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for Henry, 
who makes ours a house of neither rage nor sorrow





Dramatis Personae

(compiled by Titania, glorious warship and queen of the skies)

Kali

TITANIA, the heroine of this tale. A sentient spaceship. I was built by gods and I can never be destroyed or defeated. Except by King Darshan, for whom I was created, against whom I would be utterly useless. I am not at all bitter.

ESMAE REY, Princess of Kali, the only daughter of the former king Cassel and his queen Kyra. She won me in King Darshan’s competition, an act that led ultimately to the murder of her best friend at her twin brother’s hands.

MAX REY, Crown Prince of Kali, Commander of the Hundred and One, the adopted son of King Elvar and Queen Guinne. A young man of many secrets. He helped his father steal the crown of Kali and exiled Alexi, Bear, and Kyra. Esmae recently found out Max has been covertly protecting her brothers from his uncle’s assassination attempts.

ELVAR REY, the usurper King of Kali. He is Esmae’s uncle. He’s a little paranoid, in much the same way that the sun is a little warm, and he has been blind since birth. He loves his family. I think.

GUINNE REY, Queen of Kali, Elvar’s wife and Max’s adoptive mother. She is not blind but wears a blindfold.

SYBILLA BLOOM, Captain of the palace guard, second in command of the Hundred and One. As prickly as a thorn and much more likely to cause a fatal injury. She has spent the last few years living at the palace. She is fiercely loyal to Max but has been known to keep Esmae’s secrets from even him.

SEBASTIAN RICKARD, one of Elvar’s most trusted advisors and the head of Kali’s army. Of indeterminate age and known as one of the greatest warriors who has ever lived. He used to be Esmae’s teacher before she lied to him and he is responsible for the curse that will ultimately be her downfall.

CASSELA REY, the former queen consort of Kali, Elvar’s grandmother and Esmae’s great-grandmother. She was the one who cursed Esmae’s mother. She is about as warm and grandmotherly as a blizzard.

JEMSY ROSE, HENRY ROSE, and JUNIPER ROSE, royal guards and members of the Hundred and One. Esmae is very fond of them.

SEBASTIAN RICKARD THE SECOND, Rickard’s only grandson.

SU YEN WING, a general in Kali’s army and a member of the war council. She can usually be trusted to be sensible.

ILARA KHAY, a general in Kali’s army.

Arcadia

ALEXI REY, the golden prince, one of the finest warriors in the star system and a slightly less talented archer than his twin sister, Esmae. He believes himself to be the rightful ruler of Kali.

ABRA REY, known to everyone as Bear. He is as cuddly and ferocious as his namesake. He fights on Alexi’s side.

KYRA REY, former queen consort of Kali, mother to Alexi, Bear, and Esmae. She is the beginning of one of the many threads that led to this war.

LEILA SAKA, general of Alexi’s army and his closest advisor. She was Max’s teacher before she left Kali to join Alexi. Esmae often compares her to a cobra, and she’s not wrong.

Wychstar

RAMA KARN, the youngest prince of Wychstar. He was Esmae’s best friend. He is now gone.

RADHA KARN, the youngest princess of Wychstar.

DARSHAN KARN, King of Wychstar, father to Rodi, Ria, Rama, and Radha. And me, I suppose. He took a vow of silence for ten years just so that the gods would help him build me. Esmae still doesn’t know why.

RODI KARN, Crown Prince of Wychstar and devilishly charming to boot.

RIA KARN, the older of Darshan’s two daughters, second in line to the throne of Wychstar.

NINA LI, or Mistress Li as Esmae used to call her. She runs the children’s sanctuary on Wychstar where Esmae grew up.

Winter

RALF SNOW, the king of Winter and Alexi’s ally. He gifted Alexi the territory on his planet that is now the small kingdom Arcadia. He is also the man who used his teeth to pluck the bowstring when he competed for me. I liked that.

SARA SNOW, the queen of Winter.

KATYA SNOW, the only child of King Ralf and Queen Sara.

DIMITRI SNOW, the son of a Winter courtier and now the husband of Princess Katya.

Other mortals

SELWYN COFFYN, the former advisor to King Elvar. Also Queen Guinne’s brother. Esmae sent him away from Kali because he is, in short, a treacherous bastard. Alas, we have not seen the last of him.

SHAY BLACKHEART, the princess and ruler of Skylark. She has something of a grudge against Kali since Lord Selwyn attempted to invade her realm (I refer you to the treacherous bastard detail above).

MIYO SAKA, Queen of Tamini and an ally of Alexi due to her family ties to General Saka.

YANN ROTHKAR, King of Elba.

VALENTINA GOMEZ, the Prime Minister of Shloka.

Immortals

AMBA, war goddess. She was one of the gods who made me. She cloaked Rama so that he could fight the duel in Esmae’s place, which resulted in his death.

KIRRIN, god of tricks and one of Amba’s brothers. He has chosen Alexi’s side and took the blueflower from Esmae so that she could be killed. It’s not that he doesn’t like Esmae, but he’s convinced she’ll destroy her brother if she lives. Funny how that worked out.

VALIN, a god of wisdom, long dead. Amba’s brother. He is not at all relevant. In fact, just forget I mentioned him at all.

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

SUYA, sun god. Amba’s brother.

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

ASH, god of destruction and balance. He was one of the first gods and therefore is sort of Amba’s uncle.

BARA, goddess of creation.

KIVA, a war god. He is not, you will be surprised to hear, related to Amba at all.

LAIKA, a raksha demon.

VAHANA, a garuda.

SORSHA, a very big spoiler.





CHAPTER ONE

My golden brother doesn’t shine so brightly anymore. His armor is streaked with soot and the bow of light on his back has been doused in ash. He picks his way across the stony beach with a handful of his soldiers, checking the blazing ruins of his ships for survivors. Winter’s sea roars beyond them, gray and foamy and cold.

The aftermath of battle is ugly. General Saka sent a small fleet toward Kali, presumably to test our defences or maybe just to test me, and Titania and I flew out to meet them. It didn’t go well for them. We followed what was left of them back to Winter, where Alexi came to rescue them, but he was too late. They crashed onto this beach, somewhere in King Ralf’s territory, and my perfect twin was powerless to stop it.

Almost as if he can tell he’s being watched, Alexi turns away from the sea and looks at the cliffs beyond the beach. At me.

I’m on the cliff edge above him. Titania hovers close by. I can’t see much of Alexi’s expression from this far away, but I don’t think it’s friendly.

That’s okay, Alex. Mine isn’t either.

There’s a ripple in the sky in the distance, a smear across the horizon. As it draws closer, the smear becomes more distinct. Ships. They’re not Kali’s, so they’re either Alexi’s or King Ralf’s. I suspect the former. There’s half a dozen of them, all powerful warships, and they cut across the silver sky until they stop behind my brother, noses pointed my way, black steel against the backdrop of clouds and water.

“Esmae.” It’s Titania, her voice in my earpiece. I feel her above me, engines humming, closer than before. “Come back inside.”

She worries. These days, without my blueflower, I’m a whole lot easier to kill. They all worry.

The ships train their weapons on me. I can hear the sounds over the roar of the sea, the click of launchers shifting into place, the whir of machinery ready to fire. They’re waiting for the order.

I don’t move. Titania huffs in my ear, more exasperated than alarmed. “Have it your way.”

I make sure the ships are in my line of vision, but I keep my attention on Alexi. He hasn’t taken his eyes off me. One of his soldiers breaks away from the others and goes to him, speaks to him. It’s my other brother, Bear.

The seconds tick by. The lash of the wind and sea salt, the roar of the waves, the whir of engines. Doused fires on the beach, ruined ships coiling smoke into the air. The battle smell of metal, ash, and smoke in my throat.

I wonder why I’m still here. What am I waiting for? To see what he’ll do? To see if he’ll give the order? Of course he’ll give the order. He killed Rama because he believed Rama was me. Why in the world wouldn’t he try again?

Except he hasn’t. What’s he waiting for?

That’s when I realize he’s waiting, too. He’s waiting to see if I’ll take that step, if I’ll try to kill him.

After all, I swore I’d destroy him. A god even told me I would. I don’t know what Kirrin meant when he said destroy, but one way or another, I will fulfill my vow and there will be justice for Rama. One way or another, somewhere down the line, I will destroy my brother. My twin. The one in the sun.

And maybe somewhere down the line is today. He’s standing right there. As vulnerable as I am. I could kill him.

So why haven’t I?

I reach for the Black Bow on my back, and slide an arrow out of my quiver. Alexi is out of most archers’ reach, but I’m better than most archers. I nock the arrow. I slice the first two fingers of my right hand on the bowstring. It hurts, and it bleeds. Both familiar, except now neither one goes away. The wound doesn’t heal. I ignore it.

I pull the arrow back. Aim for Alexi’s bare throat. There’s one small, lonely tremor in my hand.

Let go.

Let go, Esmae.

My hand trembles. My teeth chatter with cold, or maybe with fury. I don’t let go. I lower the bow.

Bear leaves Alexi’s side and approaches the cliff. He makes his way up to me. I haven’t seen him since before the duel. His skin is paler than it was then, wan under its usual bronzey brown, and there’s a dark bruise on his left cheek.

Bear stops in front of me. His eyes are sad, and soft. “Can I give you a hug?”

“Of course you can.” I let him squeeze all the breath out of me. I hug him back and it feels so good that I want to cry. I feel like I haven’t touched anyone like this in months. I let go reluctantly. “How are you?”

“Meh,” he says, “You?”

“Meh,” I reply.

He cracks a smile. He glances back at Alexi, then says, “He wants to talk to you.”

I stiffen. “I have nothing to say to him.”

“Please.”

“No.”

Bear sighs, then says, “I’m so sorry about Rama.”

His name, out loud, is a cut. Is it possible to die by one thousand small cuts? I miss him so much. “Me too.”

“But,” he adds, with a wobble in his voice, “I can’t believe this is what he would have wanted for you.”

“You didn’t know him, Bear.”

“I didn’t need to. No one who loves you would want this for you, Esmae.” He points to the ruins of the ships on the beach. “Is this what you want for you? Really? You, who told me Wych folktales and ate honey cakes and read books under the yellow weeping trees in Arcadia? This war will break your heart. It’ll ruin you.”

I keep my eyes on the sea. “The folktales and the honey cakes are gone. Even if I were to look for them, I wouldn’t be able to find them. There’s only arrows and ash now.”

“You can stop.”

I step back, away from him. “Did he stop? When he pushed steel into Rama’s heart, did he stop?”

“You’re not him.”

“No, I’m not,” I agree. “I’m so much worse.”





CHAPTER TWO

Rama died three months ago. Thirteen days later, I took him one last time into the stars and watched him fade away.

My world has been nothing but blood, war, and ash since then. I live it by day, dream it by night. Battle formations, sharpened swords, warriors in lines, ships in fleets, hologram maps charting out every step, strategies, arguments, allies, enemies. Three months of rage, of grief, of standing at my uncle’s side as his greatest and most relentless weapon.

Everyone keeps asking me if this is what Rama would have wanted. I don’t know if it’s what he would have wanted. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? He can’t tell anyone what he wants anymore. He was robbed of his chance to do that. He was the one who died and I was the one left behind, so I can only do what I want now. And what I want is to scream.

Every battle is a scream. Every strategy is a scream. I hear myself inside my own head. I never, ever stop screaming. Every single breath I take is a scream, building and building until it one day it will reach such ruin that my brother will shatter into a thousand pieces.





CHAPTER THREE

Titania

She’s asleep. We are in space, somewhere that is nowhere. We were supposed to go straight back to Kali after we left Winter, but then Esmae fell asleep and I diverted us. She hasn’t slept in three days. She needs this.

“Mother.”

That’s her voice. She’s not awake, she just does that. She almost never talks in her sleep, but when she does, it’s always that word. Mother. Mother. Mother. It is the phantom she never stops chasing.

I love Esmae, so I will never, ever tell her the truth.

No one knows how much I know, you see. No one guesses how much I see. Two gods helped King Darshan build me and, whether they intended it or not, they left some of themselves behind when they were finished. And, in turn, they carry some of me with them.

You know who the gods are, of course. Amba, the war goddess, and her brother Kirrin, the god of tricks. Who else could it have been but those two? They have had a hand in this war since the very start. Hubris will be the downfall of the gods, the stories say, and in Amba and Kirrin it must surely be true.

The tether between us means I can see what they have seen, be it past, present, or future. Where they go, I go, too.

I was there when Kyra Rey called for Amba and asked her to grant her third and last boon.

I was there when the king of Wychstar asked Kirrin for a way to punish the man who had wounded him most.

I was there when Amba put her hand over a bloody knife and told the woman holding it to stop.

I was there with Kirrin when Alexi Rey took his mother by the shoulders, tears streaming down his face, and said, “Mother, what have you done?”

They are always just pieces, raw data that I meticulously sift and process until I can make sense out of it.

Esmae is still asleep. Her fists are clenched on her chest and her brows are furrowed, but her heartbeat is healthy. From what I know of humans, any sleep is better than no sleep.

There is a nudge at my consciousness. It usually means someone wants to make contact with my system, so I look for the signal source. Kali. Max, specifically. He has been trying to reach me all day, but I never answer him when Esmae can hear me.

I answer now. “She’s safe,” I tell him. That’s always the first thing he wants to know.

“I assume she’s not there,” he replies. He knows it’s not a coincidence that Esmae is never the one who answers these calls.

“She’s asleep. We’ll come back when she wakes up.”

He sounds tired. “How is she?”

“She’s the same.”

“And you?”

He always asks me that. I like that about him. “I’m very well, thank you,” I tell him. “How are you?”

“The same. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“Goodbye, Max.”

When I end the connection and shift my attention back to Esmae, she’s awake. Only just, according to her heart rate. She blinks slowly, then looks around my control room.

“We’re not home.”

“An astute observation,” I remark. “You were asleep, so I made the executive decision to allow that to continue.”

She makes an undignified snorty sound that I have learned to interpret as a laugh. Feeling somewhat smug for getting that out of her, I set a course back to Kali.

Then, inexplicably, I ruin the moment by blurting out, “You said that word in your sleep.”

Well, perhaps not inexplicably. The truth I can’t tell her is clearly corrupting my data stream and making me say stupid things. Esmae doesn’t reply for a few moments, but I can see how tight her fists are. She knows what word I mean. Mother. She told me once that it weighs more than the universe to her.

“Can you show me my mother?” she asks me.

If I had a hand, I would smack my head with it like humans do. I try to dissuade her. “Is that a good idea?”

“I just want to see her. All the footage I’ve ever seen of her is years and years old.”

A hologram flickers to life in the middle of the control room. Its colors are slightly muted, but Esmae’s sharp intake of breath tells me it’s more than she expected. She steps closer. Those fists are still clenched at her sides and her eyes are wide. An assassin could walk right up to her and she wouldn’t notice. I wish she could see herself. I wish she could see how catastrophically defenseless she is.

“Mother,” she whispers.

Kyra Rey looks silently back at her. She has a long neck, brown skin, dark brown hair, and gray eyes with creases at the corners. Her hair is thick, long and pinned into an untidy knot. She is only a little taller than Esmae, but where Esmae is small and soft like a duckling, Kyra is more of a swan. Graceful and aloof.

I don’t think either of them would like those descriptions.

“Do you think she cares?” Esmae asks me. “That Alexi tried to kill me, I mean?”

“I think it would have broken her heart if you had died,” I answer carefully.

“Really?”

I believe it’s the truth, but I wonder if it was the wrong thing to say. I may not be able to keep Esmae from chasing ghosts, but I certainly should not be helping her do it.

I try to distract her. The image of Kyra flickers, and I re-create her father instead. Esmae startles and takes a step back. Cassel Rey died eleven years ago, so the version of him in front of her is young, with bright blue eyes and bronze skin and an easy, kind smile.

I pluck samples of his voice out of archived footage in my database. “Esmae,” I make his hologram say in his voice.

All the color has drained from Esmae’s face. She reaches a hand out to touch her father and her fingers pass right through him. She snatches them back.

I don’t think this is helping. I switch the hologram to Rama instead. That should be more of a comfort.

“Hey, Ez,” he says in that sweet, lazy drawl of his.

“Stop it!” There are tears in Esmae’s eyes. “Titania, stop!”

I make Rama disappear immediately. “Didn’t you want to see him?” I ask her, confused. “I thought it would make you feel better. I’m sorry, I didn’t think.”

“It’s okay,” she says, still staring at the place where Rama was. “I’m okay.”

Even I, a machine, know that’s a lie. But I cannot comfort her. I cannot hold her hand or stroke her hair. I cannot bring the real Rama back for her. All I can do is stay with her so that, even when there is no one else, neither of us is ever alone. All I can do is stand guard between her and the secrets that will swallow her whole.





CHAPTER FOUR

Sybilla is in the dock when Titania and I return, and she’s royally ticked off.

“We had a deal,” she snaps at me. “You’re not supposed to leave Kali without me! How am I supposed to be your bodyguard if your body is too far away to guard?”

“And by bodyguard, I assume you mean minder. Captain of the Keep Esmae Out of Trouble squad. Remind me what I’m supposed to get out of this deal?”

“You don’t get my fist in your teeth!”

I laugh, but she doesn’t even crack a smile. I look closer and see what she’s trying, as usual, to hide. Fear. I relent. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone without you.”

Satisfied that she’s made her point, Sybilla thaws. She follows me into the halls of the palace, the familiar walls and pillars gleaming white with accents of honey. “Your uncle asked to see you as soon as you got back,” she says.

My uncle, the usurper King of Kali. He’s the only one who is happy with me these days. Not only does Elvar believe I’m the key to his victory, thanks to a vision from the god of tricks, but I’m now the only person in the world who wants Alexi to lose even more than he does.

“Where is Elvar?” I ask Sybilla.

“War council meeting.”

I stop walking. “I’ll see him when the meeting’s over.”

“He specifically said he wanted to see you as soon as you got back. Which means now.” Sybilla gives me a look that says she sees far too much. “You haven’t been to a war council meeting in months.”

“I don’t see the point. What do I need the war council for? To tell me where to go and who to fight? I can figure that out myself. And with Titania and Elvar on my side, who exactly can keep me from doing what I want?”

Sybilla lets out a high peal of laughter. “Come on, Esmae. You can get all thorny with anyone else, but not with me. I invented thorny. You haven’t been dodging the war council because you think you can do whatever the hell you want, you’ve been keeping away because you don’t want to face Rickard and M—”

“Stop.” It’s barely a sound, but she hears me and she stops at once. She knows better than anyone just how much the dark, quiet things hidden under the thorns can hurt.

The war council has gathered in the king’s study today. They’re seated around the large oval table when I walk in, twelve of them including Elvar himself, and they stare at me in surprise.

Over half the group scrambles to their feet. “Princess Esmae!” someone says.

“Esmae?” Elvar’s head swivels in my direction, and what’s visible of his face beneath his blindfold breaks into a relieved smile. “You’re back! We’ve been so worried! Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m fine.”

He looks visibly relieved, then says, “What can I do for you?”

I glare at Sybilla, who gives me an unapologetic shrug. Wretch.

It’s tempting, but I don’t give her away. “I just wanted to let you know I was back, Uncle. And as I’m here,” I add pointedly for Sybilla’s benefit, “I might as well stay for the rest of the meeting.”

“Will wonders never cease,” comes an amused voice from the other side of the table. It’s my great-grandmother, the old queen Cassela. “Do sit down, my dear.”

The only empty seat is between Rickard and Max. Typical. I sit, carefully avoiding looking at either of them. Rickard puts his hand over mine, briefly, and I know what the touch is supposed to say. Stop avoiding me. Come back to us. Rickard has always been very good at loving people even when he’s disappointed in them, but I’m not very good at dealing with how much it hurts to see that disappointment directed at me. And Max, well, that’s easier not to even think about.

Lady Su Yen, one of the king’s advisors and a general in the army, gestures to Sybilla and addresses me. “No one outside the war council may be present at a meeting, Princess.”

“Sybilla is Princess Esmae’s personal guard,” Elvar replies before I can. “She goes where Esmae goes.”

“But surely we’re not expecting the princess to be assassinated in this room?”

“I agree,” I tell her, “and I have mentioned many times that I don’t need a guard, but—”

“Esmae, you have almost been murdered once already,” Elvar interrupts me, “and I was very nearly assassinated in my own private garden not long ago, so I don’t see how we can possibly be too careful. Sybilla stays.”

The sun lamps above the city shine in the windows. In the distance, beyond the lamps, I can see the darkness and stars of space. I wish I was back out there. I feel exposed in the glare of the light.

“To get back to our previous discussion,” says Rickard, and his voice is as deep, calm, and normal as ever, which makes it unbearably tempting to look at him, “the Blue Knights are definitely on the move. They intend to meet Alexi in Arcadia, if the pattern of their movements is any indication.”

The Blue Knights are a group of warriors spread across the star system who follow Kirrin. They’re famous for their utter devotion to their favorite god and to anyone he in turn favors. And now that Kirrin has openly revealed that he’s on my brother’s side, they’ve decided to fight for Alexi.

I expected it, so I’m not surprised. I’m more than a little bitter, though. If the last three months are anything to go by, any love Alex lost by murdering Rama is negligible in comparison to the number of gods, beasts, and kingdoms who have shifted to his side. Meanwhile, the best we can claim is an alliance with Shloka, a relatively small territory, and the fact that Wychstar, furious about what happened to their prince, won’t fight for either of us.

“We have Titania,” I feel obliged to say. I hear her agree in my earpiece, which I haven’t taken out yet. “Alexi’s numbers mean very little when you factor her in.”

“Esmae, you know full well that the laws of righteous warfare won’t allow us to use Titania against infantry,” Rickard says, “Only against other ships and weapons. We’ll be outnumbered in a battle on the ground.”

“Then we need to stay in the sky.”

“I agree, but it won’t be easy,” says Rickard. “Alexi’s strategy will be to get us on the ground and neutralize Titania at any cost.”

“Other alliances are still possible,” says General Khay, a new advisor who was added to the war council after I got rid of Lord Selwyn. I like her a lot more than her predecessor. “There are at least fifteen realms who haven’t yet chosen a side.”

“Elba is our best option,” says Grandmother. “They have enormous reserves of gold, with which we could buy the services of entire fleets of mercenaries.”

“We’ll invite their king to the Lotus Festival next week,” Elvar says. “It will be a good opportunity to feel him out.”

Shortly after that, the meeting is over. Advisors start to leave, trickling out one by one. I prepare to flee, too, before anyone can get hold of me, but then Grandmother points out the window.

“What is that?”

“It’s a ship,” Rickard says, squinting to see past the glare of the sun lamps.

“And not one of ours,” Max adds.

Elvar’s face blanches. “We’re not expecting any visitors. What if it’s another attempt against our defenses?”

I move closer to the window and gaze past the lamps at a silver speck outside our shields, glittering against the total void of space. The crimson and gold clouds of the Scarlet Nebula and the pale orb of Winter are on the opposite side of Kali, so it’s unlikely this ship came from there. And unlike most starships, this one is shaped like a zeppelin, an ovoid with gracefully curved wings jutting out the sides. It’s exactly like the ship Rama and I snuck off with once, the one that malfunctioned. The realization makes my heart sink.

It’s Wych.

“What was that, Esmae?” Rickard asks me. I must have said it out loud.

“The ship,” I say. “Only one kingdom has a fleet of royal ships shaped like that. It’s from Wychstar.”

There’s a moment of dead silence, and then Rickard’s watch crackles to life with a sentry’s voice. “Master Rickard, there’s a ship requesting entry. Do we have the king’s permission to allow it past the inner shield?”

“No!” Elvar croaks. “Absolutely not! What if King Darshan has decided to move against us after all?”

“Who is on the ship?” Rickard interrupts him to ask the sentry. “What do they want?”

“She says she’s Princess Radha of Wychstar,” comes the reply. “And she wants to see Princess Esmae.”





CHAPTER FIVE

Elvar agrees to let Princess Radha meet us on the arched stone bridge of the palace where royal visitors are usually greeted. I walk there with the others, jaw so tight it aches. At this point, I’d rather face almost anyone in the world than face Rama’s favorite sister.

Rama was only a year old when his mother Queen Radha died from complications during her youngest daughter’s birth. On top of that, King Darshan was still in the final few years of his vow of silence and there are almost six years between Rama and his older brother and sister, so it’s not surprising that he and the baby princess Radha grew up close. I was the unexpected addition to their team of two, the newcomer to their royal schoolroom, the girl no one could quite explain the presence of.

And now Rama is dead.

When she appears alone at the end of the bridge, my heart drops. The Radha I knew was shy, with bright eyes and a sweet smile and a full face and soft curves and an endless parade of creative hairstyles, but this Radha is a ghost. Her thick hair is up in a simple, neat twist that the old Radha would have found woefully uninteresting. Her face is hollow and the soft, rich brown of her skin is almost washed out. Her dress, an emerald green shift that I’ve seen her wear before, hangs off her. Gold bangles gleam at her wrists and even they look like they might slide right off.

We did this to her, Rama.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Titania says in my ear.

Radha approaches us and, as protocol dictates, curtseys first to Elvar. She takes his outstretched hand. “I’m so grateful you allowed me to visit, King Elvar.”

“The pleasure is ours, Princess Radha,” Elvar replies, and to his credit he almost sounds like he means it.

Radha greets Guinne, who joined us before we arrived at the bridge, and the queen says, “My dear, where are your guards?”

“I flew alone. I came despite my father’s wishes to the contrary, so my ship was all I could bring with me.” And then, before any of us can react to that, she moves down the line with the graceful ease of someone who was born to it. “Prince Max, how nice to see you again. Queen Cassela, Master Rickard, it’s an honor to meet you both at last.”

Then, finally, me. Our eyes meet. Hers are just like Rama’s used to be, brown and kind, and my throat closes up tight.

“Hello, Radha.”

Her eyes brim with tears. “Oh, Esmae,” she says. She takes my hands in hers, squeezing them tightly, and goes on in a rush, “Father wants us to have nothing to do with any of this, but I knew I had to come. I can’t hide on Wychstar while my brother’s murderer gets away with what he did. Let me help you.”

I open my mouth to reply, but no words come out. I didn’t expect this. I thought she’d grieve quietly on Wychstar and carry on with her life. That’s what the girl I grew up with would have done, but then, I suppose, none of us are the same anymore.

Max glances at me and steps in. “Are you sure about this?” he asks Radha. “Are you absolutely sure you want to be involved in this war?”

He doesn’t say it out loud, but I hear it all the same, the silent warning: Your brother got involved, and it killed him.

“I’m sure I want justice for my brother,” she says. She still speaks in the same soft, shy voice I’ve known for years, but there’s stone underneath now and I know it means there’s no way she can be persuaded to go home.

There’s a moment of silence, then Elvar speaks up in a decisive and much happier tone of voice. “Your offer of assistance is most appreciated, Princess Radha, and I’m delighted to welcome you to Kali. Come, I’m sure you’d like to rest. You must be tired after your journey.”

His voice trails off as he and Guinne guide her across the bridge. The others follow.

I spin round to Sybilla as soon as the others are out of earshot. “I need a favor.”

“No,” says Sybilla at once.

“You don’t even know what I want!”

“Of course I do. You want me to abandon my position as your guard and protect that interloper instead.”

I blink at her in surprise. “Well, yes. And don’t call her that.”

“And to repeat my original answer: no.”

“Sybilla, we have to keep her safe,” I insist. “Please. I can’t let Rama’s sister die, too.”

Sybilla stamps her foot in anger. Literally. “You understand that you’re just like the rest of us now, don’t you?” she snaps. “You’re not protected by a magical flower anymore. Have you forgotten what happened in Shloka already? You can be hurt now, Esmae. You can be killed! And you want me to leave you to it? No. I refuse. Rama may be gone, but don’t you dare forget that I am your friend too and I won’t let you push me away.”

When she’s finished, she glares at me, brows drawn ferociously together, daring me to fight her on this.

“I’m not doing this to push you away,” I tell her quietly. “I haven’t forgotten you’re my friend. I’m asking you to do this because you’re my friend. I know I can trust you. I know she’ll be safe with you. She won’t be safe with me.”

“I need you to promise me—promise me this isn’t some ploy to keep me out of the way while you go out there alone.”

“I promise. I swear this is about Radha, not me.”

Sybilla huffs, a sound of combined irritation and defeat. “I’ll give you half,” she says. “Half my time with her, half with you. And when I’m not with you, someone else from the Hundred and One better be. Got it?”

I don’t deserve her. “Yes, Captain.”

“Just so you know,” she grumbles, starting across the bridge in the direction the others went, “I will not be polite to the interloper just because I have to protect her.”

I smile unexpectedly. “Is that what you said to Max when I first came back to Kali?”

“I am neither confirming nor denying that.”

I follow her back into the royal sleeping quarters of the palace. We check in on Radha, to whom Guinne has tactfully given one of the empty suites Rama didn’t stay in when he was here, and I introduce her to Sybilla. I leave them to it and return to my own rooms.

By the time I’ve had a bath, it’s dark outside and the night lamps have the soft light of a crescent moon. I put on a sleepshirt and check my tech for the palace schedule. Elvar has retired early for the night, Rickard has gone to visit his son’s family, and Guinne and Max are at a charity banquet at the University of Erys. My own schedule has the banquet inked in, as well, but I doubt anyone actually expected me to go.
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