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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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