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“The high-stakes, lofty narrative reads like a mythology story of its own, as the lives of gods, mortals, and spaceships are intricately connected, setting up for what’s sure to be a breathtaking conclusion.”
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“A rare gem of a sequel that manages to be even better than the first book! Each page drips with action and moral complexities, and plot twists that will both make and break your heart. Perfect for readers looking for sharp, smart, fast-paced fantasies, especially with fierce female leads.”

—Natasha Ngan, New York Times bestselling author of Girls of Paper and Fire

“A thrilling sequel to Mandanna’s incredible A Spark of White Fire. A House of Rage and Sorrow takes a gorgeously rendered world of spaceship kingdoms, meddling gods, and galaxy-shaking prophecies and pairs it perfectly with an achingly intimate family drama. I cannot wait for the conclusion!”

—S. A. Chakraborty, author of The City of Brass and The Kingdom of Copper
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“Sangu Mandanna’s A Spark of White Fire is full of brilliant, complex characters against a compelling mythological canvas. It’s full of love and gods, reversals and surprises. I loved it and can’t wait for the next book.”

—Kat Howard, Alex Award-winning author of An Unkindness of Magicians

“A vivid labyrinth of lies and loyalties. Mandanna has built a dazzling world―. . . . You’ll see stardust every time you close your eyes.”

—Olivia A. Cole, author of A Conspiracy of Stars

“A gorgeous marriage of science fiction and fantasy. Meddling gods, princesses in exile, and cities aboard spaceships. This is nothing like you’ve ever read before.”

—Justina Ireland, New York Times bestselling author of Dread Nation

“Sangu Mandanna seamlessly weaves science fiction elements with Indian mythology, creating a world that feels truly alive. Mandanna’s characters are fully fleshed, especially the engaging and sympathetic Esmae. A Spark of White Fire is the first in a trilogy, and readers will be eager for the next installment.”

—Shelf Awareness, starred review

“In this seamless fusion of fantasy and sci-fi, Sangu Mandanna combines a dazzling world with gripping, high-stakes family drama. An epic opening chapter.”

—Samantha Shannon, New York Times bestselling author of The Priory of the Orange Tree and The Bone Season

“If you’re looking for a spectacular and immersive read that you’ll want to finish in one sitting, A Spark of White Fire should absolutely be on your list. It’s an incredible story, and it will be a difficult wait for its sequel.”

—SyFy Wire

“This is a fast-paced, engaging tale sure to keep readers hooked with its twists and turns while they wholeheartedly cheer for Esmae . . . An incisive story nuanced by dilemmas about love, belonging, and conflicting loyalties.”

—Kirkus Reviews


[image: image]


Copyright © 2021 by Sangu Mandanna

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews and articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

First Edition

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are from the author’s imagination, and used fictitiously.

Sky Pony Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street,
11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sky Pony® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyponypress.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available on file.

Cover illustrations by iStock

Cover design by Kate Gartner

Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-5107-3380-0

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-3383-1

Printed in the United States of America


for Juno,

the smallest and brightest star in my sky


The Key Players of this Saga

(Plus Some Vaguely Relevant Extras)

by Titania

SENTIENT SPACESHIPS

TITANIA, a magnificent creation who needs no introduction.

HOUSE REY OF KALI

ESMAE REY, princess of Kali. Eldest child of King Cassel and Queen Kyra. She won me in a competition, became my friend, and got very, very angry.

MAX REY, crown prince of Kali. Adopted son of King Elvar and Queen Guinne. Commander of the Hundred and One. Also the reincarnated god Valin. It’s complicated.

ELVAR REY, the blind king of Kali. Brother of the deceased King Cassel. Usurped the throne from his nephew Alexi, though one could argue that was because he was denied his inheritance in the first place. Also complicated.

GUINNE REY, queen consort of Kali. Ambitious, generous, and ruthless in equal measure. She has a boon from the gods that she’s been holding on to.

CASSELA REY, former queen consort of Kali. Grandmother of King Elvar, great-grandmother of Esmae. She cursed Queen Kyra a long time ago, which, one could argue, is what started the whole mess.

ALEXI REY, exiled prince of Kali. Esmae’s twin brother. Esmae thought he killed her best friend, but it turned out it wasn’t him. Still, he’ll do anything to get his crown back, including betray his sister.

ABRA REY, exiled prince of Kali and the youngest child of King Cassel and Queen Kyra. Better known as Bear. Because he’s cuddly.

KYRA REY, queen consort of Kali before her exile. King Cassel’s widow. She is so terrified of the curse Queen Cassela placed on her that she almost killed her own daughter. Three times.

CASSEL REY, former king of Kali. Definitely dead.

THE NOT-REYS OF KALI

SYBILLA BLOOM, second-in-command of the Hundred and One. Essentially a sister to Max. Cantankerous. Wearer of stompy, spiky boots. I think she has Feelings for Radha.

SEBASTIAN RICKARD, war commander to the monarch of Kali, Esmae’s former teacher, and the greatest warrior who has ever lived. He betrayed his student Ek Lavya a long time ago, which is also something one could argue is the cause of this mess.

LEILA SAKA, senior general of Alexi’s army and Queen Kyra’s closest confidante. As loyal as she is ruthless.

ILARA KHAY, senior general of Kali’s army. An exacting and compassionate teacher, determined to get the best out of Esmae.

LAIKA, a warrior of Kali and a close friend of General Khay. Also a raksha demon who can turn into a lion at will. It’s very cool.

SEBASTIAN RICKARD THE SECOND, the elder Rickard’s grandson. A sweet, eager boy devoted to his grandfather.

JEMSY, HENRY, and JUNIPER ROSE, three young members of the Hundred and One.

THE ROYAL FAMILY OF WYCHSTAR

DARSHAN KARN, king of Wychstar. Father of Rodi, Ria, Rama, and Radha. Also the reincarnated Ek Lavya. He is the man who created me, so that he could have his revenge on Rickard.

RADHA KARN, the youngest princess of Wychstar. She knows nothing of battle but is braver than many warriors. She wounded Rickard on her father’s orders. She’s a loyal friend to Esmae, Max, and Sybilla.

RAMA KARN, the murdered younger prince of Wychstar. He was Esmae’s best friend until Queen Kyra, disguised as Alexi, killed him in a duel.

RODI KARN, crown prince of Wychstar. A charming, merry young man.

RIA KARN, the elder princess of Wychstar. I don’t know much about her, other than she travels a great deal and was expecting a baby the last time Radha mentioned her.

IMMORTALS

AMBA, war goddess. The last-born child of Ness, who became his eldest child when she slew him and saved her devoured brothers and sister.

KIRRIN, god of tricks and bargains. Amba’s brother. One of the gods who helped King Darshan build me. It was his idea to create me because he wanted me on Alexi’s side. That didn’t work out for him.

SUYA, sun god. Amba’s brother. A little too much like his father.

TYRE, a god of justice. Amba’s youngest brother.

THEA, a goddess of hearth and home. Amba’s sister.

ASH, the destroyer. One of the three ancient gods of the old world. Uncle of Amba, Valin, Kirrin, Tyre, Thea, and Suya.

BARA, the creator. One of the three ancient gods of the old world.

NESS, the third of the three ancient gods. The cruel, pitiless father of Amba, Valin, Kirrin, Tyre, Thea, and Suya. Devoured five of his children before Amba, who survived, killed him and saved them.

SORSHA, the last of the great beasts. Cursed with an insatiable hunger. Amba’s adoptive sister. Kirrin set her loose on the world.

DEVAKI, a great beast. Sorsha’s mother. Saved Amba from Ness, raised her, and was cursed with his dying breath. Long dead.

OTHER MORTALS

AMBA, former war goddess. The last-born child of Ness, who became his eldest child when she slew him and saved her devoured brothers and sister. It’s confusing. Lost her immortality when she saved Esmae’s life.

KATYA, crown princess of Winter.

RALF, king of Winter.

DIMITRI, Katya’s husband and prince consort of Winter.

MIYO SAKA, queen of Tamini and great-aunt of Leila Saka.

VALENTINA GOMEZ, prime minister of Shloka

SHAY, ruling princess of Skylark

FANNA, the new queen of Elba. Esmae assassinated her father. I kind of helped.
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CHAPTER ONE

Esmae

Arcadia burns beyond the yellow trees, but I’m cold.

My blood has turned the snow beneath me red. My tears have frozen on my eyelashes. The blood is from my head, which hit the trunk of a tree. My left leg keeps twitching, but I can’t make it stop. I can’t even make it bend at the knee. Somewhere in the distance, a night bird screams a warning.

I don’t know how long I’ve been out here. Too long, probably. Titania and Sybilla expected me to come out the other side of the woods forever ago, but I never made it that far. The earpiece, my only tether to them, is lost somewhere in the snow. It flew out of my ear when the explosion flung me into the trees.

I have been almost murdered more times than I can remember, most recently by my own mother, so I have to admit, I didn’t expect to die like this. So quietly. So alone. With so little drama.

It’s a bit disappointing.

Then I hear the crunch of footsteps in the snow. And a long, slender figure crouches beside me.

“This is an unexpected surprise,” says Leila Saka, my brother’s general and my mother’s most trusted friend.

Her knife glints silver and gold, reflecting the fires of Arcadia.

“I’ll make it quick,” she says, and adds, almost kindly, “You know this is for the best.”

Maybe it is.
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CHAPTER TWO

Titania

High above Kali, six gods assemble in a boy’s tower. Well, four gods. Two of them are not gods anymore.

There’s Suya, the sun god, a handsome man with his arms crossed over the gold sun that hangs around his neck. There’s Thea, soft and pretty, black-skinned and roundcheeked, curled into her seat like a cat. Kirrin, a boy of blue. Tyre, blond and quiet, leaning on the wall in the corner. Then there’s Amba, of course, a beautiful woman sitting very straight in a chair. She’s the picture of grace, but her brown skin is ashy, her dark hair has lost that otherworldly sparkle it always had, and the tiny beads of sweat at her hairline are an indication of just how difficult it is for her to stay upright. And finally, there’s Max, a young man with black hair and eyes so dark it’s impossible to tell what he’s thinking.

I think this is how Esmae would have described them, if she were here.

But Esmae is not here.

It’s been thirty-six days since that night in Arcadia. I shouldn’t be able to miss a person. I’m a machine.

And yet I miss her. No, it’s not just that. I am worried about her, too. I don’t really understand human emotions, and I certainly don’t understand why I feel them so keenly, but I’m sure this is anxiety.

Where is she?

I can search every database connected to the galactic network, even the most secure. I can detect thermal signatures and heartbeats. My system can scan an entire planet in minutes. I am Titania, the greatest starship ever built, unbeatable and indestructible and very, very excellent. And yet, somehow, I cannot find Esmae.

The data points to one conclusion, of course. If I cannot find her, if I cannot find any trace of her thermal signature or heartbeat, that suggests she does not have either anymore. Hard data does not lie.

So why, then, do I refuse to accept that? I think it’s called hope. And hope is human. Hope is stupid.

I am a machine.

Meanwhile, in the tower, the gods are silent, little more than statues in one of their temples. This is not unusual for Tyre, in the corner, but I can tell it’s difficult for Thea. Her cherubic face is worried.

Amba loses patience first. “I get more gray hairs with each moment we sit here,” she says.

Suya, the golden sun god, chuckles. The others look at him. He uncrosses his arms and raises his hands defensively. “What? Wasn’t it a joke? Because our sister is mortal now?”

Amba narrows her eyes at him before saying, “I assume you haven’t forgotten we’re all almost out of time?”

“How could I?” Suya’s smile fades. “Do you think I’m not aware every moment that that monster is out there hunting for me?”

“Don’t call her that,” Max snaps.

“Sorsha is Amba’s sister, which makes her our sister,” Thea says more gently.

“And,” Max goes on, “she’s hunting you because you murdered her mother. You remember her mother, don’t you, Suya? The one who saved Amba from our father? You know the only reason Sorsha has to live with her terrible curse is because Devaki saved Amba and Amba saved the rest of us.”

“The rest of us?” says Suya incredulously. “You’re not one of us. Valin’s been dead for a hundred years.”

“Suya,” Thea pleads.

“Stop it,” Amba snaps. “Suya, keep your mouth shut if you have nothing helpful to contribute.”

“Ah, of course, it’s always my fault,” Suya says bitterly. “Let’s pretend this was my doing, shall we?” He grinds his teeth. “We are all running out of time. Stars have gone out. Soon, it’ll be our sun. And that impending doom is not because I accidentally killed Devaki. It’s because they—” here he points at Max and Kirrin “—made the mistake of falling in love with two mortals and helped them—”

“Sorsha was a mistake,” Kirrin cuts in. “My mistake. I would never have released her if I hadn’t been certain I could keep her in check. I was wrong. I was reckless with her life, and with every life in the galaxy. I hurt Amba. And I am sorry. If I could take it back, I would. But I can’t.”

“Exactly.” Tyre pushes himself off the wall. “If we survive this, Suya, we’ll have centuries to fight with Kirrin about his foolishness. For now, we need to focus on Sorsha. Amba, can we get her back to Anga?”

Amba’s hands twist in her lap. Thea lays one of her own hands on Amba’s and squeezes gently. Amba looks up at Tyre. “No,” she says. “Not unless she goes of her own free will, which she won’t. I was the only one who had the power to force Sorsha to go back to Anga. I have no power now.”

“And we can thank a mortal for that, too,” Suya seems unable to resist pointing out. “Arcadia is ash. The laws of righteous warfare were broken. And in the midst of that chaos, the only god who could have stopped Sorsha before she devours our galaxy lost her immortality. How much harm do the twins have to do before you turn your backs on them for good?”

Kirrin smiles beatifically. “We’ll be sure to let you know if that threshold is ever reached.”

“Well, at least it’s a moot point for one of them,” Suya replies. Turning his attention to Max, he says, not very unhappily, “I don’t think I’ve offered you my condolences, brother. Such a pity.”

A muscle jumps in Max’s jaw. He looks like he’s seconds away from depriving Suya of his own immortality. I, for one, would not object.

“Enough,” says Amba.

Suya crosses his arms over his chest again. “Very well. If you want me to contribute something useful to this discussion, allow me to point out that it’s not too late to save this galaxy. If we can’t get Sorsha back to Anga, there is one other way to stop her.”

Nobody replies. Tyre, Thea, and Kirrin can’t seem to meet Amba’s eye, but Max watches her for a moment and then says, “No.”

“A ridiculous response,” says Suya scathingly. “What other solution is there, pray tell? Killing Sorsha is the only option we have left. I regret that it will cause you a great deal of grief, Amba, but you must see that there is no other way.”

“But this isn’t Sorsha’s fault,” Kirrin protests. “Alex and I did this. Punishing her for our recklessness isn’t fair.”

“You’re right,” says Suya. “It’s not fair at all, yet thanks to you, here we are. Do you think I take any pleasure in the idea of killing the last great beast left in this universe? Believe it or not, I do not. And yes, I am concerned about my own welfare, but must I point out yet again that we will all perish if she carries on like this?”

“I know,” Amba says softly. Her voice is steady, but her knuckles are white in her lap. “Much as it pains me to admit it, Suya’s right. There is no other way.”

There’s a heavy silence before Tyre breaks it. “How? Only one of the Seven can kill a great beast, and Ash vowed a long time ago that he would never allow a god to wield one of them again.”

Kirrin restrains himself for exactly five seconds before chiming in with: “And we all remember whose fault that is, don’t we, Suya?”

“Kirrin,” Thea huffs. “Priorities, please.”

When Sorsha’s curse first manifested itself centuries ago, Ash, the destroyer and the keeper of the Temple of Ashma, gave Suya permission to use one of the first seven celestial weapons to kill her. Devaki shielded Sorsha from Suya and the golden sunspear, and he killed her instead. Ash was so infuriated by Suya’s carelessness that he vowed he would never allow a god to use one of the Seven again.

Max still looks furious, but he says, “Isn’t Ash only about ten years into his Sleep?”

“Nine,” says Tyre. “Which means he has ninety-one years to go, but we’ll have to wake him early and beg him to retract his vow.”

Kirrin lets out a snort. “And which unlucky bastard is to undertake that thankless task? Don’t look at me,” he adds hastily when Tyre raises his eyebrows. “He’s not likely to be happy to see me. Thea can go. He likes her best.”

“Everyone likes me best,” Thea points out. “I’m not as insufferable as the rest of you.”

“Unkind, but true,” Kirrin replies, grinning.

“By all means, talk to Ash,” says Suya. “But, as we all know he’s never going to retract his vow, perhaps we should consider an alternative.”

I knew that was coming. Weeks ago, when we were on the Empty Moon, he came to me and made me an offer. I refused him, but I knew he wouldn’t let it go.

The others stare at him. “What alternative?” Thea asks, confused. Bless her sweet soul, it hasn’t even crossed her mind.

“He wants a mortal to go after Sorsha,” Max tells her.

Thea’s mouth falls open. “Suya!”

“You’re all being unnecessarily dramatic,” Suya snaps. “Ash will not allow any of us to wield one of the Seven. A mortal has to do it.”

“Sorsha will kill any human who tries to get near her,” says Amba.

“That’s a risk we can’t afford not to take,” says Suya. “Send Alexi. Considering he set her loose, it’s the least he can do. And with his skill, he may actually be able to pull it off. Give him the starsword and tell him to kill Sorsha.”

“The starsword?” Kirrin is momentarily distracted. “It would be easier for him to reach her with the sunspear or moonbow.”

“But they will be much harder to acquire from the Temple of Ashma. The starsword, on the other hand, is already conveniently in Titania’s possession.”

At this, all six of them turn to look at the window, where I have been hovering just outside and shamelessly spying on them. At some point after King Cassel’s murder in that lonely house in the woods, Kirrin finally realized I was using the tether between us to get inside his head and now cheerfully blocks me every time I try to use it. Amba losing her immortality meant my tether to her was severed automatically. As such, I now have to use more traditional methods to snoop.

Irritated, I refuse to react. I’m cloaked. No one is supposed to be able to detect me! Yet they’ve clearly been aware of my presence the whole time.

I hate gods.

Then Max says, “Is that true?”

“Yes,” I say into his earpiece, rather petulantly.

“How has Titania come to have the starsword in her possession?” Tyre wants to know.

Kirrin has other priorities. “How did you know she had it?” he demands of Suya.

“I am a sun god,” Suya reminds him smugly. “I am everywhere. I pay more attention than the rest of you do. King Cassel came to possess the starsword some years before he was abducted. I have no idea how. Elvar took possession of it when everyone thought Cassel was dead, and then Elvar recently gave it to Esmae. She never knew what she had. She thought it was an ordinary sword. She left it with Titania when she went to Arcadia.”

“He’s already had this conversation with you,” Max says slowly, to me.

“Yes,” I reply.

Picking up on the fact that Max is listening to me over his earpiece, Suya shrugs and says, “I hoped Titania would persuade Esmae to use the starsword on Sorsha. I offered her a reward for her pains, too, but she was not inclined to help me.”

“And I don’t regret it either,” I snap, forgetting for a moment that the only person who can hear me is Max. “I would have done everything I could to stop Esmae from going anywhere near Sorsha. I was never going to ask her to do it!”

“What reward?” Max asks. “What did he promise you?”

I don’t answer. I don’t want to think about it.

—hands, feet, a beating heart—

I delete that secret, treacherous cache of data.

“I won’t ask Alexi to give his life up for this,” Kirrin says. “You know it’s more likely to kill him than not.”

“Don’t ask him then,” Suya replies. “I will. I’ll offer him this opportunity to redeem himself and be the hero of the star system once more. And I wonder what Alexi Rey, the boy who has spent his life chasing glory, will say?”

And with that, he vanishes.

Kirrin seethes. “I hope Sorsha gets to eat him before she dies.”
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CHAPTER THREE

Titania

“I have a tremendously brilliant idea,” I announce.

This does not have the effect I had anticipated. It is an empirical fact that I am extraordinary, and it therefore stands to reason that such a proclamation should be met with delight, admiration, and praise. Instead, Max and Sybilla glance at each other with an expression I can only describe as dubious.

“Go on,” Max says, a little too warily for my liking.

Up close, he looks terrible. There are dark shadows under his eyes, and his entire body is rigid to overcompensate for his obvious fatigue. In light of this, and also because I happen to adore him, I decide to forgive his lack of enthusiasm.

“I think we should go to Ashma and wake Ash from his Sleep.”

Max blinks.

Sybilla groans. “That was what you summoned us here to say?”

If I had a face, I would be scowling. “I didn’t summon you,” I remind her.

We are on one of the palace’s many rooftops. Well, I am. Max and Sybilla are inside my control room. As ever, he’s quiet and still. And, also as ever, she is pacing my floors with her spiky, stompy boots.

“Titania,” Max says, “why us? Thea would get a better reception.”

“Don’t you want to know how the starsword ended up in King Cassel’s possession in the first place?” I ask.

He considers that. “Ash might not tell us. He’s going to be angry that he’s been woken from his Sleep early, and he’s going to be even angrier when he finds out we’re there to ask him to revoke a vow.”

“I think it’s worth a try,” I insist.

“The mystery of King Cassel and the starsword aren’t exactly a priority right now,” Sybilla says. “It’s not like there’s a ravenous space dragon, a galactic war, and a missing friend to worry about already or anything.”

“Do you think I’ve forgotten any of that?” I demand, offended. “It’s all connected. We need to speak to Ash. I can feel it.”

Sybilla’s expression does a dramatic shift. “Wait, would Ash be able to tell us where Esmae is? Max?”

“I don’t know,” he says. One of his fists clenches at his side. The sound of her name always does that to him.

“If you’re going to Ashma,” a voice interrupts us from over my speakers, “I will accompany you.”

Sybilla looks surprised. “Is that Amba?”

“Yes. I wanted to talk to her, as well.”

“But you didn’t make her come here?”

“She has achy bones!”

“So do I!” Sybilla protests.

I huff. “Amba was a war goddess. She helped King Darshan make me, she gave up her immortality for my favorite person in this universe, and she never wears horrid boots. When you do all that, I promise to give your achy bones the same consideration.”

“Fair point,” Sybilla says and collapses into one of my seats as if she has accepted defeat.

“So,” I press them. “Are we going? Are we?”

There’s a pause, and then Amba’s voice comes over the speakers again: “Max?”

He nods, reluctantly. “It is all connected. I don’t think waking Ash is a good idea and I don’t think he’s going to be happy to see us, but if there’s even a chance we can stop Sorsha without sacrificing Alex, if there’s even a chance Ash can tell us where Esmae is—” He breaks off, takes a deep breath, and says, “Titania’s right. We have to try.”

I am almost beside myself with excitement, and I want to leave immediately, but Max has about three thousand and six things that he has to do before he can leave Kali, and Amba needs time to prepare herself for a journey, so I keep my impatience to myself and accept that tomorrow is about as early as anything is likely to happen.

Max and Sybilla leave me there on the rooftop and go back into the palace. In the elevator, on their way down to the suite of rooms where Max does boring kingdom paperwork things, I hear Sybilla say, “You need to sleep.”

“I sleep,” he says.

I, the practically omniscient narrator: no, he does not sleep.

“Quit lying,” she says irritably, “I know you better than that. It would be mind-bogglingly stupid to go to Ashma without getting a decent night’s sleep first. If it’s anything like the Empty Moon—”

“It’s not.” Max is quiet for a moment, and then he says, “I know you had a hard time on the Empty Moon. You don’t have to come to Ashma with us.”

She makes a sound that could be the distant cousin of a laugh. “As if I’m letting you go anywhere without me.”

The silence crackles with a thousand things they’re not saying, but I know what they’re both thinking about. On the night Esmae asked me to burn down Arcadia, she ran into the yellow woods and was supposed to meet Sybilla and me on the other side. We waited for hours, but she never came. Her earpiece was unreachable. The woods were too dense for me to land in, so I flew above them in slow circles and my systems scanned the trees for her. For heat, for a heartbeat, for anything. I couldn’t find anything.

Eventually, we had to go back to Kali, to refuel (me), rest (Sybilla), and hammer out some kind of plan to find Esmae. When we got there, I wanted to see Max, but Amba told us he had shut himself up in his rooms and wanted to be alone. So Sybilla went to check in with the Hundred and One, and I went out into space to find Sorsha. She, in turn, was searching for Suya so that she could avenge her mother’s death, but her hunger had started to take over. I tried to stop her, but I couldn’t.

I, who never failed, had failed twice in one night.

By the time I returned to Erys, the capital city of Kali, it had been three days since Esmae had disappeared and it had become obvious that Max wasn’t in his rooms. I don’t think he ever had been. Sybilla jumped on board in her stupid spiky boots and we hurtled back to the ash and bones of Arcadia. I let her out at the edge of the yellow woods and guided her through the trees to Max. He had been in the woods for fifty-eight hours and was half-dead from cold and exhaustion. When Sybilla found him, he was on his knees in the snow. He had found Esmae’s earpiece.

It was a fight to get him back to the warmth of my hull. In the space of a few days, Max had left a place that had once been his home, had watched his sister torn from the stars, and had lost someone he loved, so Sybilla was gentle at first. When that didn’t work, she was a lot less gentle.

Now, Max says, “You know what happened in Arcadia didn’t end the war. It just forced a pause. Alex is buying more mercenaries and salvaging what’s left of his army as we speak. This is the gulp of air before we go back into the water, Sybilla. I need someone I can trust to stay here.”

“Damn it, Max,” she snaps. “Stop that. You’re making it seem like I’d be doing you a favor by staying here, but I know you’re just trying to spare me a repeat of the Empty Moon.”

There’s a pause.

Whatever she sees on his face, it makes Sybilla say, “What about Queen Cassela?”

“Grandmother isn’t here.”

This is news to Sybilla. “She what? But she never leaves Kali!”

“Clearly, she does,” says Max. “She said she needed guidance and clarity and went to the Night Temple. And thanks to King Darshan, Rickard is in no condition to take over while I’m gone. It has to be you.”

Another pause.

Then Sybilla says, in a voice that has clearly been forced out between gritted teeth: “Fine, but only if you take a dose of sleep serum tonight.”

“Fine.”

There’s a chime as the elevator doors open. A moment later, I hear Sybilla’s voice, and this time she’s speaking to me.

“Make sure he comes back,” she says.

“I will.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Radha

No one has touched my brother’s rooms in all the months he’s been gone, so it’s the only place in this palace that still feels like home.

It should all feel like home. I was born here, I grew up here, I spent almost every day of the first sixteen years of my life here. I had friends, I had charitable causes to devote myself to, I had servants and tutors and flowers and gifts and just about everything any one person could ever ask for. If home is familiarity, this should be home.

But that’s not what home is, is it?

Rama liked to move as little as possible, so almost everything he ever owned is in his suite: his books, scattered haphazardly on the desks and shelves; the dozens of maps he liked to examine like they held all the secrets of the universe; his music player right by his bed; the beautiful hand-carved Warlords set our other brother, our sister, and I gave him for his ninth birthday . . .

I’m sitting very straight at one of his desks, the very picture of grace. Princesses don’t slouch, Radha. According to my father, princes don’t slouch either, but it didn’t take him long to give up on trying to make Rama listen.

If I look out of the corner of my eye, I think I can see him. Slouched in the other chair to my left, his feet up on the desk. I want so badly to turn my head and look at him properly, really see him, but I know that if I do that, he’ll be gone. So I stay where I am and look out of the corner of my eye and take what little there is.

“It’s time to go, caterpillar,” he says. His voice is a warm, lazy drawl. “There’s nothing left for you here.”

It’s true. Of course it’s true. He’s not real, so he’s just saying what I’m already thinking.

I trace the shape of a dried tea stain on the surface of the desk. “You left me,” I hear myself say instead.

He smiles. “You left me first.”

Also true. Rama was still here on Wychstar when I pulled away to become our father’s pawn in his vendetta against Rickard, his teacher in a past life. Guilt chews away at the edges of me, making me smaller. I did something horrible to Rickard, a man who was never anything but kind to me, and I don’t think I’ll ever stop feeling terrible about it, but I would be lying if I said that what’s even worse than that is knowing that trying to please my father cost me the last few months of the time I could have had with my brother.

“I can’t go yet,” I tell him. “He owes me. I’m not leaving until he gives me what I want.”

“He’s never going to give you what you want.”

I hate that lazy, knowing voice. “I don’t want him to love me,” I snap. It’s not like me, but then ruining a man wasn’t like me either and yet here we are. “I want him to help. Father has resources and armies that could help us defeat the people who murdered you. I’m not going back to Kali until he gives them to me.”

Before Rama can say anything else, I hear the outer door of his suite click open. A moment later, my other brother walks into the room.

“I thought I’d find you here,” he says, smiling.

Rodi is Father’s heir. He’s charming and kind and sunny, quick to joke, quick to put people at ease. He’s a lot older than I am, so I didn’t see as much of him growing up as I did of Rama. When I did, I used to gaze at him in awe and want to be just like him. I think I did okay at that part.

“Any news?” Rodi asks, like he does at least once a day.

“About Sorsha? Or Esmae?”

He drops into the other chair, replacing Rama’s ghost. Like me, he sits straight and graceful. “Both.”

“Sybilla sent me a text comm a little while ago,” I say. “Max and Titania are going to Ashma to see if they can persuade Ash to let a god use one of the Seven to kill Sorsha. I think they’re hoping Ash might also be able to tell them where Esmae is. If she’s even still alive.”

That’s another reason for the guilt chewing me up. Like so many other people in her life, I blamed Esmae for a lot of things that weren’t her fault. I never wanted her to know that, but she found out on the Empty Moon. She was kind to me even after what I did to Rickard, and she almost died saving my life on the Empty Moon, and that was what she got in return.

Rodi looks surprised. “Why do they think a god like Ash would listen to anything Titania and Max have to say?”

I hesitate, but say, “I don’t know.” Only a few of us know the truth about Max. I don’t like lying to Rodi, but it’s not my secret to tell.

“There’s a summit at the end of the week,” Rodi tells me. “All the heads of state in the star system, except for Elvar and Alexi.”

“Because they’re the ones you’ll be discussing,” I guess. He nods. “I assume you’re going instead of Father?”

“Yes. I’ll put in a word for Esmae and Max, but I don’t know how much good it’ll do.” Rodi sighs and tips his head back against the chair. “The other heads of state are livid. Alexi lied to his allies about Arcadia, nine countries lost soldiers when Esmae burned down Arcadia, and now we may all die because Alexi set Sorsha free. This war is going to be the end of us all.”

“The other heads of state needn’t pretend they had nothing to do with any of this,” I say, annoyed. “Our father is the reason a weapon like Titania exists, Queen Miyo and King Ralf have been helping Alexi for years, and King Yann handed Elvar an obscene amount of silver before he died.”

“All of which I will be sure to say to them,” says Rodi. “In fact, you can come with me and say it, too, if it’ll make you feel better. I think I can count on Ralf backing us up. Prime Minister Gomez, too. But I still don’t think it’ll make much difference. We’ll be outvoted.”

I trace that tea stain again, round and round. “Outvoted on what?”

“On what action to take.”

“What do you think the others want to do?” I ask, alarmed.

“If we’re lucky?” he replies. “Kill Sorsha and contain Titania.”

“Containing Titania is not an option,” I say. “Rodi, come on. She’s not a monster. You know that. We grew up with her. When Father let her out of the dock, she used to hover right there.” I point to the big window at the other end of Rama’s suite. “Rama would talk to her for hours. He was the one who would beg Father to let her out more often. She was his friend. She’s my friend.”

“I know who she is,” Rodi says, frustrated. “Do you think I don’t know that it’ll break her heart to be powered down and locked away somewhere? But she broke the laws of righteous warfare and the other heads of state are, understandably, terrified of what she might do to their countries if she feels like it.”

“She only did what Esmae asked her to!”

Rodi shakes his head. “We can’t tell them she’s sentient and deserves the same rights as the rest of us, and then in the very next breath tell them she was just a tool in Esmae’s hands.”

“But both of those things are true—”

“Radha, I know. I care about her, too. And right now, Sorsha is everyone’s priority, so I can buy Titania some time. But let’s say Sorsha dies, one way or another. Let’s say the star system gets its future back. What happens then? You do see, don’t you, that the other heads of state will turn on Kali if they can’t be satisfied that Titania is contained?”

I think of the friends I have on Kali. Max. The kids of the Hundred and One who took shifts to keep me safe. And Sybilla. Sybilla most of all, Sybilla who will never abandon Max or Esmae or Kali even to save herself, Sybilla who failed her test of truth because she couldn’t admit even to herself that she cared about me, Sybilla who kissed me and now only sends me awkward text comms because she’s so lovably terrible at this.

Princesses don’t slouch, Radha, but I wish they did. I’m exhausted. “The end of the war is the only thing that will fix this, isn’t it?” I say.

“Yes. This galaxy will burn if they don’t find a way to make peace.”

“What about justice for Rama?”

“Justice and peace aren’t mutually exclusive.” Rodi looks over at a picture of Rama and me at the edge of the desk. It was taken on my sixth birthday. I have a mouth full of birthday cake and Rama has his arm slung around me. We’re both grinning, his teeth white and bright, mine smeared with purple cake. “You used to hate that picture. Raaaa-maaa,” Rodi’s voice goes high and whiney, “I’m not at allllll dignified in that picture. It’s not princessyyyyy.”

“I did not sound like that,” I say, smiling in spite of myself.

“What was it he used to call you?”

“Caterpillar.”

Rodi lets out a short bark of laughter. “That’s it. Caterpillar. Because you wanted so badly to be all grown up and graceful like a butterfly, but he insisted you couldn’t skip ahead. You have to be a caterpillar to become a butterfly, Radha.” Now it’s Rama’s lazy drawl he’s mimicking. “You can’t skip ahead.”

I laugh, too, but it hitches. Like somewhere in there, the laugh is hiding a sob.

Rodi’s smile fades. “I tried to get him back, you know,” he says quietly.

“You did what?”

“I thought maybe a god could do it. That they might have the power to bring a mortal back to life. I prayed to all of them, one after another.” He gives me a crooked, sad smile. “No one answered.”

“Maybe it just isn’t possible,” I say.

Rodi opens his mouth to reply but is interrupted by the notification chime of his watch. He glances at the screen and grimaces.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Father wants to see me,” he says, uncurling from the chair.

“I’ll go with you.” The sooner I get what I want from Father, the sooner I can go back to Kali. Back to Sybilla.

We find our father in his private parlor, with a tray of kaju sweets and black coffee on the tea table in front of him. Father gives Rodi an annoyed look when he sees that I’m with him, but he waves an impatient hand to indicate that we should come in and shut the door.

Father’s shoulders are hunched over. Kings don’t slouch, Father, I am tempted to say. Of course, I don’t. He looks so old and tired. Maybe it was too much to hope that doing what he asked of me would make him love me, or to even just see me for once in my life, but at the very least I thought he’d be happy. He punished Rickard for what Rickard did to Lavya. Why isn’t he happy?

“You wanted to see me, Father?” Rodi asks.

“Those need to be assessed and signed,” says Father, pointing to a stack of papers on his desk.

Rodi and I glance at each other. Father’s been doing this more and more lately: whether it’s paperwork, or the menu for a state banquet, or even a summit to discuss the fate of the star system, he’s been taking a step back and handing Wychstar’s affairs over to Rodi. It makes me worry. Whatever else has happened, he’s still my father.

“Are you well, Father?” I ask.

He gives me a sharp look. “Are you asking because you’re concerned? Or because you want to soften me up before you ask me, for the hundredth time, to commit my armies to Elvar’s war.”

I am a princess. I am poised, calm, and patient. “It is not just Elvar’s war,” I say evenly. “It’s ours, too. Don’t you want justice for Rama?”

Father’s hands grip the arms of his chair very tightly. However he feels about me, I’ve never doubted that he loved Rama. “As I have said before,” he says, his voice brusque, “to lend my armies to Elvar is to lend them to Rickard, and I will not do that. Not even in my son’s memory.”

“Rickard can barely stand,” I remind him. “He’s not in command of Kali’s army anymore. You saw to that. I did that for you. This is what I want in return.”

“Radha,” Rodi murmurs. “Let it go.”

He knows I won’t. If there’s one thing all four of Father’s children inherited from him, it’s our doggedness.

“Why aren’t you happy?” I can’t help but ask our father. So much for poise and calm. “You got what you wanted. Why aren’t you happy about it?”

And to my surprise, he gives me a small, bitter smile. “I have been asking myself that very question.”

I watch the way he keeps smoothing his left hand over his right thumb, over and over, like he’s reassuring himself that it’s still there. Pity makes me soften my voice. “Father, this war has to end, one way or another. I, for one, would like Rama’s killers to not be the ones who win. Let me prevent that from happening.”

Father doesn’t know that the twins’ mother, Kyra, was the one who killed Rama. Rodi doesn’t, either. I know because Sybilla told me, because Max told her, and I promised I wouldn’t say a word. It’s another secret that’s not mine to tell.

If Alexi wins, his mother wins. I’m useless in a fight, but I have to do something to help make sure that doesn’t happen.

“Father,” I prompt, because he hasn’t said anything.

Still, he doesn’t speak. He looks like he’s far away.

“Radha, maybe you should come back later,” Rodi suggests.

“Father,” I say. My teeth clench. “At some point, you have to decide who you hate more. Is it the man who once betrayed and ruined you? Or is it the people who murdered your son?”

At that, Father looks up. His sharp, angry eyes meet mine. “Very well,” he says.

Rodi drops his pen. I can’t quite hide my own shock. “You mean you’ll send our armies to fight with Elvar?”

“As you said,” Father says, “at some point, I must choose who I hate more. So here we are. Leave what we need to defend Wychstar, and take the rest.” He pauses and adds, “On one condition.”

There it is. I eye him warily. “What condition?”

“I want to see him. Just once, before all this is over.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

Rodi and I glance at each other. Is it possible that our father, after all this time, is ready to put his past behind him?

“I’ll have to ask Max to see what Rickard says,” I say.

Father just nods, already far away again.
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