I just ordered you to eat peas. Talk to Caterina. Talk to your sister, Adi. Fires of Naraka, talk with your brothers. You have one who will be on the Ancillary Council if my memory is right. Find a way to see past your discomfort and work for a solution instead of just pushing it away. If you love Indrana, Adi, love her people, too. All of them.”


Adi blinked at me as if she were seeing me for the first time. I released her and she curtsied again. “Yes, ma’am. I will.”


Caterina watched her go. “You’re going to bully them all until they agree with you, Majesty.”


“I’ll do no such thing.” I shot her a smile. “Though what good is a reputation if you can’t cash in on it from time to time?”


She laughed, shaking her head as I got to my feet. “Thank you, Your Majesty, for your support today. All joking aside, I think it did make a difference.”


“You have it whenever you need it.” I patted her shoulder. “Would you like to join me for lunch? Or do you have plans?”


“I’d love to.” She gestured at the door and we headed back down the hallway toward my rooms.


“Stasia, we’ve got a visitor for lunch,” I said over my smati.


“Yes, ma’am. No trouble.”


Stasia was setting out another place at the table when we returned to my rooms. My head maid had been with us since I’d set foot back in the palace. The quiet young woman was now made of steel, forged in the same crucible we’d all endured over the last year. She was still quiet, but she ran my staff with a firm hand. Even Alba didn’t dare to challenge Stasia when she put her foot down.


I squeezed her arm on my way to the screen on the far wall. Caterina stopped to exchange greetings with my maid, and I heard the door open and close again as my BodyGuards went through their shift change. A few taps of my fingers and the news came on, adding to the noise in the room.


“The attack was carried out by the new leaders of the Shen, and though no one was killed, it appears the rebels took possession of several ships.” Serita Gupta, lead anchor for Indranan National News, faced the camera with the calm composure she’d carried through the coup. Her steadfast commitment to the truth even in the midst of Phanin’s takeover was being hailed as the best reporting in decades.


Several images flashed on the screen, stock footage and stills of the pair of siblings now in charge of the Shen—Mia and Aiz Cevalla—and I hummed thoughtfully as the camera returned to Serita.


“The Farians are being understandably tight-lipped about the security breach, but we will have more as the story develops. Indrana is bound up in a collective defense treaty with Faria, and there is concern we will be required to join the fight against the Shen. However, there’s been no word from either government as to the state of that treaty and whether the Farians will request Indranan help in the matter.”


“Majesty.” The bass tone of my Ekam dragged me away from the news report. Emmory Tresk had a few centimeters on me and at least a dozen kilos. My primary BodyGuard was an imposing figure, made all the more impressive by the matte-black uniform and the silver star tattooed onto his left cheek.


“That’s the sixth attack in three months,” I replied, pointing a finger at the screen as I turned on him with a half smile.


“Seventh, actually, though the skirmish three weeks ago didn’t do any damage, so I think most people are discounting it.”


My smile vanished as Fasé’s warning resurfaced and I wondered again just what she’d meant. The Farians wouldn’t have sent a message through Fasé. They would have sent it through the ambassador here on Pashati. “There hasn’t been a sound from the Farians about needing our help.”


“You could send Fasé a com and ask,” Emmory said.


“I could.” I sighed. But we both knew I wouldn’t. My issues with Fasé aside, as the empress of Indrana if I wanted answers I’d cause far less of an uproar by messaging the Farian ambassador instead of a former Imperial Tactical Squad medic.


The Shen and the Farians had been at war for longer than the existence of human civilization; the few encounters in human space had all happened after the great exodus into the black. For the most part they kept their fight contained to the interior arm where the Farian homeworld was rumored to be. I doubted they needed our help; despite this long-running war with the Shen, the Farians never gave the appearance they needed or wanted outside assistance.


“Should we be worried?” I asked, still frowning at the screen, which had moved on to a news story about the upcoming marriage of one of Krishan’s sports heroes and her movie star girlfriend.


“At the moment I don’t have it on my list, and I don’t think it will pose a problem during the tour,” Emmory replied, glancing away from me to the screen.


I was slated to leave on a welcome tour of the empire shortly after the treaty signing. An eighteen-month ordeal that would send me in a big loop around our arm of the galaxy. There were plenty of stops at friendly planets, but just as many that had sided with Wilson during the coup. PR was careful to edge around that point, but I knew enough about shows of force to know what the real purpose of the tour was.


The fighting between the Farian and Shen had never come this far, though, and I thought back to Johar’s comment on the beach. A worried Johar made me nervous for no reason I could articulate to my Ekam, so I pushed it aside and went for the easy response.


“Your list?”


“Of things to worry about, Majesty.”


I laughed. “Oh, I’d love to get a peek at that list,” I teased.


My Ekam’s smile had been a rare thing in the early days, but now it appeared more frequently. It creased the tattoo on his left cheek, the Imperial Star, our empire’s highest award. Given for those who walked the road to temple in service of the empire, it was almost always awarded posthumously.


I’d have given him another if he’d allowed it, but despite my outranking him, my Ekam refused to admit that dying while trying to keep me safe was anything more than part of his job.


I’d hated the silent, barely civil man who’d dragged me home to become empress, at least at first. Then I’d realized he had more honor than the entire Indranan court and was my best hope of staying alive.


I hadn’t been wrong. Without Emmory it’s likely I would have died long before my showdown with Wilson, but try as I might he refused to let me repay him. I still didn’t know what I’d done to engender such loyalty from these men and women who were my BodyGuards, but I was endlessly grateful for it.


“Matriarch Saito.” Emmory nodded to Caterina.


“Ekam, how are you?”


“Thankful for peace, ma’am.”


“Aren’t we all?” Caterina smiled.


“Lunch is ready, Majesty,” Stasia announced.


I took a seat at the table where I could keep one eye on the news and one on the door because old habits die hard and even surrounded by peace and protection I was forever going to keep my back to the wall.
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Majesty, are we friends?”


I raised an eyebrow at Caterina’s curiously worded question. We were alone in my room; Emmory and the others had departed as soon as the food was served. The conversation during lunch had revolved around the gender reforms and some of the easier laws we’d been able to enact without a lot of pushback from either the Matriarch or the Ancillary Council.


Now, judging by the tone of her voice, something was bothering Caterina, and I settled back in my chair. “I assumed so. What is it?”


Caterina swallowed, obviously thinking the words over in her head before she allowed her mouth the right to speak them. I didn’t push, content to let her wrestle with whatever it was that bothered her enough to preface the question with a reassurance of our friendship.


“There is some concern, Majesty, and I’ve been asked to speak with you on the subject. However, I’d like you to understand that I do so as a friend, not as a matriarch, and that I also share these concerns.” She stopped and inhaled, then met my eyes. “There is some concern, Majesty, as to the company you have chosen to surround yourself with.”


“I see. You could just say you’re worried about Hao and Johar.”


Caterina winced at my tone but continued. “I understand they are your friends and Indrana owes them a debt of gratitude for the fact that they fought by your side during the coup. There is no doubt that they helped us win; however—” She looked down at her hands and tried to collect her thoughts. “You continue to ask them for advice on policies that will have no impact on their lives. You share information with them that could be used against Indrana.”


“I know better than to throw classified information around, Caterina.” I kept my eyes on her as I picked up my chai and took a sip.


“I know, Majesty.” She held her hands up. “I’m not accusing you of that; no one is accusing you of that. Sometimes there is information that, while not classified, could not be easily obtained.”


“You’re asking me to believe that Hao would do something to put me in danger, Caterina. If I believed that, he’d have been gone a long time before I ever set foot back here.”


She shook her head. “I’m not suggesting he would, Majesty. The man clearly adores you, and he’s loyal to you or I would eat my sari. But to him, you are not Indrana, not in the same way you are to those of us who have lived here all our lives and given ourselves to this empire. I know you trust him, but this is not a gunrunning operation. It is an empire. Can I ask you to consider trusting those of us who have experience running the empire over those you call friends?”


I stared unblinking at the screen on the wall without really registering the newscaster’s report about Chennai Pharmaceuticals’ new expansion plans. Alice’s gentle rebuke this morning floated up out of my memory and I sighed, uncrossing my arms to rub a hand over my face. There wasn’t anything to be done about it beyond me taking the advice for what it was—in the best interests of Indrana—and moving on.


“Majesty, I’m sorry. I—”


“Don’t.” I held my hand up. “You’re not wrong, Caterina, and if anyone should apologize it’s obviously me. I’m sorry I put you in this position. I won’t apologize for trusting the people I trust, but I realize how it looks and I promise I will do better at least to keep things to a minimum and out of the public eye.” I smiled. “I do realize this isn’t a gunrunning operation. For one thing it’s far more disorganized.”


Caterina sighed, but smiled. “Majesty, I—”


“Alice said something similar this morning,” I said, cutting her off again. “She was right to bring it up and so were you.” I got to my feet and she followed me up. “I know when I’m out of my depth, Caterina. My business is fighting and war, not peace and politics. I’m learning the latter things. All I can ask is that you continue to support me as we try to do what’s best for Indrana.”


Caterina smiled. “You will always have my support, Majesty, though I think you’re wrong. I think you are more than capable of peace and politics, as you call them. I would never have supported you in the beginning if I believed otherwise.”


I sat alone in my room after lunch, cursing over the budget figures, when Hao and Dailun made an appearance.


My gunrunner mentor and his younger cousin were matched in height and build, but the slight family resemblance in their faces was drowned out by Dailun’s Svatir heritage. The pretty, pink-haired pilot wouldn’t ever achieve Hao’s more rugged look thanks to his Svatir mother’s genes.


The Svatir were a withdrawn alien race whose homeworld was somewhere on the very edge of the Perseus arm of the Milky Way. Their contact with humans was mostly facilitated by those who came our way while Traveling—a rite of passage for young Svatir. It was a chance for them to see the universe, to add to the collection of knowledge they already carried for their entire race.


“Hail,” Hao said after the door had closed behind him. He’d accepted my title more easily than even I had, but he still defaulted to my name in private.


I didn’t mind it. Truth was I missed the days of companions on mostly equal footing with one another. Even though over the last few months I’d gotten the majority of the nobles and others in my vicinity to stop bowing and scraping, no one was going to forget I was the empress. Hao gave me some of that quiet companionship, and it was an invaluable gift.


Dailun’s hero worship of me was something else entirely, and I still hadn’t been able to pry a good reason for it out of him. I’d accidentally stolen Hao’s cousin shortly after we met. He’d piloted Hao’s ship and asked to Travel with me while we fled from the Saxons. My agreement meant he would follow me for as long as his Traveling lasted, and he was loyal to me for the duration of his journey. In turn I was responsible for his welfare and making sure he had as many experiences as he wanted. Since I was stuck on Pashati, he tended to go off with Hao a great deal, but he never seemed to complain about the arrangement.


“When did you get back?” I turned my cheek upward as Dailun leaned in to kiss it and reached a hand out to squeeze his forearm.


“Jiejie.” Dailun’s dark eyes were like stars, the silver running through them a result of his Traveling.


“Little over an hour ago.” Hao stretched his lithe arms above his head. His tattoos ran the length of both limbs, a calling card of his life as a member of the Cheng gang and his status as a member of Po-Sin’s family.


“Thanks for the use of the ship. Fair warning, though, you may have to pry it out of Dailun’s hands when you want it back.” He leaned his hip on my desk and scratched at his metallic-streaked hair, the strands now a deep bronze among his natural black.


“It is an excellent ship,” Dailun said.


“You’re welcome to it,” I replied. “How’s Henna?”


Dr. Henna Brek had saved my life several times when I was on Hao’s crew and when I’d been injured on Candless.


“Settled in with her mother.” Hao narrowed his golden eyes at me. “I can pay her stipend.”


“I owe you anyway, it all comes out in the wash.”


“The empire of Indrana is paying for my doctor’s retirement?” Hao asked.


Dailun chuckled and wandered over to the window.


“It’s coming out of Cressen’s accounts, not that it’s any of your business,” I said.


“You kept your accounts?”


“Mind your own business.” Desperate to avoid the curious look he was giving me, I fixed my eyes back on the tablet. Much like sleeping with a gun under my pillow and sitting with my back to the door, I couldn’t find the strength to move all the money from my gunrunning days to Pashati. I might have to run—someday—and it was better if I wasn’t caught off guard when it happened.


I’d tried during those first few months at home to settle in and forget the instinctive need to be prepared for any eventuality, telling myself that I was home and that nothing could possibly happen that would require a safety net like that. Of course, I couldn’t undo twenty years of habit and gut instinct through sheer willpower and worked myself into far too many sleepless nights.


It had been Zin who’d finally sat me down—with his customary practicality—and told me to leave the accounts where they were if it helped me sleep better at night.


“Because we all sleep better when you do,” he’d said.


I still couldn’t figure out how he’d even known the accounts existed, let alone how that was what had been bothering me, but he was a former Tracker and they lived and breathed instinct. Regardless, the permission worked, and I stopped worrying about it and started sleeping at night.


Hao smirked. “Do your BodyGuards know you still have an exit plan?”


“They do, thank you very much.”


The talk with Caterina was loud in my head and I smacked Hao’s hand away when he reached for the tablet on the desk in front of me.


Hao shrugged, studying me curiously over my rebuke. “Indrana is hard up for cash, that’s not exactly a secret, little sister.”


“True, but you’re not a member of my government so you don’t get to look at our financial records.”


“Ouch.” He pressed a hand to his heart in mock hurt but raised it in surrender when I glared. “All right, all right. Have it your way. I can’t do much about Indrana’s money problems, but I could pay for that new palace of yours, if you’d let me.”


I couldn’t do much more than blink at him. This wasn’t a frivolous offer, but Hao’s fortune was nothing to sneeze at. The reconstruction budget for the palace was giving me a massive headache. I’d put it off for as long as I could, forcing them to rebuild and repair everything else in the capital before we tackled the palace. I would have skipped the structure entirely, but everyone else insisted it had to be done.


Here was a way to get rid of this particular headache. My former mentor’s wealth rivaled that of what the agreement with the Tarsi had just brought into the empire—if you mixed his legitimate businesses in with everything else. It wasn’t anything compared to the treasury of Indrana, even on a bad day, but it was still impressive.


It wouldn’t fix anything, not in the long run, but for a moment I was so very tempted to take the breathing room he offered and at least get this headache over with. Except Hao was, for all intents and purposes, still attached to his uncle, still a gunrunner.


“I can’t.” I looked toward the window and watched the clouds float by, little tufts of cotton in the blue sky, before I met Hao’s raised eyebrow with a soft smile. “Thank you, for the offer, Cheng Hao. It is more appreciated than you know. However, I am no longer a gunrunner.”


“You are the empress of Indrana,” he said without a hint of a smile and the tiniest of nods. “However, you are also my little sister. Nothing will change that. The offer will remain should you decide otherwise.”


Nodding, I swallowed down the lump in my throat.


My relationship with Hao had always been a strange, undefinable thing. Something caught between love and respect with only one awkward moment of attraction that unnerved both of us so badly we vowed never to open that door again. I loved him like a brother; there wasn’t a need for any more of an explanation than that.


Hao had always been fond of me, a fact that worried Portis from the outset and seemed to amuse everyone else we encountered over the years.


After my—albeit brief—death at Wilson’s hands, Hao had decided to stay in Indrana. He hadn’t said anything about his plans, so I had no idea how long he was going to stay. But for the moment, at least, I got to enjoy his company. Him doing strange things like offering to bankroll the construction of my palace and my occasional ass chewing from the matriarchs about letting him into my inner circle seemed to be the price I had to pay for his presence.


“Anyway, I hear you are busy being an empress for the next few days, and I have some other things to look into.” Hao smiled and executed a bow as Emmory came into the room with Stasia behind him. I got to my feet.


“The Saxons are inbound, Majesty. They should land in about an hour.”


“Thank you, Emmory.”


“I’ll go get your things ready, Majesty,” Stasia said, and I nodded to my maid.


Offering up a smile to Dailun as I walked them to the door, I squeezed his hand. “Henna is really all right? You know how Hao is.”


“She is fine. It is a lovely place for her to settle. Her mother lives out on the edge of a small settlement on Thory V.”


“Good. If anyone deserves the peace and quiet, it’s her.”


“She said to tell you she’ll miss you and to come visit sometime.”


“I’d like that,” I replied. “I’ll talk with you later.”


Dailun smiled and dipped his pink head, then followed Hao down the hallway. I rubbed a hand over my inexplicably misty eyes and headed for my bedroom to change.
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The beads of my heavy cream-and-gold sari danced in the breeze. I stood on the edge of the landing pad, watching as two smaller, but far more powerful, Jal fighters escorted the unarmed courier ship carrying the new king of Saxony and his retinue to the ground. The fighter craft were under orders to fire upon them should they deviate even a meter from their assigned path, and I imagined the pilot was sweating buckets.


The good part of surviving the attack on Red Cliff and winning the war against the Saxons was that it had enabled me to set the rules for not only this meeting but all the terms of the final peace treaty.


In all but the most official and technical terms, the Saxon Kingdom was surrendering to Indrana. I had agreed not to wipe the Saxon Navy off the galactic map and allowed Ambassador Toropov’s people the space to run a bloodless coup against King Trace, putting his younger brother Samuel on the throne. In exchange, they were about to sign a document that returned all the planets the Saxons had taken from Indrana in the War of ’84, in addition to the ones that Indrana had relinquished in the peace treaty we’d signed in 3001.


There would be reparations, though Saxony was nearly as broke as Indrana. The money would come, but it was a long way off, and the more cynical part of me didn’t hold a lot of hope we’d ever see a single credit. But maybe Alice’s children would.


Even more importantly, King Samuel would admit, in front of the entire galaxy, that Saxony was responsible for starting the War of ’84 and for my attempted assassination. He was also going to offer a full apology.


That was almost worth more than any concessions we were about to receive. No longer would history claim that Indrana had started the war that brought both powers to their knees, killed millions, and required the might of the Solarian Conglomerate to bring it to a halt. My planets were returned to the empire, their resources and people back where they belonged after more than twenty years under the control of a foreign power.


Indrana was whole again and I would use that to our advantage. Brokering deals with powerful Solarian businessmen was just the start to bring credits and jobs into our economy. I would build my empire back up and make it even better than before the war started. Once we were on solid footing again, we could focus on the second phase of the reformations and by the time Alice’s daughter took over, Shiva willing, the citizens of Indrana would know equality and peace and prosperity.


Not bad for a former gunrunner.


Caterina shifted at my side. The two of us, along with my BodyGuards and a full platoon of Marines, were the only ones here to greet the king. Alice would stay well away from the signing, safe at my country house at the base of Mount Rishabha, her absence a pointed reminder of how little I trusted the Saxons to keep their word.


My other conditions were also in place to put the Saxons in the most disadvantageous position possible. It was petty of me, maybe, but I wanted everyone to remember what had happened on Red Cliff, and the best way to do that seemed to be my continued insistence that the Saxon party come to Pashati, that they fly in on a courier ship, and that they remain unarmed at all times.
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