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This one is for those who have lost everything and somehow found the strength to rise again.














AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear readers, there are some difficult moments in this book pertaining to grief, suicidal ideation, and self-harm. Please proceed according to your comfort level.














I am royalty by blood, but there is little else one would consider noble about me. I drink too much, swear even more, and can’t seem to keep my hands from closing into fists when I’m angry. As a princess I got into far too many fights for my parents’ liking, and once I’d slipped the bonds of Pashati to disappear into the black, there was nothing left but to embrace who I truly was.


A liar. A thief and smuggler. A killer through and through.


I’d thought that was all I was, but I was dragged home by those who’d convinced themselves I was an empress worthy of the throne, and somewhere along the way I started to believe it myself.


I am a killer. I am also an empress.


I am the Star of Indrana and there is no one who can stand in my way.
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We’re coming up on the embassy. It looks like the mercs pulled back when the Solies flew in,” Emmory said over the com link. “Majesty—”


I jerked awake, the concussion wave of the explosion in my dream carrying into the real world in the form of my heart slamming against my rib cage. The room was dim, the early-morning light crawling in through the windows. The breathing of the other three women was rhythmic as they slept on, unaware of my nightmare.


Gita Desai had protested when I’d turned my bios off, but I was glad I’d insisted. There was no reason to wake my Ekam up night after night just because I couldn’t sleep.


My Ekam. Strange how a single word could cause so much pain.


I curled into a ball, holding in the grief that always followed on the heels of the dream. Because it wasn’t a figment of my imagination, it was my reality: My brothers were dead. Most of my BodyGuards were dead. All I had left were Gita, Johar, and Alba.


And we were in the questionable safety of Shen custody.


I’d been betrayed, taken prisoner, and dragged away from Earth. Shortly after our arrival Aiz Cevalla had tried to make it seem as though we were guests on this planet across the galaxy from home, but with no way to leave and very little freedom over the last month it was hard to believe the lie.


Prisoners or guests, either way it made little difference in the end. We were simply four people very far away from everything we’d ever known. My fury had snuffed out like an explosion exposed to the black, leaving me floundering the moment we’d touched boots down to the soil of this planet.


While the others had set to the task of finding a way to get us out of here and back to Pashati, I’d drowned in my grief over the loss of everything I knew.


I ate when my Ekam told me to, answered questions that were asked of me as the trio of women continued to plan for an escape or some way to contact home, but otherwise I stayed silent, staring out the window at the jungle beyond.


Our captors, or hosts, left us alone. They had a war to run, after all, and I got the impression that the events on Earth had caught them off guard just as badly as they had us. Or they were responsible for it all and playing the shock up for my edification. I poked at the tangled ball of details sometimes but could never seem to find the energy to grab a thread and pull.


I did not want to be alive, yet here I was. The universe was once again cold and uncaring about what I wanted—as it had been with the deaths of my parents and my sisters. This dream echoed night after night in my head, and the ghosts whispered endlessly in my ear during the day. They were my new companions, and I welcomed them into my shattered life.


A voice somewhere in the back of my head screamed at me. It scolded me for giving up. It shamed me for letting the empire down, for turning my back on everything I’d ever believed in. For betraying Hao and all the others by curling into myself instead of seeking revenge. It wanted me to get up and keep fighting, but I ignored it even more than I ignored my companions and my captors.


The ghosts who haunted me were easier to talk to. They understood that it was better for me to stay down, that fighting would only kill more people I cared about. They knew what would happen if I raged.


Baby, you should go back to sleep.


“There’s nothing to do but sleep,” I murmured back, imagining the feel of Portis’s hand in my hair as his ghost whispered in my ear.


He didn’t answer. Sometimes the ghosts spoke and vanished; other times I could have whole conversations and would look up to find Gita watching me with concern heavy in her brown eyes.


I’d mentioned it once, curious if the others were seeing the same, if I was hallucinating or being drugged. But no one else could see the figments of my slowly cracking mind, and all Gita’s scans came up clean. The Shen weren’t poisoning me. So I stopped asking and tried to pretend they weren’t there.


At least not when anyone else could see me.


I slipped from my bunk, moving slow to keep from disturbing the others, and padded my way on bare feet to the window.


The twin moons of Sparkos were setting, bathing everything in their silvery light. The jungle was filled with shadows, having one last dance in the breeze before they gave way to the pink light of sunrise. I could smell the thick salt of the sea and the heaviness of decaying vegetation seeping in around the edges of the window.


It made me miss home.


I pressed my hand to the thick pane and felt the slight give of the plastic. Johar had been diligently working on loosening the foundation of the sturdy window, and it wouldn’t be long before it would come free entirely. Then we could escape. To where I didn’t know. It felt very much like jumping from the frying pan into the fire.


“Majesty, where are you?”


I turned my head from the window at the sound of Fasé’s voice. My Farian ghost was more insistent than the others, constantly questioning my whereabouts as though she couldn’t see right where I was for herself if she’d just show her face.


My anger at her was worse than the grief. I knew it was useless to blame the dead for their failures, knew even better that it wasn’t Fasé’s fault she hadn’t seen this coming and saved us all. It was mine.


Your crew, your responsibility, little sister. Never forget that.


“Hail?”


I squeezed my eyes shut. Johar’s whisper seemed loud in comparison to Hao’s voice in my head, and the touch of her hand on my back was almost unbearable.


The former gunrunner and smuggler from Santa Pirata had chosen to stay by my side. Her plans to retire and live in my empire were a decision that had ultimately led her here with me. I would have apologized if I could have forced the words out of my throat.


“I couldn’t sleep.” It wasn’t really a lie.


“I know. It’s close enough to morning, though,” she murmured, slipping into the space next to me at the window; the warmth of her body chased away some of the graveyard chill that had settled into my bones. She smoothed her hand over my back, resting it gently on my hip and tugging me against her. “We notice it, even if we don’t say anything. Don’t need access to your bios to know you’re not sleeping.”


I didn’t want the comfort. It hammered away at the wall of grief I’d built around my rage. But my body was a traitor and leaned into Jo’s embrace before I could stop it. I wanted to curl against her, bury my face in her shoulder and weep, but if I started crying I didn’t think I’d ever stop.


“Shiva, why do the gods take the good ones and leave me here?” My hands were shaking as I curled them into fists, hating the plaintive question that slipped free.


“You are one of the good ones,” Johar said, fingers tightening on my hip. “Don’t argue with me, Hail, you know you are. I love you for it and so do your people. We’ll get out of here and go home. Then we can figure out what to do from there. Figure out who was responsible for Earth.”


Earth—the attack on the peace negotiations between the Farians and the Shen and our desperate run through the streets filled my head once more along with a burning fury.


Though no matter who’d fired the shots and blew up the embassy—Farian, Shen, mercenary—I’d been the one who brought them there. My foolish belief that I could somehow stop this brewing war between two alien races had been hubris. In the end I was responsible for the deaths of my people.


Shame burned in my throat.


“You know they’re dead, don’t you?”


Johar took a deep breath and then exhaled. “You and I have a hard time trusting to hope, Hail. We’ve seen too much. We know the miraculous survival of the crew doesn’t happen but in the stories. I don’t begrudge Alba and Gita for wanting to hold on to that flicker in the darkness, though. It’s a small comfort.”


It was no comfort for me. Jo was right, the real world didn’t give second chances and happy endings. It gave out death and grief, and bits of justice on the rarest of occasions.


I’d already had my justice; I couldn’t hope for more.


“I have led you all to disaster. Loving me is a curse none of you deserve to bear.”


Johar reached across and cupped my face with her other hand, forcing me to meet her eyes. “I have good news and bad news for you, Hail. The bad news is love doesn’t win, entropy does. We all die, the stars will explode, the Milky Way will collapse, and the universe will tear itself apart.”


She leaned in, pressing her forehead to mine. “The good news is we get to choose to love every day, which makes it even better, because it’s a choice.”


“It’s the wro—”


“Listen to me. We need you back. I understand the darkness you’ve been in for these past weeks, and none of us begrudge you it. However, it’s time you come back to us.”


“I don’t know how much of me is left.” I don’t know if you want to see this rage fly free, Jo, it might burn the whole galaxy down. Those words remained unsaid even though I shook with the effort of keeping them inside.


“There’s enough of you.” Johar smiled as she pulled away. “You’re still alive, aren’t you?”


It should have been an easy answer. My heart was beating. There was air in my lungs.


But the soul of me was gone. Gone like Hao. Like Emmory and Zin. It was nothing but ash.


“I have lost the best parts of me.”


The smile slipped off Jo’s face like water sheeting down a window in Krishan’s rainy season. “Hail,” she said again. “Don’t go out like this. You know they wouldn’t—”


“Don’t.” I stopped her with a hand on her mouth as I pulled away. “Please, don’t say it.”


I was expecting cruelty, harsh words of disappointment over how I’d let down Emmory and Zin and all the others who’d died. Instead Johar pulled me into a hug.


“I would take your pain away, if I could,” she whispered, releasing me and slipping back to her bunk as silently as she’d arrived.


I turned my face, now wet with tears, back to the window and the setting moons.


She’s right, you know. Jet rested his head on my shoulder, and I let my imagination convince me there was weight to it.


“About what?” I asked my dead BodyGuard. It felt like so long ago that Jet had died. But it had only been a little over a year since he’d sacrificed himself to save me from a bomb on a cold Pratimas day. “That love doesn’t matter? I suppose so. It only ever brings pain.”


That’s not what she said, and you know it, he countered. She’s right about them needing you. The whole galaxy needs you. You didn’t quit when Wilson had you on the ropes, don’t do it now.


“This is different.”


No, it’s not. He chuckled, lifting his head to look at me with dark gray eyes. You know it’s not, stop lying to yourself, ma’am. You got knocked down. It happens to the best of us. Get up, spit blood at them, and keep going.


Jet vanished and I rubbed the tears from my face as his words echoed in my ears.
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The tears soaked into the long sleeves of the shirt I wore, leaving little wet patches on the smooth gray fabric. It was reminiscent of Fasé’s outfit in the days after she’d tried to kill herself.


The resurrection of my previous Ekam had been so taboo, so against everything Fasé had believed in as to drive her to suicide. But I’d refused to let her do it and grabbed for her hand, insisting if she was going to die she’d have to take me with her.


I won’t abandon you, not when you need me the most.


At the time I hadn’t realized she would come back. Her soul reborn on Faria. I don’t even know if she’d realized that in the moment. All I knew was that I couldn’t stand by and watch her go without doing something to stop it. I closed my eyes as my memory threw my own words back at me. “Bugger me.”


The time for fooling myself was over. I wasn’t going to roll over and die; no matter how many of my people I lost, I’d keep fighting to the end. I was too damn stubborn to do anything but that.


Besides, we weren’t anywhere close to the end, and this was my mess to fix. Jo was right about that. The dead wouldn’t let me walk away without at least making the attempt.


Gita stirred in her bunk, waking slowly. I knew from experience Alba would sleep for another hour, as she often stayed up later than the rest of us, doing research and calculations on her smati. We would need to wake her.


I checked my own smati. The brain-computer interfaces we all had were still online. We could communicate with each other on our internal coms, but we were locked out of the bulk of the compound’s systems. Alba, of course, had found a way in past the security at the basic levels but hadn’t made it any further than that. The rest of us made do with only our internal network to avoid raising the Shen’s suspicions. It limited our communication distance, but I was planning on us all staying together so it wouldn’t be an issue.


The sun was rising. This little jungle base we were on was always moving, but the majority of the Shen would be starting their daily routines in a little over an hour. Right now they would be either groggily ending a shift or headed to one.


I’d seen as much even while I’d been lost to my grief, part of my brain cataloging the information and filing it away for a time when it would be useful.


I pushed away from the window and pulled the sheet off my bunk. Tapping on Alba’s bunk on my way by, I issued the quiet order. “Get up.”


Johar was lying on her bunk flipping a makeshift knife between her fingers. It didn’t surprise me that she had it; Johar wasn’t the type to stay unarmed for long. My movement caught her attention and she rolled to her side to watch me but didn’t say anything.


I sat on the edge of her bunk and held my hand out for her knife, cutting and then tearing the sheet into strips.


The noise roused Gita the rest of the way and she climbed from the bunk above us, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.


“Good morning, Majesty.”


“Good morning, Gita,” I replied, watching as my greeting caused my Ekam to stutter-step on her way to the bathroom.


“Majesty?”


“Don’t make a fuss—” My protest was muffled as Gita dropped to her knees and wrapped me into a hug.


As I hugged her back I realized that my Ekam had been grieving as much as I had. The loss of her fellow BodyGuards, of Hao, and even of her mother had to have weighed on her heart.


The latter had been killed by Wilson’s treachery not that long ago, and I knew she had to still be grieving for Clara. I did, too.


“I’m sorry.”


I waved off her apology when she released me. “I should be the one apologizing. I have not been the empress you deserve these last few weeks.”


Gita’s smile was watery. “You had every reason, Majesty. I am just glad you are back.”


There was so much hope in her words I couldn’t bring myself to argue and instead offered a smile before I returned to the destruction of my sheet.


“Majesty, what are you doing?”


“You have an escape plan, I’m assuming?” I replied, wrapping the first strip around my wrist and then my hand, covering up any piece of exposed skin.


“Nothing concrete yet, we’ve been waiting.” Gita’s exhale spoke louder than her words.


Waiting for me to wake up.


“Don’t make it too tight,” Johar said, sitting up and reaching for my arm. “You’ll limit your movement.”


My Ekam didn’t protest; instead she moved to my other side with a frown. “You’ll want your throat covered also, Majesty.” She reached for the remaining sheet and took Jo’s knife from the bed, cutting a triangular-shaped wedge and wrapping it twice around my neck. “You can pull this piece up to get some coverage on your face.”


“It’s better than nothing.” I looked at her as Johar finished tying off my other hand. “I’m surprised there’s no protest.”


“Emmory always said I indulged you too much.” Gita’s smile flickered to life, edged with pain. “But I understand this need to hit something and I’m trusting you have a reason for this beyond recklessness.”


“A shuttle came in last night. We’re right at shift change, plus the early-morning hour will help us. We need to move now.”


It took us less than ten minutes to shred the remaining sheets and protect the others. Alba had snapped awake once she realized what was happening and scrambled for the packs of food they’d stashed around the room.


“Back,” I whispered, and headed for the door. Gita, surprising me again, didn’t argue. I pulled open the door and the two Shen Aiz so charitably called escorts rather than guards came to attention. Hamah and Sere, if my memory served me right.


“Your Majesty?”


Hamah stiffened when I stepped from the room, finger creeping to the trigger on the Koros 201, the cousin weapon to the Koros 101 Aiz had shown me when we’d first been taken. It fired miniature projectiles at high speed. I hadn’t seen a demonstration of their destructive power and didn’t really want to be present for one.


“Are you feeling better? Mia asked that she be notified if you wished to see her.” Sere, the shorter of the pair, smiled at me as he spoke. “If you’ll wait here.”


Neither of them had clued in to my attire and I punched Hamah in the throat as a response, jerking up the scarf to cover the lower half of my face as I kicked Sere in the knee and dropped him to the floor. Another kick to Sere’s head knocked him out as he fell, and I brought my covered arm up to block the first guard’s swing.


It was wild; Hamah’s palm spread as he instinctively tried to find a bare patch of skin to touch instead of just leading with the force of a punch that would have stunned me had it connected. I dodged out of the way, planting my booted foot in his solar plexus, and kicked. His head hit the wall and he slid to the floor unconscious.


“Let’s move,” I said, picking up the guns and tossing one to Gita. “Alba, which way?”


She pointed to her right. “Down to the end of the hallway and right again, but there will be guards at the outside door and possibly some inside as well.”


“Is the door locked?”


“I don’t know,” she replied with a shake of her head as we took off down the hallway. I glanced behind us at Gita.


“It seems unlikely,” she replied. “We couldn’t—or rather—Alba couldn’t find any programs in the base system for door locks. So they’re either unlocked or manual.”


“Either way,” Johar said. “Let me give it a good kick, we’ll be fine.”


The door when we reached it was not only not locked but not guarded, and I shared a worried look with my Ekam as we slipped into the predawn light.


“Too quiet,” she whispered as we moved around the exterior of the low-slung compound.


“Yeah.”


The Shen couldn’t have anticipated this escape. They had no way of knowing I’d come out of my stupor and—


“You will, Majesty. I’ve seen it.” Mia’s words on the bridge of her ship came back to me faster than the speed of light.


“Fuck.” I skidded to a halt as we came around the corner. Mia Cevalla stood by the shuttle, her hands folded in front of her.


“Good morning, Majesty.” She smiled a slow, knowing smile but otherwise didn’t react, even when I brought the Koros 201 up and pointed it at her.


I tugged the scarf down, moving toward her with Gita at my back. “Get out of my way. I really don’t want to shoot you, but I will if you don’t let us go.”


Mia took a deep breath, looked down at her hands and then back at me. Her second smile made my gut twist with want and I muttered a curse under my breath. I did not need this ill-timed distraction, so I kicked it back out of view where it belonged.


“Aiz will come through that door in just a moment. You should hear the ruckus he’s making on the coms. There are three ways this can play out, Your Majesty,” she said. “Kill me, get on the ship, and everyone dies. Kill me, and Gita and Alba will die in the firefight that will happen when Aiz arrives. You and Johar will survive, for a while at least. Or drop your weapons and everyone lives.”


I put my hand out, stopping Gita from bringing her own weapon up as the door to our right flew open.


“Only two options now,” Mia murmured. “I am fine, Aiz.” She put her hand up.


Aiz Cevalla was dressed only in a pair of black pants, leaving his lean torso bare, and his brown hair was disheveled as though he’d just rolled out of bed. It gave him a charming, slightly carefree appearance, but the glare he directed at me could have leveled a city block, and I was reasonably sure he could kill all of us with the pistol that was in his hand. “She broke her promise. Twice.”


“Perhaps,” Mia admitted. “It should have been expected, but you all got lazy thinking she would drift in her grief forever. Don’t be reactionary. She will apologize. I’ve already forgiven her for it.”


“Majesty.” Gita shifted just enough to put herself in between me and Aiz. “I want you to go.”


She had to have known what her words would do to me, coming on the heels of Mia’s warning. There was no way I’d let anyone else die if I had the slightest control over it.


“No.” I put my left hand up, my eyes locked on Mia as I lowered the gun to the ground. “Gita, put it down.”


For the barest of moments I didn’t think she would obey me, but finally, with her jaw muscles flexing, she slowly lowered her weapon to the ground as a host of Shen spilled out of the building.


“Crisis averted,” Mia said, and blew out a breath. “Now, Your Majesty, I was about to sit down to breakfast. Would you like to join me?”


Judging from the look Aiz shot her, he wasn’t on board with that plan, which made me more than happy to agree.


“Sure.”


“Aiz, why don’t you see Hail’s people back to their rooms. Be nice.” She gave him a look that was then transferred to me. “You didn’t kill Sere and Hamah, did you?”


“They should be fine except for the headaches,” I replied.


“Consequences for underestimating you, then, though a broken promise from you is surprising. You can apologize to me as we walk.” She turned for the door; I shared a look with Gita and then followed Mia.


I held Aiz’s gaze as I passed him. “Not a hair out of place on them,” I said.


His expression didn’t flicker. “I give you my word.”


Point to the Shen, I thought, but I had to trust he’d follow his sister’s orders and leave my people unharmed. Two losses before breakfast; at this rate you’re going to lose this game, Hail.
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If we’re your prisoners my oath not to escape is pretty much useless. I’m honor-bound to get my people out of here safely, by any means necessary,” I said as Mia and I headed down the hallway.


“You’re not our prisoner.”


“Then I’m sorry for the broken oath and for the injuries. Can we go home now?” It was a strange formal dance we were doing, but it blessed me with another of her smiles.


She ignored the question. “It is good to see you feeling better, Hail. Can I call you Hail? I’d like for us to be friends.”


“Is Aiz going to retaliate against my people?”


“No.” Mia seemed so certain. “Mostly he’s mad because he was wrong and I was right. He really hates it when that happens.”


“You can see the future, like Fasé.”


“Yes.” Mia stopped at an opened doorway and gestured inside. The room was so plain as to be familiar. I’d seen concrete bunkers like this on dozens of planets in our arm of the galaxy. The only difference was most of the rooms here were circular, with curving walls and domed ceilings. “Have a seat.”


I sat at the table in the center of the room and looked over the simple spread, feeling my appetite wake up for the first time since Earth.


“This was inventive,” Mia said, tapping my wrapped arm as she sat next to me.


I somehow managed not to jerk away from her. “Your people are too focused on their advantage against a human opponent,” I replied, reaching for a dish of unfamiliar orange fruit. “It’s a weakness if you’re fighting someone intent on winning.”


Mia’s laughter was as bright as the fruit. “They are all under orders not to hurt you. That’s also something of a disadvantage.”


“Why?”


“Why what?”


“Why are they not supposed to hurt me?”


“Hail,” Mia replied, and my name was an exhale, though her smile was as patient as her tone. “You are the Star of Indrana. We have not lied to you. We want your help. We want you on our side. We brought you here because leaving you on Earth was far too dangerous, especially after what happened to your embassy.”


“Who blew up my embassy?”


Mia reached for a steaming dish, spooning the purple grains into a smaller bowl. “Try this, I think you will like it.”


I took the bowl, pouring in a vanilla-scented milk from the pitcher Mia pushed my way. It was clear she wasn’t going to answer my question, so I asked a different one. “Who’s in charge?” I gestured at her with the pitcher. “On Earth it seemed as though Aiz was, but—”


“It was easier to let him be on Earth. Adora was distracted, is constantly distracted, by him. She discounts me because of who I am.” Mia lifted a shoulder and picked up the pitcher to pour milk over her own bowl. “Speaking of Aiz, he’ll go see to Hamah and Sere but then he’ll be back and won’t leave again. All I’ve really done is bought us some time alone.” Her laugh lingered in the air, tangling itself into my brain.


So much for ignoring distractions.


“If you have any questions you’d rather he not hear, now would be the time to ask them.”


“You seem awfully certain I won’t hurt you.”


“You have no reason to.” Again with the patient smile, though this time I caught the surety behind it. “And you won’t make the mistake of thinking I am defenseless.”


“Fair enough.” I took another bite, chewing as I studied her. “Are you going to answer my question? Who’s in charge?”


“We are the co-leaders of the Shen, Hail. I trust my brother and he trusts me. We make decisions together whenever we can, but there are times when it is easier to just believe the other will handle it the best way possible.”


“Who made the call to kill my people? You or him?”


Mia didn’t blink at the venom in my words. “Neither of us, Hail. I believe a man named Jamison was responsible for the destruction of your embassy.”


We’d known Jamison was there even before the embassy blew. His men had attacked the party, hounded us through the streets, blown up a shuttle and the building we’d been hiding in before finally destroying the embassy.


It appeared my long-running feud with the mercenary smuggler was reaching critical mass.


“That’s what happens when you hire shit mercenaries,” I said finally. “They do things like blow up embassies and shoot heads of state.” I struggled to put the memory of the flight from the party to the embassy out of my head, but it insisted on playing just behind my eyes. “Is President Hudson alive?”


“I believe he survived.”


“My people didn’t.” I put my spoon down, my appetite gone. “Your mercs killed them.”


Mia raised an eyebrow at my snarl and shook her head. “They were not our mercenaries, Hail. I would not have hired Jamison. I certainly wouldn’t have been so thoughtless as to have him attack the party like that. And there is nothing in this universe that would have convinced me to attack your embassy.”


“Then your brother did it. Why else was Jamison there?” The words had barely left my mouth before the voice in my head whispered that Aiz had been as surprised as I was by the attack. I’d seen it. Not to mention I’d seen the merc bring his weapon to bear on Mia.


Jamison could have been after Hao. Though his reckless, head-on attack had cost him the bounty Po-Sin had levied against his nephew for leaving the Cheng gang and swearing his loyalty to me.


“Hiring the mercenaries was my decision,” Mia said. “We used Aiz to offer the contracts because we assumed they would react better to his face than mine.” She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Men are strange. I prefer your empire’s way of doing things.” She set her spoon down and laid her hand palm up across the edge of the table at me. “I picked the mercenaries we offered contracts to, and you have my word that Jamison was not among them.”


“Why not?” I ignored the way my hand itched to reach out to hers. My attraction to Mia hadn’t dimmed the least little bit in my grief, it seemed, but at the moment it was an unwelcome feeling. I fisted my hands and shoved them into my lap.


“You don’t like him and for good reason,” Mia replied, pulling her hand away with a tiny smile. “I know you, Hail. If I wanted your help—and I do—why would I bring someone you hate on board? I picked the mercenaries we hired with careful consideration—they are all groups you worked with or for in the past. Groups you respect. Jamison does not have your respect. Moreover, he’s reckless and cruel. Sloppy and without the kind of control I know you value.”


“You know an awful lot about me.”


Mia dipped her head and I wondered if I was imagining the blush that seemed to stain her cheeks. “It’s the same reason Aiz approached Hao for help on Pashati. Though I understand that caused far more disruption than any of us intended.” She lifted her head and smiled. “I misjudged how much Hao cares for you. I did not think it would cause such a ripple effect. Po-Sin is still quite upset over his defection.”


I blinked at her, unable to hide my shock. The Shen’s tone was matter-of-fact, and as much as I cursed myself for a fool—I didn’t think she was lying to me.


“Po-Sin will go after Jamison for killing Hao.” I shoved a hand into my hair. “I need you to let me go so I can get to him first.”


“It is not an option I can consider.”


“If I am not a prisoner I’m free to leave.”


“You are, but at what cost?” Her expression was clean of any amusement. “I have no ships I’m willing to lend you right now, so you have no way off this planet and no way to get back to the human sector of this galaxy.”


“This doesn’t engender any goodwill on my side, you know.”


Mia leaned back in her seat. “You believed me when I said if you left on that shuttle everyone would die. Why don’t you believe it now?”


“I—”


I was saved my fumbling by Aiz’s arrival. He came into the room through the open door, reaching back and closing it behind him. Now he was fully dressed, not barefoot and shirtless, and with the pistol hanging from a holster under his left arm.


“Mia, no den asfalés.”


“Ahora,” she replied, her lips twitching into a smile. Aiz nodded and sat by her side, fixing his eyes on me. She rolled her eyes with an amused look at me that clearly said, See?


There was a long moment of silence as I met Aiz’s gaze. Mia seemed content to let us have this staring contest, and it went on for several minutes before Aiz conceded with a tiny smile.


I went back to my food, hiding my surprise over the victory.


“Hail, I knew trust would be difficult, given your people’s associations with the Farians, but—”


“A Shen tried to kill me at that party, my Ekam—” My voice cracked as I interrupted Mia, but I ignored it.


It didn’t matter now that I’d killed a Shen while his hands had been on Emmory and my Ekam hadn’t died. Emmory was dead now. They all were.


“What am I supposed to make of that?”


“What would be the point of killing you there?” Mia countered. “When we could have killed you so many times before? I hope you believe me when I say that flashy statements and worthless pomp are not our way. If I’d wanted you dead, I would have walked into your hotel room back on Pashati and killed you myself. I could kill you right now, Hail.” Her tiny smile should have chilled me to the bone, but that vicious voice in my head whispered that maybe baring my throat to her and getting it over with would be better for everyone.


“Do it, then. What’s stopping you?”


Aiz stopped shoveling food into his mouth and chewed as he stared thoughtfully at me.


Mia’s calm gray eyes met mine and a sudden sorrow flooded them as she shook her head. “Oh, Hail. I wish I could take that pain away from you.”


I pushed out of my chair and spun away from them, pressing my fingers to my eyes. “I don’t want your fucking pity.”


“You don’t have it. You have my sympathy. You have my respect. Hail, we need your help—”


I froze at the touch on my arm; even through the fabric I could feel the heat of her skin. I dropped my hands and looked at her. “I am not in any position to help you. Especially here.”


“That’s where you’re wrong. You are the Star of Indrana. The one who can see through the light. The one who calls out the rot from its beautiful façade. The one who loses everything and saves everything in return. Without you, it all burns to ashes.


“We don’t want you dead, Hail. It’s the worst thing that could happen.”


I am already dead. My body just hasn’t figured it out yet.


Her words were like frozen needles under my fingernails, but somehow I found my footing and sidestepped my grief, taking refuge in the anger. “Here we go again,” I said. “I am not your savior. I am not your prophecy. I am not your weapon! Give me something real to hold on to or let me go so I can hunt Jamison down and cut him into pieces for what he’s taken from me.”


Mia inhaled and flexed her hand on my arm before she released me and stepped back. “We have gotten off track. Hail, sit down, please. Finish your breakfast.”


I told myself I was choosing to go back to the table, not following an order that—no matter how delicately it was phrased—was still an order. I picked up my spoon again and poked at the food in my bowl.


Aiz had been silent the whole time, eating as though nothing unusual were happening. Now he put down his fork and folded his hands together on the tabletop. “The man who attacked you in the embassy wasn’t a Shen. He was a Farian, but I have seen the surveillance footage so I understand your confusion. He was not after you, he was after your people. The Farians have a use for those who look like us. They are too obvious to blend in well,” he said.


“What would be the point of the Farians trying to kill my people?”


Aiz pinned me with a look. “After the last month, do you really have to ask?”


This time I was the one who looked away.


“You care about your people, Hail. It’s not a weakness, it’s an admirable thing,” he continued. “But it is something the Farians would exploit. Six months ago I would have sworn the Farians would have protected you to the end, but the inclusion of Fasé and her rising power may have tipped the balance. Fear makes people dangerous.”


“You think the assassin was there unconnected to Jamison?”


Mia and Aiz shared a look before she answered. “It’s possible. However much I would like to blame the Farians for what happened on Earth, I have to say it’s more likely Jamison was the one responsible for it all.” A smile flickered to life. “As you said, he is a shit mercenary.”


I shoved at the sympathy in her voice that dragged at the pain in the depths of my chest. “Let’s back up a minute. There are Shen who work for the Farians?”


Mia sighed. “Yes and no. They are not Shen, but they have been separated from their gods and so they look more like us than Farians. They are still Farian to the core, more so if the truth be told because they are willing to sacrifice themselves for the cause.”


I remembered what Fasé had told us about how the Shen came to look more like humans than Farians. “Why does the separation change you?”


“The Farians are linked to their gods. Rooted to the soil of Faria. It is that connection which makes them look the way they do. I do not know the specifics, but Aiz could tell you.” She gestured at her face. “Aiz and our father, the others who were with them. They are the first Shen. They shattered that link with the gods and with the breaking lost their connection to our home. It was an easy sacrifice. But there were other sacrifices they did not realize at the time. Things that took a far greater toll on them.”


“Like what?”


“The loss of our immortality.”
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I blinked at her. “You aren’t immortal? But the Shen came from Farians, Aiz said—”


“We make no distinction between those who chose to break from the Farians and become Shen and those who are born from human-Shen pairings.” Aiz shook his head. “The universe, however, is not so kind.”


“My people,” Mia said. “Those of us who are blessed with human kin are different from my brother’s people, though we are all Shen.”


“When I die, my soul is reborn,” Aiz said. “But my sister and the others—”


“We just die,” Mia said, picking up when her brother lapsed into silence, and I watched Aiz’s shoulders jerk.


He reached out, closing his fingers around Mia’s. “My sister will die. I will not.” Aiz shook his head. “I also will not accept that.”


“I am sorry,” I said. “However, I still don’t understand how you expect me to help you.”


“If we go home,” Mia said, her voice soft, “we can be reborn.”


“Home?”


“To Faria. We will go home and finish what we started.” Aiz’s smile was slight, dying before it made the climb from his mouth to his eyes. “I wasn’t lying to you. That part of the negotiations wasn’t up for discussion.”


“You were lying about just wanting a settlement on the planet.”


“If, as Mia said, it were to happen, it would be a miracle. I don’t have enough faith left that Adora and the Pedalion will see reason in this. So we will take the whole planet as our due. The Farians who choose to rise up against the Pedalion and their worthless gods are welcome to stay. Fasé’s rebellion has proven, however unintentionally, to be most beneficial to our cause. I was hoping she would join us, but her death at your embassy will be a significant setback for her plans.”


I realized then that Fasé and Sybil and her siblings wouldn’t stay dead, and I wondered how long my brain would insist on hearing her ghost whispering in my ear. Swallowing down the pain, I shook my head at the pair of Shen and grabbed for the bravado that had always saved me. “You’ve got a lot of fancy ships here, but I doubt it’s enough to match the Farians.”


Mia’s laughter spilled out into the air, a sound as brittle as old-fashioned castings raining down on a metal floor. “These are not our only ships. We have dozens of outposts, Hail. All with just as many ships as this one. This war has been going a long time, but now we are finally winning.”


“How do you finance all this?”


“Our people live all over the galaxy, Majesty. It’s easy for us to blend in with humanity, to make sure we are among our own kind in case of emergency. The Farians can’t spot us, and you humans are rather involved in your own worries most of the time. Our people have businesses in every sector imaginable—manufacturing, pharmaceuticals, finance, construction, shipping.” Her mouth quirked upward in a smile. “We also do business in your former line of work. It is all done in service to the cause. We have built a nation in the shadows of humanity, safe from Farian attack, all to fuel this endless war. When I call, they will come and fight.”


“How many?”


Mia shrugged. “Enough.”


Her words confirmed my suspicions that the Shen had integrated themselves into human society, and I wondered just how many thousands, if not millions, were hidden in plain sight.


“Assume for the moment I believe your claim that it was Jamison who attacked us and blew up the embassy,” I said as I set my spoon down next to my bowl.


“You don’t believe us.”


I studied her and then shook my head. “I don’t have a reason to, and you don’t have any proof. I’ve known people like you—granted, they were human—but it’s no different. You’ve both forgotten I sold guns to the leaders of hundreds of petty wars for decades. Everyone thinks their side is the righteous one, the justified one. What do you want with me? Because I’m not about to believe you rescued me and my people from Earth out of the goodness of your hearts.”


Mia laid a hand on Aiz’s forearm, stopping his rebuttal. “Assuming for the moment that you believe us, we want your help, Hail. Freely given. To finish what my brother started and help us be whole again.”


“What are you offering me in return?”


“In exchange, we will help you visit justice on whoever it was that attacked you and your people. We will keep Indrana safe from the Farians and whatever else is coming. The Shen will be your allies.”


“I cannot make an alliance with you. Not while Indrana and Faria are allied.” I shook my head. “And there is no way we can break that alliance without bloodshed.”


“The alliance is already fracturing, Hail, and you will soon no longer be empress.” Mia shrugged. “We are not interested in your empire, though we would welcome such a friendship should it happen. I agree with you that it would be unlikely as long as the Pedalion holds power. Your people’s lives are too entangled with the Farians. Ripping you apart would be most dangerous.”


“So what then?” I set my spoon down. “I’ll admit I am not the most politically savvy person, but even I know that an alliance with a single person isn’t worth a lot.”


“Hail, a single person can move the stars themselves.” Mia reached her hand out again, a hopeful smile on her dark lips. “Did Fasé ever show you what the future holds for you?”


I stared at her hand, heart aching in response to the memories flooding my brain. “Yes. No. I mean, she showed me futures that didn’t happen. Ones where the choice had already been made. We talked about the others, including the one from the Council of Eyes. All of it, I’ll be honest, is asking me for a lot of faith I don’t have.”


Mia rolled her eyes. “Farians. I had hoped Fasé was better than the superstitions of her upbringing. What is the point of sending a soldier into battle without all the information, all the weapons to defend themselves?”


“She said it wasn’t wise to know too much.”


Mia muttered something in Shen that I was reasonably sure was a curse, and looked at the ceiling before responding. “Is it wise to fight not knowing why? Not knowing what you’re trying to save? Let me show you what is coming.”


I reached out, intent on pressing the exposed tips of my fingers to her palm, when Hao’s ghost whispered in my ear.


Cas knew what was coming. It cost him his life.


I jerked back, scrambling out of my chair and away from Mia before I consciously realized I was moving. Aiz moved in front of his sister, his hands raised, and I put my own up as I backed away.


“No.” My voice was raw in my throat.


“You can’t dodge this, Star of Indrana. There’s no escape from what is coming,” Aiz said. “The light will swallow us all up. Bodies and souls.”


“Aiz, it’s fine.” Mia rose from her own seat and moved around him. “Hail, if you will just let me—”


“No.”


Taking a step toward me, Mia thought better of it when I snarled and she dipped her head. “Okay. You’re not ready. It’s okay.”


It wasn’t okay. I fisted my hands, battling the desperate desire to throw a punch at something, anything. “I should go back to our rooms,” I managed.


“We’ll take you.”


There were new guards outside our door. They stiffened when we approached.


“We’re not going anywhere,” I said. “And we’re not your prisoners. Is this really necessary?”


“Probably not,” Mia admitted. “If I give you leave to come and go from your rooms as you please, do you agree to a guard?”


“Sure.”


“Aiz can send you what footage we have from the attack at the party and what information we’ve gathered. I have a meeting to attend tomorrow morning,” Mia said with a smile. “But I will send someone to get you for dinner and we will talk again.” She looped her arm through Aiz’s and headed back down the corridor. I slipped through the door after watching them go.


“Majesty, are you hurt?”


I shook my head, flinching when Gita closed a hand on my arm. She released me with a murmured apology.


“What happened?”


Johar and Alba joined us as I sank down at the table in the corner. My left hand was still locked in a fist and I spread it open against my thigh.


“Jamison is the one who attacked us.” I rubbed at my forehead. “The Farians may have also been involved, or they may have only been trying to kill all of you. I don’t know for sure. They want me to help Aiz finish the fight he and his father started. They want an alliance.” I frowned. “With me, not Indrana.”


“You can’t be serious—” Gita stared at me, wide-eyed, and blew out a breath before she dropped her hands from her hair. “I’m sorry, Majesty. That’s—”


“I know. I know I shouldn’t believe them, that there’s no reason to believe them. But what else am I supposed to do?” I lifted my hands helplessly.


“We all know it was Jamison’s men at the party, right? I hate to say the Shen might be telling the truth, but Adora left just before the shooting started,” Alba said.


I sucked in a breath. The memory of Adora leaving the party had slammed into my head before my chamberlain even finished speaking. A red haze of fury dropped itself over my world.


I was a weapon seeking a target, and a part of me knew there was a very real chance Mia was using that to her advantage; but it was drowned out by the louder voice in my brain screaming for vengeance. “Fuck,” I muttered, because it seemed a better idea than screaming.


“And Aiz took out a waiter who was about to shoot his sister.” Alba smiled when we all stared at her. “I’ve been over my recordings from that night. There’s no outward sign of nervousness from Adora, but her timing is impeccable. And Aiz wasn’t pretending to be surprised. Believe me, I’m not defending them, but he really was caught off guard and Mia was in real danger there.”


Relief flooded through me, stronger than a shot of whiskey at the confirmation that I hadn’t been imagining Aiz’s surprise. That I hadn’t been grasping at something, anything, to justify my belief in Mia’s words.


“What are we going to do?” Johar asked.


“I don’t know.” I shook my head, hunting for the right words. “I need to talk to her more, figure out what they actually mean. If they want me to fight with them, or what.” I sighed and lifted my hands. “I know you three don’t need to be here. I was going to ask them—we got sidetracked. Mia wanted to show me the future.”


“Did you let her?”


“No, I—” The words stuck in my throat again and I pushed to my feet, suddenly desperately in need of motion to keep the scream from crawling out of me. “They could kill all of us, but here we are still alive,” I said when I could speak again. “They took us off Earth because it was safer than leaving us there. And I’ll be honest, I’m not sure I can blame Aiz for that decision.”


“Why don’t they just take us home, then?” Gita’s question cut like razor wire.


“They need my help. Even if we don’t believe it, Mia believes that me going home will kill everyone.” I knew the answer didn’t satisfy her. It didn’t satisfy any of them, judging from the looks I was getting.


“You could help better from Indrana.”


The thought of going home, of facing everyone’s pity, of having to go through my days with a whole crowd of new BodyGuards around me, made an explosion of pain go off in my chest. I wanted to curl up around it and never get up. “I don’t think they will let me go,” I said. “We can move around the compound as long as a guard accompanies us. She didn’t say anything expressly about not going off the base, but I suspect that’s more because she assumes the jungle will stop us than anything.”


Johar made a dismissive noise. “I’ve been in worse jungles. Find me a long-distance ship we can get to and I’ll get us out of here.”


“You think we should try to escape again?” I looked around as all three women nodded, but I spotted Jagana’s ghost shaking her head at me in the corner of the room.


“Majesty, what are you planning?” Gita asked.


“I am considering our options.” It was a cowshit answer and we both knew it.


“See that.” Gita pointed at me. “That makes me nervous.”


“Wrapping me up to go toe-to-toe with guards who could kill me with a touch didn’t?”


Gita laughed. “The only part of this I believe is that they don’t want you dead. I don’t know why, and I don’t trust that it’s for our good or the good of Indrana. But you are right that they could have killed us all at any point here and they haven’t. The question is why?”


“Mia said she—they—needed me.” I shrugged. “And Aiz seemed to agree. They need me to get them back home so their half-human offspring can be as immortal as the others. They need me to scare some sense into the Pedalion. I don’t know.” I pinched the bridge of my nose as I sat back down in my original spot. “When did my life become a vid-drama?”


The chuckling that echoed unknotted some of the grief in my heart, and Gita sat next to me, her shoulder pressing into mine. “If it is, Majesty, that gives me some hope.”


“Why?”


She smiled. “Because the good people always win in the end in those vids.”


I laughed bitterly, then turned into Gita’s embrace and wept.
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The Shen who knocked on the door to our room the next evening favored me with a smile when I opened it. “Star of Indrana, I am Talos. It is a great pleasure to meet you,” he said in heavily accented Indranan. He was taller than me, by a few centimeters only, but it was a rare enough thing among Indranans and even more unheard-of among the Shen and Farians. His brown eyes were warm as he extended a bare hand to me, palm facing out.


I studied him for a moment. “A test?”


“A greeting,” he replied, his smile never wavering.


I pressed my palm to his, and his smile spread as he gestured toward the doorway. Despite my wariness, my gut liked him and I smiled back.


“I will bring you and your Dve to the Thínos for dinner. There is food coming for the rest of your companions soon.”


“Gita is my Ekam, Talos.”


“Of course, Star of Indrana, my Indranan is not very good. I’m sorry.”


I followed him into the empty corridor, Gita at my side. True to her word, Mia had left us to roam as long as we had a guard, but I decided to wait a day or two before we explored just to see how serious she was about agreeing to my request.


Talos escorted us away from our room and through another series of twisting corridors before we ended up in a softly lit room. Aiz and Mia were in quiet conversation on the far side and they turned as we came in. They were wearing the same gray clothing as both Gita and I were.


“Thank you.”


“Star of Indrana. Dve—My apologies. Ekam Desai. Thínos.” Talos bowed and left us alone in the room.


“Majesty, Gita, have a seat,” Aiz gestured at the table. “We’ll talk about killing gods.” He grinned. “That’s good dinner conversation.”


Mia rolled her eyes. “This is why no one invites you to dinner, brother.”


“Killing gods,” I repeated, an eyebrow arched upward as I took the seat Gita pulled out. She sat on my right, between me and Aiz, and though I admired her determination to protect me, I wasn’t sure Mia was any safer.


“When you say that, it’s a metaphor for something, right? You didn’t really fight and kill gods when you and your family came back to Faria?” I asked.


Aiz continued to grin at me.


I stared back for a long moment until Hao’s ghost whispered in my ear. Find out what they want, Hail. You can’t operate on zero information.


Mia rose from her seat and poured wine into a glass, studying Gita when she waved it off and passing it along to me with a smile. “My brother is a trifle too blunt at times and incredibly obnoxious at others. However, I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t kill him with that.”


I smiled. “You heard that story, huh?”


“Everyone has heard that story,” Aiz replied. “The great Hail Bristol, getting her revenge on the man who destroyed her family and tried to steal her throne. Killing him with the broken stem of a wineglass. It’s a thrilling tale.” He looked like Hao used to at the promise of an easy job with a high payoff. So very pleased with himself. “But my sister and I rejoiced because we knew it meant it was finally time.”


“Time for what?”


“Time for the Pedalion to fall. Time for the Farians’ so-called gods to meet their long overdue justice.”


“The Farians are not the only ones with plans for the future,” Mia said. Her smile was gentle. “I meant what I said. I would like for us to be friends.”


I passed the wine to Gita so she could scan it; as much as I was sure the Cevallas wouldn’t kill me, not scanning it seemed like an insult to Emmory’s memory.


“It’s clean, ma’am.” She handed it back to me.


“To friendship and victories.”


“I don’t expect either of those things to happen, but cheers,” I replied, and took a sip, and the earthy scent of it morphed into cherries on my tongue.


“Start talking.” I picked up my fork and dug into the plate in front of me. “Tell me why all this cowshit showmanship with the negotiations, which did nothing but put my people in harm’s way, when you could have just told me from the outset what you wanted. Tell me what the fuck is going on here and hope to whatever gods it is you follow that I believe you. Because if I don’t, I promise you that fighting gods will be the least of your worries.”


The challenge was snarled, my anger and grief almost slipping free from the box I’d shoved them into, and I felt Gita tense at my side. Part of me was tempted to let it out, let it free to wreak the kind of havoc I knew it would. I’d kill Aiz, kill Jamison, and kill anyone else in my way. I’d burn this whole damn galaxy to the ground and then set the ashes on fire out of spite.


Some undefinable emotion crossed Aiz’s face. “We follow no gods, Hail. We are bound by nothing outside of our own hearts and the vows we choose to make to each other. That is Shen law. Not some dogma dictated from a council lording over the masses. People pledging themselves to the cause of a greater good.”


I watched him over the rim of my glass. In another world, we could have been friends—his words echoed so deeply in my soul—but we weren’t in that world.


We were in my own personal Naraka.


Aiz continued. “I realize how little my word means to you right now, but we didn’t kill your people. Don’t you realize that would be counter to our desire to enlist your cooperation?”


“Prove it. Tell me what you want from me.” Setting my glass down, I leaned back and crossed my arms.


The siblings shared a look, timeworn and battle-tested. It said a hundred things in the span of a heartbeat and reached an agreement without use of smati or silent coms. I’d shared that look with Hao in what felt like another life entirely. I’d seen that look passing between Emmory and Zin, and it made my heart ache to see it now.


“The Shen have been the rebels from the beginning,” Aiz said, looking from his sister to me. “You’ve heard of our return home. How my family and others brought justice to some of those who’d enslaved us.”


I had heard it; moreover, I’d heard it from enough varied sources that I had to admit to myself the story as I knew it was probably true.


The Shen had been Farians who were sacrificed into the black, Farians who’d then returned and slain their gods. All but three of them. If I were to believe Adora, Aiz and his parents were the ones responsible. They would have been her parents, too, I realized.


“I’ve heard it,” I replied.


“We want your expertise in the fight against the Farians. You know the mercenaries we have hired. They respect you. They will follow you.”


“You are assuming an awful lot.” I blew out a breath and laughed. “But go on.”


“And I want you to help me kill those who escaped me before.”


My amusement fled, and Gita stiffened at my side. “You want me to help you kill gods.”


Aiz shook his head. “The Farians call them gods. They are not gods. They are powerful beings, devious and deceptive. It will not be easy. But they can be killed.” There was no humor in his voice or his eyes. Mia’s back was straight and her gray eyes were locked on me.


“Why do you think I am even remotely capable of succeeding where you have failed?”


Aiz smiled and lifted a shoulder. “You are the Star of Indrana and my sister has seen you standing in triumph over our defeated enemies.” His smile vanished. “It’s why we can’t send you home. If we don’t fight, if you’re not there, we won’t win. And the light that comes after burns everything to the ground.”


“Fight a god. They were serious about that?” Alba blinked at me as I recounted the conversation later that evening.


“Three to be precise, or the universe goes up in flames. Though according to Aiz they’re not gods.” I tapped my palms on my knees and then pushed to my feet to pace the room. Alba sat cross-legged on a nearby bunk doing something on her smati. Gita was at the table, meticulously drying out her hair.


“They want you to fight several beings that the Farians believe are gods.” Gita threw her hands in the air, her laugh sharp enough to draw Alba’s attention for a moment. “It’s madness. Never mind the cryptic: Something worse is coming if we fail.”


“Something worse is always coming,” I replied, unperturbed by my Ekam’s outburst.


“Mortals don’t fight gods, Majesty.”


I chuckled. “You and I both know that’s not true. Not if we’re to believe the stories of our own gods.”


“The more I hear of this, the more I think the Farians and the Shen are off the rails.” Johar was in the corner, braced against Alba’s bunk. “But then, I don’t believe in gods,” she muttered, not looking up from her work of painstakingly chipping away at the concrete wall holding the thick plastic window in place.


“Honestly, I’m not going to get hung up on the god bit,” I replied with a shrug of my own. “Aiz may have been telling the truth there—that these are just powerful beings. Hai Ram, they’re probably unknown aliens who played themselves off as gods to the Farians. Whatever they are though, Aiz wants me to fight them and the idea holds more than a little appeal.” I sighed, raking a hand through my hair, knowing Gita was going to protest my next words. “I did what Fasé asked and tried to stay out of this fight.


“I followed that future and all it got us was chaos and lot of dead bodies. I need to pick a side here, and even though the Farians may not have been responsible directly for what happened on Earth, they knew what was coming.” Images of Adora leaving the party filled my brain, and my hands shook with the need to hit something. “What choice do I have but to join the Shen in this fight?”


“Majesty, no.”


“I know it’s not ideal. Alice wasn’t ever supposed to be on the throne unless something happened to me, but now she’ll be on it whether she likes it or not. She can rule until Ravalina is of age.” Alice’s newborn daughter had become the true heir to the throne at the moment of her birth.


“What happened to trying to escape again?” Johar asked.


“If they won’t let you go, I say yes, keep working on it.” I shook my head. “But I won’t go with you. I’ll stay here and make sure the galaxy is safe. Or at least I’ll make sure Indrana is safe, because if we can’t trust the Farians, then I should be fighting with the Shen to stop them.”


“You can’t trust them,” Gita protested.


“I can trust my own eyes.” I very pointedly did not look to where Jet’s ghost was sitting on the bunk above Alba watching our discussion. “This war between the Shen and the Farians needs to stop because it will spread and it will continue to kill people. I will do what I can to stop it.” My tone was ominous enough to have everyone frowning.


“Majesty, I can’t leave you.” Gita closed her eyes and shook her head. “Emmory will—”


“Emmory is dead, Gita.” I hated that it got easier every time I said the words out loud.


“You want to sell yourself in exchange for our lives.”


“I am empress, Gita, for the moment anyway. That’s kind of the job description.”


Jet smiled at my words. They were an echo of the ones he’d said to me once upon a time.


“I won’t ask anyone else to die. Not when I can stop it.” If it meant my death I was okay with that also, but I didn’t think it would help my argument to say that out loud to Gita.


“This is a horrible idea,” Gita replied.


“The one I had that ended with Hao jumping off a building on Pluto was worse,” I replied with a bitter laugh. “I can’t deal in maybes or hope, Gita,” I replied. “I have to look at what’s in front of me, and my priorities are very clear here. Your safety. The safety of the empire.”


“With respect, Majesty, you’re my priority.”


“If the councils do their damn duties, they’ll declare Alice as empress once we hit the two-month mark of my absence.” I spread my hands wide. “Problem solved. I will no longer be your problem.”


“You’ll always be my empress.” She met my look with a calm expression that kicked at the wall I’d built around my broken heart. “No matter what. You can order me to quit, I won’t. You can try to fire me. It won’t make any difference. It’s not something you or anyone else can take from me, ma’am.”


Tears threatened to break free and I rubbed my hands over my face to hide them as I wrestled with the emotions digging their claws into the raw place in my chest. “I need you all safe,” I whispered. “After what happened, I can’t—”


Gita got up and wrapped her arms around me, holding on even when I stiffened at the contact. “I know you do, but you can’t shut us out. You can’t sell yourself for our safety. It doesn’t work like that.”


“How’s it supposed to work? You want me to stand here and watch you all die?” My words were muffled against her shoulder.


“I’m not planning on dying, but yes. If it comes to that. I—we expect you to be the last person standing. We expect you to survive and to lead Indrana.” Her voice caught. “I won’t dishonor the memory of my fellow BodyGuards by leaving you alone here.” Gita pulled back, cupping my face in her hands and pressing her forehead to mine. “Do what you need to do, Majesty. I promise I won’t fight you on it as long as you let us stay. Don’t make us leave you here.”


“It sounds like I can’t make you do anything, Ekam,” I whispered.


“Maybe not.” Gita smiled. “I’m reasonably sure that goes both ways.”


“Gita, I’m in.” Alba’s announcement broke us apart, and I frowned first at my chamberlain and then at my Ekam.


“In what?”


Alba smiled, holding out a hand, which I took. Her palm was warm and solid against mine, a reminder that I had a duty to keep them all safe that went above and beyond Gita’s comfort level.


“When we first arrived I could see several signals on the base, Majesty,” Alba said. “They were all on lockdown, though, and two were military-grade encryption that I can’t hack.” Her fingers tightened around mine. “But I poked around at one of the smaller ones for the last month to see if I could find a way to piggyback off it. I’ve got access to their network. I may be able to find out where we are, maybe even get a signal out to Em—” She broke off, and worried at her lower lip.


“Emmory’s gone, Alba.”


“I don’t want to believe you, ma’am.”


“I know. I don’t want to either, but it doesn’t change the truth of it.” I sighed, knowing I should tell Alba to leave it be and let me handle our hosts.


“Majesty,” Gita said, leaning against the bunk. “Let us do this while you see what you can learn from the Cevallas.”


“All right.” I nodded, glancing in Johar’s direction.


She didn’t look up from her work on the window. “You could cut my hands off and I’d still keep working on a way to get this window open.”


“You know we can walk out the front door, right?” I replied.


“Yeah, with a guard.”


“Jo.” I shouldn’t be smiling, but I couldn’t help myself. “It’ll be easier to walk out the front even if we’re escaping.”


Johar muttered a curse and turned to glare at me. “Why do you ruin all my fun?”
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Tell Aiz to look at these.” Mia smiled up at Talos as she handed back the tablet. “I want all those troops ready to move out of there in the next ten standard days to the rendezvous point.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Talos nodded once and headed for the door.


“Why can’t you fight the gods with Aiz?” I asked. “I understand the risks of you dying, but he can still bring you back from the dead if you’re killed, right?”


“He can.” Mia watched Talos leave the room, a smile on her face. They’d interacted so much like me and my BodyGuards it was almost painful to watch. All the Shen who spoke with Mia came away with smiles on their faces, yet I could already tell there were a handful at this base she was closer to—Talos and Hamah among them. The latter stood in the doorway, ignoring Gita, who was on the opposite side.


True to their word, most of the Shen didn’t seem to consider us prisoners even with our constant guards; however, I could pick up on the little pieces of concern that some of the others couldn’t quite hide. Gita wasn’t armed, a fact that was still a point of contention with our hosts, but I had faith that she could get Hamah’s weapon from him if the need was dire.


Especially if he kept gripping it that tight. There was no way he could get a shot off before she’d be on him.


And I’d be right behind.


“But you can’t help him?” I dragged my attention away from my Ekam and back to Mia.


“It’s not a matter of me not being able to help him, Hail. It’s that I won’t.”


“You won’t?”


Mia’s smile at the shock in my voice was fleeting. She lifted a shoulder and then carefully set her fork to the side. “I have agreed to lead the fleet. What Aiz wants—what he needs as far as the fight with the gods goes? That is not something I can give to him.”


“I’m not sure I understand.”


“There is killing and then there is killing, yes? You know the difference. Between firing the weapons of a ship, and firing a gun, and killing someone with your bare hands. Cutting their throat and watching them bleed out on the polished wood floor of your family’s summer home.”


Air clogged in my throat.


Mia got up from her seat, her movements echoing a restlessness I felt in my own chest. “I went down that road once. It was necessary to get us where we are now. If I do it again I will not return. If I try to do it again, it will lead us all to a place where everything is lost. I am not the one to do this. The futures I have seen where I fight at my brother’s side only bring us to disaster. Aiz understands and forgives me for my failure, but it means we need your help.”


“You want me to kill gods,” I said, the memory of Aiz’s words floating into my head as I pushed away from the table and crossed the room to her. “I don’t believe in gods. And even if I did, I am human, Mia. I have no special powers. I am not—”


“You are the Star of Indrana and they are not gods.”


“So everyone keeps saying.” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my gray pants. “Not sure just what that’s supposed to mean, though. They are powerful, yes? And me?” I lifted a shoulder. “Star of Indrana is just a title, Mia.”


“No.” Mia poked me in the chest and Gita stiffened.


I pulled my hands free and held one up, stopping my Ekam before she could cross to us, and caught Mia’s hand in one smooth motion with the other. “You know enough about me to know what happens when people poke me, right?” I asked with a smile.


Mia’s reaction was minute, a slight widening of her eyes that told me she had, in fact, heard the story about my hapless cousin and her broken finger.


Hamah, by contrast, snapped something in Shen and brought his gun up. I was all too aware of the dangerous line I was walking. I trusted Gita not to move, but Hamah was an unknown quantity who seemed to lean more on the side of react first, think later.


“His reaction time needs to be better if he’s supposed to be keeping you safe,” I murmured.


“You’re touching my bare skin, Hail.” Mia’s eyes darkened into the color of rain-drenched stone. “I’m reasonably sure that I have the upper hand here.”


The memory of Aiz stopping everything inside me back on Earth flashed through my head, but Mia wasn’t as old as her brother, nor was she fully Shen, and I wondered what kind of odds that gave me.


“Being half human and younger than my brother doesn’t lessen my abilities,” Mia said as if she’d read my thoughts, her smile never wavering. “I will apologize for my rudeness, though.”


“Apology accepted.” I couldn’t stop myself from rubbing my thumb over the back of her hand before I let her go. “Star of Indrana,” I said, spreading my arms wide and giving a sarcastic bow. “Enlighten me, since I am not up to date on just what this means and you all appear to be working off a different future than the one Fasé and Sybil told me about.”


Mia shook her head. “I think we can both acknowledge that this is a bit like explaining to a tiger just what she is. You are yourself, Hail. As for the future, yes. We are aware of the one Sybil has seen, I have seen parts of it myself. There are more, though, parts that impact the Shen, so either Sybil left them out or the Pedalion struck them from the record.”


“So you lied to me on Pashati?”


“We were dealing with the matter at hand, which was keeping you from helping the Farians.” Mia met my gaze without the slightest hint of remorse. “A lie by omission, maybe, but we were a little pressed for time. Plus, the Farians have us at a disadvantage where Indrana is concerned.”


I hummed. Caspel’s initial notes on the Cevallas were being re-sorted in my head with every conversation. Mia was far more politically savvy than I’d been led to believe, and I wondered if her competence extended to her battle strategies. The Shen didn’t seem the least concerned about how this war might play out, and I wondered if it was—once again—because I was at the center of whatever they were planning.


That was fine. I was game for a fight.


“You’ve seen me fight these beings.”


“I have.”


“And we win?”


Mia considered her answer for several heartbeats. “I have seen you win. I have seen you lose. I’ve seen you fight the gods to a standstill. I have seen the fight interrupted by treachery.” She shook her head. “It is too far out to see the outcome as a certainty. There are many choices between here and there.”


“But it’s where you and Aiz want me.” I took a deep breath. “You want me to fight because you won’t.”


“Yes.” Mia dipped her head. “Because despite the chaos in the futures I see, it is always you in the winning ones. You are the one who will stand at my brother’s side and defeat the gods.”


“I appreciate the honesty at least,” I murmured, and glanced in Gita’s direction, knowing my Ekam would likely protest my next words. “Will you send my people back to Indrana?”


“No.”


“What if I refuse to help unless you do?” I asked.


“Hail.” My name was a sigh on her lips. “I want you to choose to help us, not be forced into it. We are running out of time. The galaxy is running out of time. Your people need to stay with you.”


“As leverage.”


“As reminders,” Mia countered, looking down at her hands before she looked up at me. “You said everyone you loved had died, but that’s not really true, is it? You need to be reminded there are things in this galaxy worth fighting for. Believe me, you will need the reminder.”


I hate it when the bad guys have good points, Hao whispered in my ear, and I jerked away from my brother’s ghost.


“I want you to make this choice on your own, Hail. The circumstances are not ideal, but we will make the best of them. We had planned to try to speak with you again at the party and try to convince you—to show you what would happen. Obviously, that didn’t go so well. I am sorry for the loss of your people; I know how much it hurts.”


It was hard to focus on Mia’s words as Hao’s ghost strolled around us and leaned in close to study the Shen. He looked back at me and winked.


How you always gravitated toward the prettiest and the most dangerous ones I’ll never know, he said, and I hissed.


Mia arched a delicate eyebrow. “Are you all right?”


“Fine.” I gritted the word out and rubbed both hands over my eyes. When I removed them, Hao’s ghost was gone, and Mia was frowning at me. “Thank you for breakfast,” I said, and headed for the door.


Gita followed me out without a sound and we made it halfway back to our rooms before she said anything. Her voice was pitched low to prevent Hamah from hearing where he trailed behind us.


“Majesty.” The beleaguered sigh was a painful reminder of Emmory, and grief poured through me again. “You said you wouldn’t—”


“I know where this is headed, Ekam.”


“Shiva, I wish you would stop calling me that.”


“You’re my Ekam.”


“Emmory is your Ekam, ma’am.”


“Emmory is dead!” I knew we had Hamah’s attention now. Seething, I continued down the corridor and into our rooms. Johar and Alba jerked in surprise as I came through the doorway with enough force to make the door slam against the wall. “Fires of Naraka, Gita, I’m just trying to keep the rest of you safe.”
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