
  
    [image: On Mission]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Ink Monster]
        

      

      
        
        First Published by Ink Monster LLC in 2021

      

        

      
        Ink Monster LLC

        100 Commons Rd., Ste 7-303

        Dripping Springs, TX 78620

        www.aileenerin.com

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN 9781943858750

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2021 by Ink Monster LLC

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

        may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher

        except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY AILEEN ERIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Complete Alpha Girls Series

        Becoming Alpha

        Avoiding Alpha

        Alpha Divided

        Bruja

        Alpha Unleashed

        Shattered Pack

        Being Alpha

        Lunar Court

        Alpha Erased

      

        

      
        The Shadow Ravens Series

        Cipher

      

        

      
        The Aunare Chronicles

        Off Planet

        Off Balance

        In Command

        On Mission

        On Destiny

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Subscribe to Aileen’s newsletter!]
          
        

      

      
        
        Click here to subscribe!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

    

    
      
        Don’t miss the exciting finale of the Aunare Chronicles!

      

      
        Looking for more from Aileen Erin?

      

      
        Want updates from Aileen?

      

      
        Also by Aileen Erin

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is for anyone struggling right now and needs a little Ami spirit in their soul.

      This world—this life—is hard. Be like Amihanna.

      Don’t quit. Not ever.

      Especially when it’s hard.

      Because the hard parts always pass, and there will be glittering golden times ahead.

      

      xoxo,

      Aileen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          AMIHANNA

        

      

    

    
      There weren’t many crowds I liked.

      Usually, crowds meant something bad or dangerous or, at the very least, uncomfortable was going to happen. At least that’s how it was for me. But this group was different.

      The gym was large—nearly four times as big as my old warehouse gym on Earth—and that didn’t include the four rows of spectator stands off to the side. The back wall was made for climbing, and the floor was made up of some magical substance that was hard when I needed to run and soft when my sparring partner tossed me to the ground. This was the first place on Sel’Ani that felt like home, and whether my father liked it or not—I’d claimed this gym as mine.

      Teaching again—teaching here—was something that I couldn’t quite put into words, other than to say that I loved it. I really, truly loved it. And this class? It was good. It felt like something I was meant to do.

      I’d already been through my workout with my guards. They were now sprinkled around the walls, keeping an eye on everyone in the room, just in case. But no one in here was anyone I’d call an enemy.

      My eyes stopped on Plarsha. Apparently, she’d been my nanny when I was little—not that I remembered much from back then—but now she was the head of my father’s estate. She basically ran the whole place from her office in the estate’s massive kitchens. She’d been helping me navigate the estate and all the strange Aunare food since I got back to Sel’Ani. I owed her a lot, but even if I didn’t, I still would’ve taught her how to defend herself.

      Plarsha usually wore a half-apron—something she apparently considered part of her uniform even though I’d never seen her cook—but not right now. She’d traded the apron for loose pants and a stretchy wicking shirt that she could move in. Her long, graying brown hair was in its usual braid coiled in an intricate pattern on top of her head, but she had a tiny crease in her brow that told me she wasn’t sure at all about what she was doing. I didn’t love that. She’d been my first Aunare student, which meant that she should’ve had a little more confidence by now.

      I watched her move and couldn’t help but wince. Her right shoulder was next to her ear. Just looking at her positioned like that made my own neck ache in sympathy. “Shoulder down just a little, Plarsha.”

      Plarsha startled and looked around the room before turning back to me with wide eyes. It was as if she was shocked that I noticed her with so many others in the room. Which was fair. She was one of thirty today—a full class—but I did my best to give everyone attention so that they would feel confident.

      “You’re doing fine,” I said calmly. “But your neck’s going to cramp up if you keep your shoulder in your ear like that.”

      Her eyes drifted to the people in the stands, and I forced myself not to sigh. She was especially self-conscious when we had people watching the class, and today, the stands were packed. I probably shouldn’t remind her that the lesson was being livestreamed across the Aunare colonies. What were the chances she’d notice the camera zooming toward her right now?

      Her skin flashed bright.

      Yep. She definitely noticed.

      I started toward her. “Like this.” I held my body as a mirror of how I wanted hers to be.

      Plarsha forced her gaze away from the fist-size camera hovering in front of her. She dropped her hands to her sides, shook out her shoulders, and then raised her fists again. “This?”

      No. Nope. Not that at all.

      Plarsha had approached me with a few of the kitchen maids, asking for lessons. They’d heard about how I taught Earthers, and after the attack on the estate, some of the staff here were having nightmares. Plarsha thought that being able to defend themselves would help.

      Nightmares and being afraid were something I could relate to. I knew I had to help, even if my schedule was as bad as Lorne’s these days. Plarsha might have been one of my first students on Sel’Ani, but she was the one I had the hardest time teaching. Forcing her body to move in a different way than she was used to had been next to impossible, but I wasn’t giving up. I hadn’t met a student I couldn’t teach, and I wasn’t letting that happen now.

      I stepped closer to her, correcting her stance again. Before walking back to the front of the room, I went through the motions a few times with her to make sure she wouldn’t hurt herself, pausing to adjust other students as I went. I tried to give the newest attendees a little extra attention before making it back to the front of the gym. When I got there, the bleachers were to my left, my thirty in-person students were spread out in front of me, and a camera still zoomed around to capture everything for the livestream.

      After the first few weeks of this class, I’d had to limit the size. It’d been just Plarsha, a few kitchen maids, and some of the housekeeping staff, but then every time I taught, more people would show up. Eventually, someone let it slip that I was teaching classes, and then it wasn’t just the people who lived and worked at my father’s estate that wanted lessons. It was everyone.

      Roan said we should just stream my classes across the galaxy, which worked out really well. Way more people than I’d ever imagined tuned in to watch live, and even more watched the recordings later.

      Today—like most days now—we were full with thirty people in staggered rows standing in front of me, repeating over and over the easy one-two punch combo I’d demonstrated earlier. Depending on how many times they’d come to class, some of them were watching me watch them or waiting for me to give them a nod of approval.

      I noticed a few of my regulars were missing today, but there were also a few new faces in the class. Each in-person student worked on the estate, so I wasn’t worried about new people, but if there were still new faces showing up when there was an absentee, then I still wasn’t able to fit in everyone at the estate that needed to be here. The vids of the class were good, but in-person instruction was so much better. When they were here, I could help them fine-tune each move and make sure they were feeling confident in protecting themselves.

      Damn it. I was glad to have newbies here, but maybe I needed to talk to Eshrin—my head guard, currently standing against the far wall—about finding a new classroom. Something that could accommodate more people. Although I knew what he’d say. More people meant less safety.

      I was still a bit of an unknown to everyone, but that was slowly changing. The Aunare were starting to not hate me quite so much. Every day it got better, but there was still a risk.

      I made a mental note to talk to him later. “Okay. Everyone’s doing a great job so far, which means we can move on to the next exercise.” I nodded to Eshrin. He gave me a nod back and then turned on the holo program for the next part of the class. Suddenly, three-foot green holographic targets hovered in front of every student.

      I’d worked with Roan and Eshrin to make this program run the way I wanted it to. It was so beyond better than anything I’d had in my old warehouse. It almost made me sad that I didn’t have it there, but I was thankful for it now. Even if I did miss the days when I made Roan wear layers of padding and get hit repeatedly by my students. That was always fun.

      I paced back and forth in front of the class, trying to make eye contact with as many students as possible while I spoke. “We’re going to work on packing everything you can into your punches. Those who have been with us the last couple of weeks are used to the holo-targets and how they work, but I’m going over it again for the new people—even if you’ve watched it via the stream, it’s different in person. Here, you actually have the holo-targets to hit. And we’ve got a bunch of newbies this week.”

      Some of them nodded, but others stayed still and focused, waiting for me to tell them to start. It didn’t matter to me how they responded as long as they were paying attention. “Phase one of the holo-target program is pretty easy-peasy. The target will explode with proper fist placement. You do it five times in a row, and the targets go through their shimmering transition from green to blue. Got it?”

      There were some nods but no questions. Not even from the newbies. “Phase two of the program is a little harder. You’re going to have to hit it correctly and with enough force to knock an average person off-balance.”

      There were some grumbles, but I kept going. “After ten good hits, it’ll get harder again. You’ll know you hit the final stage when your target does a shimmering transition from blue to red. Once you’re there, it’ll only keep exploding if you’ve surpassed your previous hardest punch. This will not only increase your strength, but your endurance will build up so that if you end up in a longer fight, you’ll have the stamina to keep going.” If anyone made it more than a few past the red, they’d feel like their limbs were wet noodles by the time I was done with them.

      “These targets are awesome, and that’s not just because I helped make them. They’re going to help you get the power you need to punch through someone’s face.” A few eyes widened, and I almost laughed. “Not literally. But figuratively.”

      There were a few chuckles from the stands.

      “The way you’re holding yourself, the way you’re holding your hands, the way I’m teaching you, will mostly keep you from hurting yourself, but—”

      One of the newbies in the back called out, “Mostly?”

      “Yeah. Mostly.” There were some grumbles, and that was to be expected. Especially from anyone who was here for the first time. “You guys, get real. You hit someone in the face, it’s going to hurt your hand. A face has a lot of bones in it. But what’s a little bit of pain when you’re fighting for your life. Right?”

      “But I don’t have the powers that you do. I can’t do this. It’s not in my skill set.” Almya—my new seamstress and designer—sounded defeated, and that wasn’t what I wanted. She was one of the newcomers today. “I don’t even know why I’m here.” The last part was muttered softly, but I still heard her.

      If she was saying it, then others here were thinking and feeling it. Probably even more who were watching the feed were feeling it, too. That wasn’t what I wanted at all. That wasn’t why I’d agreed to teach.

      I didn’t want anyone to quit, so that meant I needed to address Almya’s grumbled complaints. “You’re here because you want to learn how to defend yourself. You want a way to participate in what’s happening, and that’s a good thing. And yes, I have different abilities than everyone in here—except for my guards. We’re made for this kind of work,” I said. “But you can’t let that be an excuse to not try.”

      I looked at the rest of the class. “Every single Aunare is faster and stronger than the average Earther. That’s just a fact. It’s the way your muscles are built. I’m sure my friend Audrey over there—who studied not just Earther medicine but Aunare medicine—would know more about why the Aunare are faster. That’s not my skill set. All I know is that I couldn’t use anything on Earth that would’ve made my skin glow. I would’ve been hunted and killed. So, I shoved away all of the extra abilities that make me a better fighter than most everyone in this room. I managed to survive by fighting with the same techniques I’m going to teach you right now. You can do this. With the proper training, anyone can do this. Earther or Aunare.”

      “You really want us to believe you didn’t use any of your abilities before coming here?” That was from someone else in the back of the room. The snarky tone gave away the fact that they probably didn’t want to be here. Maybe their supervisor wanted them here, or maybe a friend dragged them here, but either way, I was going to answer the question because if one person was saying it aloud, there could be thousands of people thinking it.

      Or better yet, I’d make my best friend answer it. “Roan? You want to respond to that?”

      Roan’s bright green gaze darted up at me, and he blinked a few times as he caught up. He was leaning against the wall at the front of the class monitoring the gym feed with one earbud in, but there was a slight delay on the tablet. The second he heard the question in his earbud, he gave his goofy grin.

      “Did she ever use her abilities on Earth? No. She was never this badass before.” He gave me a little wink, and I wanted to roll my eyes at him. He thought that wink was way more charming than it actually was. “This whole exploding melons and moving so fast I can barely track her? That’s new. I didn’t see her do anything like that on Earth. I wouldn’t have been able to keep up with her if she did, and I kept up with her just fine. We patrolled together nearly every night for years. She was good. Don’t get me wrong. She could kick way more ass than I could, but not like this. She’s so light-years beyond my level now.” He jerked his chin toward me, all of his smile and flirty looks gone. This was Roan when he was about to be serious.

      “Listen to Amihanna. She’s a pro. She’s been teaching for years. Saved more lives doing that than anything else, and that’s saying something. Trust me. If you follow what she says, you’ll be doing more than a favor for yourself. You’ll be able to save your own life and the lives of the people you love. We are in a war right now. These skills are a gift no one can take away from you. She’s saving you today.”

      Roan looked at me with a respect that was almost reverence on his face. It was something that I’d never seen from him before. I never knew he felt that way about my teaching. He was my best friend, and we talked about everything, but I wasn’t sure we’d ever talked about it. This was just something I always did. He came to help me when he could, but I didn’t know he thought I was giving people a gift.

      Roan’s tablet flashed, and the moment was gone. He looked down at it and started typing back to the livestream viewers. I’m sure what he’d said opened a floodgate of questions.

      “All right.” I cleared my throat. Hopefully the explanations made everyone feel a little more confident and less like they wanted to give up. “Back to it, everyone. Start punching. Keep going until the holo target in front of you explodes. I want to see at least ten explosions from each of you. Five of those are total giveaways. That means I need five on the blue targets. It’s not a lot. You can do it. Push yourselves. Picture the attack on the estate. Picture fighting back and hit those targets.”

      I nodded at Roan, who turned on some music to get them really moving.

      Eshrin came to stand beside me. He was nearly a foot taller than me—and I wasn’t short—but he didn’t have the usual lanky frame of the Aunare. None of my guards did, especially Eshrin. My guards worked hard at keeping their bodies as strong as possible. They’d passed every test that the Aunare could come up with to prove their places as my guards. Since we’d found a traitor among them, they’d passed even more tests and interrogations to keep their positions.

      I’d kicked some off the team and hired others, but having Komae turn against us bonded Eshrin and me. Our relationship was more than just guard-guarded. He’d become one of my closest friends.

      “Make the rounds with me?” I asked Eshrin.

      His answering grin was kind and sincere, but it was his stormy gray eyes that really showed what sweetness this man had in him. His dark skin covered thick layers of corded muscle, which meant he was strong enough to take down a room full of people without much effort, and yet the kindness in his eyes made him approachable. He could turn on the scary—I’d seen it in battle—but he wouldn’t scare any of my students. Not like my guard Ginu, who was quite possibly the most unfriendly person I’d ever met. That guard would be staying where he belonged—in the far corner—until we were done.

      “Happy to.” Eshrin motioned me forward, and we started weaving through the class, making sure that everyone got some attention and encouragement.

      The encouragement was the most important part. I’d found that if I didn’t give each student some when they were doing something so far out of their comfort zone, they probably wouldn’t keep coming to class. That wasn’t what I wanted.

      I wanted every person to feel comfortable and safe at the estate.

      The motivation for coming here was different for the Aunare than it was on Earth. When I was teaching with the Crew, there had been desperation in the students. It kept them coming back for more. They knew if they couldn’t save themselves, they would die.

      But here, there wasn’t that urgency. There wasn’t the desperation that the Earthers had. The Aunare had a level of safety and security that Earthers didn’t, but the attack on the estate affected them.

      It had hurt everyone here who called this place their home. The estate housed hundreds of staff members—security, kitchen, event planners, all kinds of people. Not just Lorne and my parents. Not just me.

      Without the life-or-death desperation to my teaching here, I had to make sure I kept everyone engaged and coming back. Because this was important for everyone.

      Time flew by, and most of the class were still working on getting to the red level with their holo-targets. I knew I hadn’t answered any questions from the streaming crowd, and I had to. Which meant it was time for that now. I nodded to Roan, and he put up the stream on one of the gym walls so I could talk to the person.

      I dove into answering questions from everyone in the queue, using my students in the gym to help me demonstrate.

      I wasn’t sure how long it was before the gym door slammed, but I knew what it meant when Roan softly said “uh-oh” in that voice. I’d heard it before on Earth. Many times. We’d been caught doing something wrong.

      I turned to see Fynea in the back of the room, tapping her wrist unit.

      Oh shit. What time was it? How long had we been going?

      I glanced at Roan, who was now standing beside me at the front of the class. His eyes were wide, and he had a familiar look on his face. One that said he’d screwed up big time.

      Son of a spacebat.

      I gave him a look. He had one job. “Where are we supposed to be right now?”

      He did a few taps on his tablet and then looked up at me. He swiped a finger over his mouth, his signal to me that the feed was muted. The camera was aimed at the students. We were as safe as we could be in a room filled with workers from the estate. All of which had a high security clearance. It was a prerequisite for working here.

      “A High Council meeting,” he said softly with a hint of wince in his voice.

      “But it’s not Tuesday.” We met with the High Council every week on Tuesday.

      “No. It’s a special one that got added to your schedule right before class.”

      Which meant it was urgent.

      Damn it. I was so screwed. Lorne was probably so mad at me right now. He liked that I was teaching, but he didn’t like when it ate into my duties. Duties that I too often wanted to blow off. He knew I was always looking for an excuse to ditch out on the High Council, but this time wasn’t my fault. Roan hadn’t even told me about it.

      “How long ago were we supposed to be there?”

      “An hour ago.” He sounded seriously annoyed.

      To be fair, so was I. “An hour? Seriously?” I muttered softly to him. That wasn’t okay.

      This day had been so nice. I’d trained. I’d taught. And now it’d gone from frosty to totally iced in seconds.

      Because any time I had to rush off to meet with the High Council, it’d been a lesson in patience and restraint.

      I had three plans on how to deal with them, and one of them was happening today. I’d had enough.
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      The last thing I wanted to do today was deal with the High Council, but I couldn’t leave Lorne to deal with them alone. It was past time for things to change with the Council, and I wasn’t going to back down. Not anymore.

      I took a breath to let go of all the frustration I had about the Council and leaving a class I was in the middle of teaching, and tapped a finger to my lips, signaling to Roan to unmute the feed that was broadcasting my class across the universe. A second later, the camera zipped back to hover in front of me.

      I gave everyone my best smile but dropped it when Roan made a face.

      Right. I sucked at faking a smile. “All right, you guys. It looks like I’m late for a meeting. Sorry to run out so quickly on you, but Roan will save the info for anyone left in the queue with a question. You’ll be first up next time. Until then, stay safe, everyone.” I gave Roan a nod to cut the feed. He had it set up to immediately play a cooldown routine we’d filmed at one of our first sessions.

      I glanced at Audrey in the second row. Her red hair was piled on top of her head, and she was sweating, but she looked completely at ease during class. She’d practiced these routines when I’d briefly taught on Abaddon, and she’d been coming to any class I’d taught on Sel’Ani. She knew how important it was to be able to defend herself. Around all these full-blooded Aunare, she was the only one who understood how hard it was to be a halfer, physically and mentally. She was one of my dearest friends, and she’d saved my life on Abaddon countless times. I owed her so much.

      And now I was going to owe her a little more. “You mind leading the cooldown?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. Happy to.” She moved forward, giving me a little shove toward the exit of the gym. “Go. I got this.”

      I made a face, and she laughed before facing the class. She started leading them in stretches, and I gave them a wave. Most of the class was still watching me as my guards moved in to follow me wherever I was going next, but they’d pay attention to the cooldown once I left. I was sure of it.

      I turned to Fynea. “Okay. I’ll take a shower and then—”

      “No.” She tucked her tablet under her arm and shook her head at me. “That’s impossible. There’s no time. You’re already beyond late.”

      My mouth dropped open. If she—and Lorne—wanted me in the meeting, then I needed a shower. “Come on. I’m a sweaty mess. I did my usual training before teaching. I stink. Horribly. I can’t go like this. I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “You should’ve been checking your schedule more and—” She took a breath, and I was glad she did. It sounded like she was about to say something that was really going to piss me off.

      Fynea and I had become friends in the last few weeks since the interview with Himani. She was Lorne’s best friend—his version of Roan. Which meant it wasn’t just important but vital that we got along. The more I got to know her, the more I understood why Lorne loved her like I loved Roan. She was honest, funny, and worked hard. Fynea had been one of the only female Royal guards for a long time and had kept that position until she’d gotten injured. She’d been healed, but something about how she got injured—she wouldn’t say what, and I didn’t want to push—forced her to quit. Now, she was Lorne’s assistant.

      Fynea could be cold and businesslike when she was nervous. If she was being short with me, it meant something bigger was happening. I just had to give her a little space so that she’d tell me what was really going on.

      “I’m sorry. The meeting is… going badly.”  Fynea glanced behind me at all the students and lowered her voice. “He needed you with him an hour ago. He doesn’t have time for you to take a shower.”

      If things were really that bad, I wasn’t sure how they thought I could help. The High Council didn’t care what I had to say. Most of them hated me. “I’m not sure what I can do if it’s really going that badly. He’s the High King. Can’t he just tell them all to shove it, or he’ll shove them out an airlock in deep space?”

      Fynea gave a startled laugh. “As tempting as that is—and yes, I guess he could if—no. He won’t say anything of the sort. He has to play the game of politics.”

      Did he, though? Did he really? Was it just me that thought the High Council needed to be dissolved? Permanently.

      She ran her eyes over me. “You’ll have to do as is. Come on.”

      No. I won’t do as is. I hadn’t looked in a mirror, but I knew what I usually looked like after a hard workout followed by teaching.

      There was a strangled sound from behind me.

      I turned to see Almya running toward me.

      “No!” she shouted. “Please. You show up like that, and everyone will say I’m not doing my job. I’ll get fired. I can’t afford to get fired. Not now.” She turned and spoke a few orders in quick Aunare toward the bleachers. I didn’t have my translator in, but I didn’t need it to know she’d given orders. The tone was enough.

      A woman and a man in the back row popped up, each carrying a bag. I hadn’t been paying attention to who was in the stands before, but I recognized them now. Her assistants. That tracked.

      Almya turned back to me. “All right. Let’s see.” She grabbed the shoulder of my shirt in one hand and the sleeve in the other. The sound of fabric ripping along the seams filled the room.

      “What the hell?” If she thought she was helping, she was wrong. I looked at the remnants of my shirt and couldn’t figure out what she thought she was doing.

      Almya took a step back. “Better.”

      Seriously? I was missing a sleeve. Strings were hanging loose from the tear. How could this be better? If anything, it was worse. Much worse. I looked dirty, sweaty, and insane now.

      Before I could decide what to say, she ripped off my other sleeve.

      Great. Because that was totally fixing things.

      What the hell?

      Her two assistants came with a bag of stuff. One ripped open a carton of water, dashed it on a towel, and started wiping down my sweat-dried face. The other walked around me with a brush, pulling out my sweaty ponytail and spraying it with something that smelled floral.

      “What? No.” I couldn’t hide the whine and panic from my voice. “What is happening?”

      Fynea started laughing hysterically, and the bitch didn’t even stop when I gave her the most evil eye I could summon. It just made her laugh harder.

      Almya came at me with a pair of scissors, and I tried to take a step back. “No. What? No! Don’t cut my hair.” It was the only part of me that I really, truly loved.

      “Calm down. I’m not going to cut your hair,” Almya said. “I’m making you presentable. Just give me two more minutes, and you’ll be ready for the meeting.”

      She walked around me, and all of a sudden, she was cutting off the back of my shirt.

      “What are you doing?” I said, but I was pretty sure no one heard me over Fynea’s cackling. I held my shirt to my front, scared of completely exposing myself to everyone in the room. At least the livestream was done or I would’ve been fully mortified.

      I could stop her. I knew I could. I could tell her to quit it, but she was working so fast, and I didn’t have a better plan now that she’d ripped my clothes. I kept trying to think of something to say, but my mind was blank. By the time I’d figured out a polite way of telling her to stop without insulting her, she rose from where she’d been messing with the hems of my pants and stepped away from me.

      Her skin was glowing, and her fao’ana were shining beacons of light, showing her master seamstress skills to everyone in the room. This was Almya doing what she did best. We’d gotten to a place in the last couple of weeks where I trusted her to dress me for both my work and my personal comfort. Even though the last couple of minutes had been completely insane as she ripped and sewed and tied things and who knew what else, I knew I could trust that whatever she’d done would help me look ready for the meeting. I hoped.

      Her assistants were also glowing. One was still messing with my hair, pinning one of many coiled braids on my head. I felt something cold on my forehead and reached up. There was metal on my forehead. What was that?

      Almya slapped my hand away. “Stop it. You’ll make it fall, and it looks nice there. Almost like a crown but not.”

      I tried to look up at my own forehead, but my eyes crossed, and I gave up. “What is it?”

      “My necklace. You now have a firedrake—Lorne’s firedrake—charm hanging there. The chain is hidden in your hair.”

      I looked down at myself. The loose strings were gone, and she’d done something to my shirt. “What do I look like?”

      “You’re definitely good enough for the meeting. Almya is a genius.” Fynea took out her tablet and flipped it around to me.

      I saw myself moving on the screen. My hair was braided and pinned on my head like a crown. The chain of Almya’s necklace was mostly hidden underneath the braids, but the tiny firedrake hung down in the center of my forehead. The black tight active top had been transformed. It was now a halter that left most of my back exposed but laced on the small of my back. She’d cut off parts of my pants too, and the sides had some matching lacing along the outsides of my calves.

      “The shoes are the problem,” Almya said. “She won’t fit in mine.”

      “She doesn’t need them.” Fynea tucked the tablet under her arm. “She looks regal enough. She can go barefoot.”

      Almya made a sound of discomfort.

      “Wait.” Audrey came running. “We wear the same size. Take my sandals.”

      Audrey had an amused smile on her face as she reached us. She usually smiled these days. It was nice. She’d found her happy place here on Sel’Ani, and I was so thankful I could help her resettle, especially after everything she’d been through on Earth and Abaddon.

      “Thank you.” I took her sandals and slipped them on my feet.

      Almya snapped her fingers. “Ring. Where’s the ring? You took it off?” The horror and scandal in her voice made me laugh. “You can’t go anywhere official without it.”

      “Calm down,” I echoed the annoyed tone she’d given me just seconds ago. I unzipped the hidden pocket in my waistband, pulled out my engagement ring, and slipped it on my finger.

      Rings weren’t customary for Aunare weddings, but everyone was used to seeing mine. Lorne’s mother had it made for me when I was a child because she knew I was destined to marry her son. The ring’s stones symbolized the Aunare home system. A huge, round opalescent glowing gem took up the center of the ring. That one represented Sel’Ani. My home.

      Red and yellow gems represented the twin suns to the bottom left of the center stone. Two green gems were the other two planets in the system to the top right of the center stone. It was a beautiful representation of my now-home system. One that I was proud to wear, especially since it was also a symbol of my relationship with Lorne.

      Almya’s skin started to fade, and I guessed that meant she was done. I looked at Fynea, holding up my hands. “Good enough to go up against the High Council?”

      There was a long whistle from the stands. I found Tyler standing up. His hulking frame and bright blond hair were pretty hard to miss. He cupped his hands around his mouth. “I wouldn’t kick you outta bed for eatin’ crackers,” he yelled.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but from his teasing tone and grin, I figured it was a good thing.

      “Have I said yet how glad I am that you and Audrey are back?” I yelled back at him.

      “Every day, baby girl. But I’m lovin’ the reminder.” Tyler’s grin was warm, and his eyes darted to the left of me. To Audrey.

      “Let’s go,” Fynea said, drawing my attention.

      One of Almya’s assistants sprayed me with something sweet-scented, and I looked over at her. She gave a little bow as if to ask for forgiveness, but whatever. I knew I smelled. Not as bad after the towel down, but not great. I really needed that shower, but the spray helped. Maybe. Probably not, but again—whatever. Because I didn’t have time for anything else.

      “All right.” I motioned to Fynea. “Lead the way.”

      I took a few steps and then turned to Roan. He wasn’t walking, and that wasn’t okay. He better be coming with me. I wasn’t showing up late, sweaty, smelly, and in this getup without him.

      Roan winced and took a few jogging steps to catch up while the rest of my guards went into place. Some in front of us, some behind, all watching for anyone that might attack.

      I used to have a deal with my father and Lorne that my guards didn’t need to hover so close when I was inside the estate. After the attack on the estate, that deal had been revoked. It was probably for the best, and I was pretty used to my guards now. I actually even liked having them around sometimes.

      “You better help me out in there,” I whispered to Roan.

      “Don’t I always?”

      He really did. Except what happened today? “An hour late? Come on.”

      “In my defense, this was a last-minute meeting. They only scheduled it five minutes before we started streaming, and I was so busy answering questions and keeping track of the feed that I didn’t see the alert pop up. We had two hours of padding in your schedule before your first meeting of the day. Plenty of time to finish up the last three questions, shower, and be on time.”

      Right. Okay. That made so much more sense. “It couldn’t have been helped then.” I wanted to be angry at him, but I couldn’t. This wasn’t his fault. “I’m sorry. I—”

      “No. Don’t apologize. I’m sorry I didn’t see the alert.”

      “Not your fault.” Scheduling a meeting with this many people with next to no notice? That wasn’t okay. Someone should’ve come in person to tell us. “So, tell me the truth.”

      “Babe.” He only said one word, but it was enough for me to know that he thought I was being ridiculous because we always told each other the truth.

      “Do I look ridiculous right now?”

      He let out a soft laugh. “Honestly, if you weren’t you, I’d say that you look hot, but babe, it’s not your style at all. I know you’re uncomfortable with that much skin showing.”

      I looked down at myself as we followed behind Fynea. “That’s what I thought.” Perfect. Just fantastic. I didn’t need anything else making me feel out of place in these meetings. They were always a nightmare, and if today’s was an emergency, then I knew something bad was happening.

      Ice it all. If they wanted a queen that always looked perfect and proper, then they were going to be disappointed. All they had was me, and I couldn’t be anything other than what I was. I’d done too much pretending in my life. I didn’t have it in me anymore.

      I’d survived. Now I was ready to fight back. I just hoped I didn’t disappoint Lorne because that would kill me.

      I glanced down and saw that my shirt was a little short. My belly button was exposed, and that wasn’t okay. Freaking Almya cut off too much fabric. I tugged on it, trying to get it to lower a little.

      Roan gripped my wrist, stopping me from messing with my top. “I’m pretty sure that if you keep tugging on it like that, the whole shirt’s going to fall off, and I don’t need to be scarred like that. Some shit you just can’t unsee.”

      I shoved him.

      “Joking.” He held up his hands in surrender. “You look great. You’re going to do fine. You’ve been in so many worse situations than some stupid meeting. And if they don’t like you, who cares?”

      “Right.” But I had a feeling he was dead wrong.

      Fynea stopped in front of guarded doors. The guards bowed to me quickly before parting.

      “Take a breath,” Fynea said.

      I nodded, sucking one in and letting it out slowly, evenly, and unmeasured. I wasn’t out of control. I didn’t need the controlled Aunare breath.

      At least not yet.

      “You’re our future High Queen,” she said it without any doubt or regret. There was only pride and faith in her voice. It weighed so, so heavy on my shoulders, making it hard for me to keep my balance.

      “You’re our future. That Council? They’re bad for us. We need you to go in there and fight for us.” She swung the door open, and I knew that’s what I’d do.

      I’d fight for them. Even when they screamed at me. Even when they belittled me. Even when they hated me for it. Because I wasn’t fighting for the High Council. I was fighting for the Aunare, who were only just learning how to stand up against injustice.

      I was fighting for the Earthers, who were struggling to survive without hope for a future.

      I was fighting for myself because no matter what other reasons there were in the universe, this fight against SpaceTech would always be personal for me. If it hadn’t been personal from the years of fighting and patrolling and trying to keep our neighborhood safe despite all of SpaceTech’s corruption, then it became personal the second Jason Murtagh laid a hand on me in that diner. And it wasn’t just me who felt connected to this war. This fight was personal for so many billions of people all over the universe.

      SpaceTech was evil. From the big company decisions to the individual attacks it made. Their evil would rot the galaxy if we let it.

      I held my head high, feeling the slight weight of the firedrake against my forehead, and I walked through the doors pretending I was fit for the job I’d agreed to fill.

      Because this was war, and I—Amihanna, the almost-High Queen—was here to fight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          LORNE

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to pace back and forth across the room as the meeting continued to spiral into chaos, but I forced myself to stay still, standing off to the side of the High Council table with all of my thoughts and emotions hidden under a guise of serious contemplation. No one was paying attention to me anyway. The Council members were too busy arguing over each other in a show of falsely appointed power.

      I was in charge. Beyond anything else, that was essential for me to remember. I was the High King and in charge of whatever the Aunare did next, but I wanted Amihanna here. I wanted to make the next call with her.

      Every beat of my heart seemed to urge me into declaring war, but I hadn’t gotten our allies to agree to back us yet. No matter how many meetings I had or how many favors I called in, nothing was working.

      Three of the six other kings and queens of the Aunare—those who ruled the colonies—called this meeting because of their concerns with SpaceTech’s looming presence in the outskirts of their territories. They were questioning why I had yet to declare war, and I agreed. That was the problem. That was why I couldn’t speak and why I needed Amihanna here. I completely agreed.

      I wanted to declare war, start fighting, and be done with it. They were asking why I hadn’t, and the High Council was providing them with all the reasons why we shouldn’t.

      I didn’t care about any of those reasons. None of them mattered.

      The only reason I was hesitating was because I didn’t want to face our allies and also SpaceTech in war. I truly believed that would be reckless, but there would come a time when that wouldn’t matter anymore.

      And still, I hesitated.

      We could win against SpaceTech. It wouldn’t come without cost—a cost of lives, which would be difficult, but their sacrifices would be worth it. We would make each one worth it.

      If we went up against SpaceTech and our allies, the cost would go up to an impossible number, with the additional risk of losing.

      We couldn’t lose. That wasn’t a risk I was willing to take. I’d lost hope that our allies would join the fight. That was gone. They’d made that clear numerous times, so I switched tactics with them. Now, all I needed was for the allies to agree to stay out of it. Once I had that, I would declare war and we would end this.

      But I didn’t have that yet.

      I wasn’t ready to give up on that hope. Not yet. Not now.

      Soon, there would come a time when I no longer cared about our allies and their actions, but I was attempting to be a good ruler and make smart choices for my people.

      Was delaying a mistake? Possibly, but acting rashly could also be a mistake. Only time would tell if I chose wisely or not.

      Even if they couldn’t sway my decisions, the Council was finding ways to waste my time.

      The High Council room wasn’t especially large. It fit all twenty-five council members at a round table in the center of the room. The middle of the table was hollow, allowing for information or maps or anything else that was the central focus of the meeting to be holo-projected inside it. A few of the dark leather arm chairs were empty today, but held a holo-stream of the person who usually sat there.

      Three of the walls in the room were massive vidscreens used for people not on the High Council to call in. Today, one of the walls was broken into three strips, one for each of the three Aunare kings and queen present today. They ruled on the Aunare colonies, but all were subject to the laws and rulings I made.

      Assistants and security sat in chairs along the edge of the far wall—the only non-vidscreen wall. I kept glancing back to it because that’s where the only entrance and exit to the room was.

      Amihanna would be coming through that door any moment now, and I wished she’d hurry up.

      The other kings and queen had finished making their case thirty minutes ago, and that’s when the High Council began their arguing.

      I was tired of them. I wanted them gone, but I’d been waiting for Amihanna to fire them. Not because I didn’t want to do it, but because I thought it would be a good first political move. I’d given hints here and there that we didn’t need them, but maybe I should be more clear.

      I wanted her first act as a political leader to be something she initiated herself without influence from me, but maybe the hints were too forceful. This was new to her, and now I was questioning if her father was right about letting her figure it out herself. Amihanna needed guidance, and I wasn’t about to let her flounder.

      But as I listened to them rage on, I decided I was finally and totally done with this council. If she didn’t fire them today, then tonight we’d talk about the High Council and why I thought she needed to get rid of them. Why it was important that it was her first move.

      One more second of listening to them argue and I might just kill the lot of them. At least with Amihanna here, I had some measure of control.

      I heard the soft whoosh of the door opening because I’d been listening for it.

      I turned slowly to her, and only the fact that I was here with all these people kept me from laughing. Not at her, but because I knew she was completely uncomfortable in her clothes. She looked beautiful. That wasn’t any less of a fact today, but she’d gone into long arguments with Almya—and won—over outfits that showed much less skin than this. Why would Almya—

      Oh. I knew her workout clothes very well, but I wouldn’t have noticed at a glance. Almya had braided the pants and turned the shirt into a halter. Amihanna must’ve still been teaching and missed the change to her schedule.

      Wait. What was that dangling from her hair?

      She strode toward me, and I couldn’t stop myself from meeting her halfway and tapping the charm. Now that she was closer, I could see it was my firedrake. I couldn’t help but smile. “Amihanna.”

      One word—her name—from my lips had her skin lighting up. I loved it. I knew it drove her crazy, but I loved seeing her skin glow. I loved that I was the one who caused it to glow. And on top of that, I loved that everyone in this room could see how powerful she was.

      She might still be getting used to her new role, but they didn’t need to know that. They needed to see her as in charge, and they would never be able to deny that as long as they could see the fao’ana on her skin.

      I leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I like the firedrake.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You would.”

      Yes, I would, and I did. It was my symbol, and maybe it was wrong to feel a sense of pride when she wore it, but that’s how it felt. It was the same feeling I got when I saw her firedrake tattoo, but better because this one wasn’t hidden underneath her clothes. It was almost as good as seeing her wear the ring my mother designed for her, but my firedrake on her felt different. An exchange of rings wasn’t traditional for the Aunare. Our symbols were special. Not every Aunare had one, but I did. Her wearing mine was a declaration to everyone that she was mine.

      She gave me a grin, one of her real ones that made my heart tumble and made me feel like I was floating in deep space. It wasn’t a bad feeling, but one that made me feel more than a little breathless and out of control when I couldn’t really afford to feel more of either right now. But if a little bit of control was the cost of loving her so much, then I would willingly pay it.

      I forced myself to take a step back from her and waited to see what she would do.

      She turned first to the other rulers on the screen. “My apologies for running late. I—”

      “If you were a better queen, you’d have made yourself available,” a croaky voice from behind us said.

      I turned to the High Council table, scanning the faces. There was a group at the table that didn’t care for her, and a few that actively, openly hated her, but it was Councilman Broff di Yenam who had spoken. He was the first on my list to go. Honestly, they were all on my list to go, but he’d moved to the top with that remark.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, hoping that she’d finally do what I shouldn’t do. Getting rid of the council that my father made, filled with idiots and corruption, was essential, but the whole point of keeping it was to let Amihanna learn how to become a politician without any real risk. Rysden said this was the way I learned, and he was right. But now I was here waiting for her to make her move, and I hated it. I wanted to help her and guide her, but Jesmesha—our High Priestess—agreed with Rysden. She said I had to let Amihanna make her choices. I had to let her grow on her own.

      I trusted Jesmesha. As our High Priestess, she had the ability to see all the variations our lives could take, and was good at her job of guiding us along the right path.

      When Jesmesha spoke, I listened. Right now, the best path, for me, for Amihanna, and for the Aunare, meant that I had to stand aside and let Amihanna grow, but doing that was killing me.

      It was time. If she didn’t do something today, tonight we’d talk no matter how much of a mistake Rysden and Jesmesha said—

      “I have always made myself available to this council,” Amihanna’s voice was so clear, calm, and confident, that it tore me from my inner ranting.

      Maybe Rysden was right after all. A few weeks ago, she would’ve yelled at di Yenam—and rightly so—but this was the voice of a leader. Finally.

      One sentence and I wanted to cheer.

      “I’m sure someone noticed my absence and sent a messenger?” She gave them a smile, one altogether different than the one she’d given me. It held a threat.

      Yes. Yes. This was it. She was going to tear them apart today. I could feel it, and if there was a moment that I could give her a little push, I’d take it.

      Neither Rysden nor Jesmesha said anything against little pushes. That was fair.

      “Actually, there were four messengers sent to get you,” Fynea said from the back. My best friend was going to get a box of her favorite chocolates for this. She’d resigned from politics a long time ago, but every once in a while, she chimed in.

      Today was going to be good. Standing here with Amihanna by my side, I had this overwhelming feeling that something was getting ready to shift, and I was ready for it. This was just the start.

      “But oddly, all of the messengers went missing.” Fynea gave the council members a hard look. “Which is why I decided to go myself.”

      “We’re looking into what and who waylaid them. I’ll have a report shortly,” Rysden said to Amihanna. “But the colony rulers requested that you be here for this.”

      She had a second to look shocked before she hid her emotions. “What happened?”

      “SpaceTech has some of their war vessels skirting very close to our territory,” Rysden said. “Not just in one spot, but three. Midian ni Renu the King of Sem’ansh, Ceshal di Noreya the King of Hemt’alan, and Layanae ni Taure the Queen of Veyet have called this meeting.”

      Amihanna was quiet for a moment as she studied the queen with dark hair. Her eyes were a light green, a few shades lighter than mine. “ni Taure?” Amihanna asked her.

      Laya grinned, and she went from pretty to beautiful. “I have the unfortunate pleasure of being Lorne’s eldest cousin.” She tilted her head as she gazed at me. “He was a beast as a child.”

      I’d been trying not to laugh, but her look did it. One slipped.

      Amihanna glanced at me. “A beast?” she mouthed.

      I gave her a shrug that I hope read as—what can I say?

      She turned back to the vidscreen. “So, SpaceTech is close to your territories, but hasn’t actually entered. Right?”

      “Exactly. Not yet,” Queen Layanae said. “But the threat is there. We are very concerned.”

      Amihanna thought for a moment, and I would’ve given anything to know what she was running through her mind.

      “They’re worried about the possibility of an attack,” Rysden said. “It’s their systems that are at the greatest risk, and because of their placement in the galaxy, they have the least amount of military presence. It wasn’t necessary… until now. They’re requesting immediate support and action against SpaceTech.”

      Rysden stated it quickly and plainly, letting Amihanna come to her own conclusions. I noticed the tactic because he’d used it so many times on me.

      Amihanna took a breath to process the information, and then turned to face the kings and queen on the vidscreens. “If SpaceTech is moving that close into so many of our colonies, then we have a lot to worry about. I’m glad you didn’t wait for the regular weekly meeting.” She turned to the round table. “And what’s the High Council’s recommendation?”

      “To hold strong and not act,” Rysden said before they could start arguing again.

      The High Council would feel quite fine sitting here in the comfort and safety of Sel’Ani and let the rest of the Aunare go to ruins.

      “What’s your move?” she asked me, dismissing the council entirely.

      We were finally getting somewhere. “I have Fynea reaching out to our allies now and—”

      She sighed, and I wanted to kiss her.

      That was completely out of the question right now, but that’s what I wanted. Because I felt that sigh in my soul, too. I wanted to be done with the allies, but the risk was so great.

      “I’ve given up on the notion that they’ll join us in the fight,” I said, hoping she’d understand my motives. “My only thought is to reach out to let them know what our move will be and that they should stay out of our way.”

      She looked at me, but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. I saw the relief in her eyes, and I was sorry that I’d done anything to make her doubt my intentions.

      War was here. It was only a matter of time before I officially declared it. My only hope was that in this brief window while I tried to rally our allies, Amihanna was allowed a moment to feel safe and secure. To grow her voice as a leader of the Aunare. And also give her enough time to heal from the thirteen years of horrors she’d had to endure.

      She didn’t know that’s what I had been doing, and I was sure she’d be annoyed or angry at me for it, but this time was my gift to her. These few weeks of peace were hers so that she could breathe, and during that little bit of peace, I’d seen her grow more and more confident in being Aunare. I wanted that for her. I wanted to give her that, even if she’d hate me for it. Because things were going to get bad and dangerous very, very soon.

      Rysden stepped closer to his daughter. He’d noticed the sigh too, and when I looked at him, I saw the hope and pride clearly on his face. I doubted anyone else could see it, but this was the man who had taught me how to become the best version of me.

      “You think otherwise,” Rysden said, giving her a little push to speak up.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “I’d like to hear what she has to say,” King Ceshal said.

      So would I.

      I stepped back, and let her take the lead. Because in the end, I was the High King, but she would be the High Queen. We could only win this war if we did it together.

      This was it. The first step that I’d been waiting for.

      Today she was finally becoming the leader I knew she could be.

      Tonight, I’d let her know how proud I was of her, but right now, I’d stand aside and let her speak.
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      Everyone in the High Council room—including the three Aunare kings and queen on the vidscreen—were watching me. Some with hope, but most of the council were wishing that whatever I said next would renew everyone’s doubt about me ruling with Lorne.

      Whatever I was going to say would be the wrong thing, but I couldn’t stop myself. There was only one course of action to take if I was going to co-rule with Lorne.

      So I took a breath to convince myself that I was worthy of that position, and then I spoke. “We should send immediate support to the colonies to back them up, and because we know that SpaceTech doesn’t make one move without making at least two more, we should be prepared for an attack on Sel’Ani. I want to meet with Captain ni Eneko right away and see what intel he has on the latest search for spies. I also think that we should send a force to SpaceTech’s colonies. Not inside their territory, but just outside. If they’re moving against us, we should be moving against them.”

      “That would be a clear act of war.” There was a distinct outrage in Councilwoman Wishna ni Ilajan’s voice.

      The woman was by far the youngest on the High Council, by at least a few decades. I thought that meant she’d be an ally for me. We were both young women, working in an environment where we were the clear minority. Of the twenty-five council members, only three were women, and only one could be considered “young.” Surely we could help each other? But I had been wrong, wrong, wrong.

      I met her gaze with my own, daring her to say anything else.

      The room was silent, so I pushed my point. “If putting ships right outside another nation’s colonies is an act of war, then I think SpaceTech has just shown you their intentions once and for all. Do you need other actions? How about their attack on Ta’shena? Their brutal slaughter on Sa’shotaem? Their genocide of the Aunare on their planets for the last thirteen years?” I stepped toward the council table. “If none of that counts as an act of war, what would count? What would make you declare war?”

      I was met with silence.

      I turned to my father, expecting to see disapproval, but instead, I saw something else. Pride? Was that really pride?

      He gave me a slight nod, as if he could read my mind.

      Wow. That was the first time I’d seen a look like that from him.

      Did he secretly want to go to war?

      “I’d like the answer to this question myself,” my father said.

      “You recused yourself from this matter thirteen years ago because of biases,” Councilman di Yenam said. “I see no need to revisit—”

      “I saw the need to step back from the argument then,” my father’s voice was calm as he interrupted the Councilman, but something about his tone felt like a false calm. There was a sharp edge to it that was meant to cut. “I agreed to the former High King’s order to stand down because my family was in peril. I wasn’t thinking in terms of the Aunare, although now that my daughter is here and I’ve learned so much, I wonder about the wisdom in that choice. I wonder if I’d stayed firm if we could’ve saved thousands of Aunare lives. The responsibility for not fighting against the former High King—for not staying true to my position as Hand of the King—all those years ago will be something that I will regret until I pass into the beyond. But I do not see the need for me to recuse myself for one moment longer.”

      He’d recused himself? What did that mean? That he wasn’t allowed to wage war? Wasn’t that his job?

      If that was the case, then his hands had been tied for a long time. Maybe he wasn’t as against war as I’d thought. Maybe I wasn’t alone in this fight.

      “I disagree,” Councilwoman ni Ilajan said. “We’ve all seen the footage of her abuse. You have plenty to hold against SpaceTech as a father.”

      I could see the validity of that argument. I could see it and then I could reject it because this wasn’t just about me. It was every Aunare on Earth that had been brutally slaughtered. It was every Aunare on Sa’shotaem that had been murdered. It was every Aunare life—whether on Sel’Ani or across the universe—that hung in the balance because if we didn’t act, SpaceTech would.

      They would keep coming for us until the entire Aunare race had been eradicated from existence.

      “I’m ashamed to admit that I allowed myself to be persuaded by the former High King,” my father’s voice was resigned yet confident, drawing everyone’s attention. Especially mine. “I traded my voice in this matter for the allowance of four missions to Earth per year to search for my wife and child. I no longer need those missions. I’m asking the current High King to allow me to speak on this matter again.”

      He’d been there four times a year? He’d given up his power in order to search for us? Why was I just now learning this?

      The room was silent as everyone waited to see what Lorne would say.

      Lorne waited a moment and then nodded. “Allowed. Full powers restored.”

      Something like peace washed over my father’s face for a moment before his eyes went cold.

      “I’ve been forced to stay silent on this matter—” Someone scoffed, but my father continued on. “—and as the Head of the Aunare Military and the Hand of the King, I’ve found that silence to be increasingly hard to bear, especially with the events since Amihanna’s return. That we have not acted since Sa’shotaem was burned is an abomination. It is a sad day in Aunare history that we let that atrocity go unanswered. That you’ve let your thinking become filled with so much cowardice is sickening. This is not how the Aunare act. This is not who we are. We’re not afraid of an evil people less powerful than us. It’s preposterous. If SpaceTech attacks once more before we have acted, then any deaths will be on this Council’s heads.”

      My father turned to Lorne. “As Hand of the King, I’m asking for your permission to act as I see fit in our retaliation on SpaceTech. I know that we are outside of the deadline to declare war for the latest attacks and that you must allow yourself some plausible deniability. I know your reasoning, and I’ve agreed with you up to this point. But let me act for you. Let me—”

      “No.” Lorne’s single word made my heart ache.

      All the hope of my father’s words destroyed with one tiny, two-letter word.

      No.

      “Why?” I should’ve waited until we were in private, but I needed the answer. I needed it now. “Why would you deny our right to war?”

      Lorne shoulders hunched ever so slightly. It wasn’t enough that anyone would really notice, but I noticed everything about him. “There’s a clause in our alliance treaty that gives a time line for when I may declare war without repercussions from our allies. If we act outside of that time line, then we face war with everyone. Everyone.”

      “What time line?” And why was I just now hearing about it?

      “We have two days to act after any attack.”

      “Then why didn’t you declare war? We were attacked weeks ago. You are the High King. Why didn’t you—”

      “I was in the healing pod with you. I’d just been appointed. I… There’s no excuse, but the time slipped by before I was fully aware of the time line set in our alliance. If we act now, it’ll be us against our allies. All of them. We can win against SpaceTech, but I’m trying to find a way not to fight every advanced species in the universe.”

      Oh God. This sounded awful. I was realizing how stuck Lorne must’ve felt. That he didn’t act right after the attacks on Sa’shotaem and Ta’shena must’ve been eating his soul.

      “You sound perilously like your father. You cannot be afraid to act,” my father said.

      I silently cheered my father on, even though I knew it hurt Lorne. I could see the pain on his face, even beneath his kingly mask. But I was my father’s daughter, and I wasn’t afraid to say the hard things either. Even if it hurt the person I loved most in this life.

      “I’m nothing like my father.” There was an anger in Lorne’s voice that made me want to beg my father to back down, but this was too important.

      I needed to know why we weren’t already at war.

      Lorne took a moment to make sure his kingly mask was back in place. It probably worked for everyone else, but I was learning to see through it.

      “Our relationship with our allies is currently extremely strained.” This time his voice was devoid of emotion, despite the depth of swirling emotions I saw under the surface. “You know how hard I’ve been working. I’ve been reaching out to every tie I have for the last few weeks, trying to get them to side with us, but no one is listening to me. No one will hear reason or logic. No one will see the truth. No one will agree to attend my in-person summit, and now I’m starting to wonder why.”

      He’d called an in-person summit with our allies?

      Why was I just now learning all of this?

      I turned to Roan sitting in his spot by the door, but he gave me a tiny headshake. He didn’t know about any of this either.

      At least I wasn’t the only one in the dark.

      “I’m not my father,” Lorne said, and I turned back to him.

      He was facing the Aunare kings and queen who were watching us from the vidscreen, his mask firmly in place. “I will not leave you out to defend yourselves alone. I’ll send three warships to each of you, plus support ships and fighter ships—ground, air, and space defense. I know that you have your own fleets, but it won’t be enough. Not if SpaceTech is rallying close by. I only ask that you don’t act first. Give me the chance to keep working on gaining the support of the allies. If you act first, you destroy everything I’ve been working on for the last few weeks. Undoing the damage my father has done… It’s been frustrating, but I have to try. The risk of not trying is too great.”

      That sounded perfectly reasonable to me. “Is that enough?” I asked. “Will you be okay with three warships and the rest?” If not, I was going to fight for more because I wasn’t letting what happened on Sa’shotaem—on Earth—happen to our colonies.

      “Yes,” Queen Layanae ni Taure said. “It will be enough to protect us should they attack and will allow time for additional support to make their way to whoever gets attacked first. Thank you, your majesty. We will do as you’ve asked.” She pressed her fist to her heart and gave Lorne a small bow.

      “It is my duty to protect all of my people. I won’t leave you defenseless. You have my full support. Please, keep us informed. I’d like updates at least three times daily on the movements of SpaceTech in your area. Add more if something comes up. You have my personal codes.”

      I wasn’t sure what had happened to make Lorne act, but I was so grateful I could cry. I wouldn’t, but I could’ve.

      “We do. We appreciate your support.”

      “You have it.”

      King Ceshal di Noreya bowed with his fist to his heart. “I’m sure you have other matters to discuss with the High Council. We’ll leave you to it.”

      King Midian ni Renu and Queen Layanae ni Taure bowed to Lorne, fists to their hearts, and then the screen went blank.

      Okay. Okay. Maybe today wasn’t going to be such a wash. I wasn’t sure why today was the day that Lorne decided to start taking control of the High Council, but I was thankful for it.

      Lorne turned to my father. “I know war is here, but I’m neither my father nor am I to be goaded into taking our Aunare military lives for granted. Do I want to destroy every last SpaceTech officer? Yes. I want them to burn in the fires of the Goddess’s pits for an eternity for what they’ve done to her.”

      Lorne’s skin started burning brighter, and I stepped toward him. “Lorne,” I said, but he didn’t hear me. He was staring off at nothing, and I put my hand on his arm.

      “I want them to burn for what they’ve done to our people on Earth, on the colonies, on Sa’shotaem. For coming to our home planet and attacking Ta’shena. But if I give in to that anger, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop at just SpaceTech officers. I’m not sure there will be Earther life left when I’m done. I’m not sure I’ll stop at Earthers. Anyone who stands in our way would be fair game.”

      Lorne’s skin brightened so much that it almost hurt to look at him.

      “Lorne,” I said louder this time.

      “But I am the High King of the Aunare, and war is upon us. Not today. Not now. But very soon. Every day it grows closer. I hear what my shalshasa says every time she walks through those doors.” He pointed to the Council chamber doors behind me. “And I hear what you say to her and behind her back. I’ll have no more of it. Before we go to war, Amihanna is going to either purge this High Council or get rid of it entirely. It is at her discretion. We’ve tried to work with you, but my patience is ended.”

      Oh. He was going to let me do it?

      Yes, please. I’d been planning for this for weeks.

      Lorne turned to my father, skin still ablaze but not yet flashing. “War is coming, and I’m desperately trying to find a way to make sure we’re not fighting the entire universe. Just SpaceTech. That’s been my sole effort these last few weeks. You know this. Right now, our allies’ refusal to stand aside if we should act against SpaceTech is the only thing holding me back, but it won’t hold me back much longer.” Lorne looked down for a second and then back at my father, and a little bit of his calm returned. Except it looked fake to me. Like a frozen facade over molten lava. Only there for an instant before melting. “How many days will it take you to mobilize that many warships to support Sem’ansh, Hemt’alan, and Veyet?”

      My father swallowed before giving him a tiny nod. “Three days. Maybe four.” His voice was deep and soft, and I knew that he was aware how close Lorne was to losing control.

      “And then, how long will it take you to build defenses around our home system? And another fleet moving throughout our territory? I want them mobile to defend, and when the time comes, I will want a unified move against SpaceTech. They are on the move, and that means our next two-day window to declare war will start soon. I need everyone off duty called in. Anyone on partial, too. We are at war, and it’s time to act like it.”

      I stared at Lorne. If I was getting ready to dismiss this Council, then he shouldn’t be saying any of this in front of them. There’d been leaks and—

      Oh. Right. He wanted this to get out. He wanted SpaceTech to know that we were going to fight and fight hard.

      This would either cause SpaceTech to move quickly against us or make them run scared.

      My money was on them running scared, and from the way Lorne was talking, I was pretty sure that he’d agree.

      Rysden took a breath, letting it out slowly. “Ten days. I can have everything ready by then.”

      I wasn’t sure if my father was telling the truth. Could he mobilize faster? Probably.

      “What of our allies?” my father asked. “How were this morning’s meetings?”

      “They weren’t what I’d hoped, and they were cut short for this meeting. I have one more meeting left today, and if that goes poorly as well, then we’ll see what our next move is.”

      I was scared for a second that he’d say something more, but he stopped.

      “Can you get everything you need done? Or do you need more help?”

      My father dropped Lorne’s gaze and bowed his head deeply. “I will make it so, your majesty.”

      “Good.” Lorne closed the distance between us, his hand cupped the back of my head as he jerked me forward and pressed me to his chest.

      I could feel his anger as if it were my own. His frequencies were dissonant, fast and frantic. “Are you okay?” I whispered into his chest.

      His head dropped down until I could feel the heat of his breath on my cheek. “No.”

      “I can go with you.” If I could balance him out, I had to try. “You have to breathe—”

      “I’m late for another meeting. I have to…” I felt his measured breaths and out of the corner of my eye, I could see the flashing slowing.

      His frequency slowed and deepened, leveling out until it was calmer. Not calm, but calmer.

      “If this meeting goes well, then I’ll be late tonight,” he said. “Everything got pushed and… I don’t have time now, but I need to talk to you about something. I don’t want to make you stay awake, but—”

      “I’ll wait for you.” I swallowed. While he was speaking, he’d gone from calmer and determined to worried so fast. I wasn’t sure what had crossed his mind, but there was no way I’d be able to go to sleep without talking to him. “Is everything okay?”

      “I hope so.”

      That didn’t sound great. “Okay.” I wanted to believe him, but there was something in his tone. Something I couldn’t identify.

      His grip on my head loosened a little as he pulled back. “Tonight.”

      “Okay,” I said again, because it was the only thing I could say.

      He brushed a quick kiss on my lips, and then turned, nodding to Ashino—his head guard—and Fynea to follow him as he made his exit.

      I closed my eyes. Just for a moment. Just to catch my bearings.

      Lorne had left the room without me. He’d never done that. But now, I was alone with the High Council, and I knew what that meant.

      Did he just leave me in charge?

      Yes. Yes, he totally left me in charge.

      I straightened my shoulders and quickly decided my next move.

      If the choice was to cull the Council or get rid of it, I was totally getting rid of it.

      He’d said I could, but did he mean it?

      Ice it all. I might regret it, but who needed these people?

      Not me, and clearly not Lorne. Because he’d just walked out of here like he planned to never come back.

      Roan had been helping me gather evidence for the past couple of weeks, and we’d made three different plans. Plan A got rid of the worst of the worst in the room—those who were nearly as bad as having a SpaceTech officer on the council. I had suspicions that they’d been leaking information to SpaceTech, but not clear evidence. But what I had was enough for me to get rid of them.

      Plan B was a little deeper dive. It got rid of everyone from Plan A, but then weeded out a few more that had some pretty strong ties to SpaceTech and included a few that had been leaking information to the media.

      Plan B was the one I’d been planning to go with. It felt like it got rid of the worst offenders, but it wouldn’t cause such a stir among the Aunare.

      But I had one more aggressive plan.

      Plan C was the nuke-the-entire-bunch-of-jerks plan. It not only fired all of the members, but it dissolved the council for good. There would no longer be a High Council at all. This was my last resort because there were a few people that I felt could be helpful in the future—the main one being Councilwoman Yneia ni Shanam. She was the council’s chief science advisor and was heading up research on lucole. If she was fired, then getting more information about what SpaceTech could and couldn’t do with lucole might slow while we found someone new.

      Losing her would be unfortunate, but I had no choice. The council was causing all kinds of problems, and keeping it going because of one person didn’t make sense. Not even the science advisor.

      I motioned to Roan, and he got up from his seat at the wall.

      “Plan C,” I said softly to Roan as soon as he was close, and he gave me a nod.

      “You got it,” he said, but he wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was sending packets to every media outlet and offering up a very brief interview to Himani to follow before the end of the day. I wanted my information hitting the media before any of them had a chance to say anything.

      The packet Roan was sending out was massive. It had all kinds of proof to back up why each of the council members needed to get gone, along with why this High Council wasn’t needed anymore at all. No one was going to turn this around on me.

      Because I wasn’t going to replace them. I was getting rid of them all.

      Roan nodded at me. “Done.”

      “Excuse me,” one of the council members said. “What’s done?”

      I scanned all of their faces. Most of them already hated me—that didn’t bother me—but now I had to find the words to tell them that they were no longer needed.

      I’d never fired anyone before. This was either going to be fun or a complete disaster.

      Who was I kidding? Of course it was going to be a disaster.
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      Twenty minutes into my last of the scheduled ally meetings, Fynea interrupted, saying that I had something urgent come up, but that was a lie. I knew from her tone that it was made up, and I knew why.

      I had been beyond testy and all the diplomacy I had left inside me were just wisps of smoke. I wasn’t just bad at my job today. I was botching it horribly.

      What was I even doing anymore?

      I sat at the desk in front of a blank vidscreen, with my elbows on my legs, head in my hands, and I was trying to figure out what I needed to do.

      Everything that I thought up wasn’t good.

      A hand pressed against my back. “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t know anymore.”

      “My dear friend.” Fynea sounded worried. “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you’re a mess.”

      I laughed and sat straight, rubbing a hand down my face. I met Fynea’s clear blue gaze. “You think?”

      “Yes. Truly. What was that?” She motioned to the vidscreen.

      “I don’t even know what I said.”

      She raised a brow at me, giving me a look that told me she was about to give me hell for what I’d just done. “Shall I refresh your memory?”

      I groaned. “No. Please, Goddess. No.” A man could only take so much humiliation.

      “What is going on in that head of yours? You look exhausted. Is something wrong with Amihanna? Is she having nightmares again?”

      “No. She’s been sleeping. As long as I’m with her, she sleeps.” I wasn’t sleeping, but she was.

      The pressure to do the right thing—the best thing—for my people was so hard. I wanted to start the war, attack, fight, but I was battling every instinct I had to make sure I was making the smartest choice possible.

      I couldn’t afford to make a mistake. Mistakes meant that lives were lost, and after what my father had done to us, I had to do better.

      “I’ve been trying—and as you saw today—failing miserably—to get our allies’ support. Which is why I’ve been up all hours taking meetings, making friends, trying to find allies within the people that were already supposed to be supporting us. But it’s hopeless.” I waved a hand at the screen. “It’s all hopeless. We are way outside of the two-day time line since the latest attacks, and I know that I’ve failed for not declaring war when I had the chance. Twice. I can’t turn back the clock. I can’t go back to the day of the attacks, and it’s killing me. I’ve been trying desperately to fix my mistake, and nothing is working. All I’m seeing are dead-ends, and if I don’t do the right thing, I’ll be just as bad a High King as my father was.”

      “First off, that’s not true.”

      I started to argue against that, but Fynea put her hand up, cutting me off.

      “It’s my turn now,” she said as soon as I was quiet. “So, you didn’t declare war in the right time frame—we can’t change that now—and let’s assume the allies never come around because honestly, Lorne, it’s a waste of time.”

      She was right. I hated it, but she was right.

      “Given those two facts, what is the next best move we can make?”

      “I’m not sure. That’s the problem. I know we can’t keep waiting for another attack to happen so that we can rightfully declare war. We’re going to have to act soon, even if it means going against our alliance. But then there’s one more option. One that could lessen the war. Possibly.” It was the one giving me the most grief. I kept circling back to it, and yet, it felt was wrong.

      “What is it?”

      I hadn’t said it aloud to anyone, not even to Rysden, but it was time to really talk about it. Fynea had been a dear friend of mine for a long time, but she also had a unique perspective from her work with me, from her time as a royal guard, and from the fact that she, too, was royalty.

      I looked at her so that I could see her true feelings before she covered it up with any niceties. “If we say screw the alliance and go straight to the center of SpaceTech’s holdings on Earth, then we could possibly end the war before it starts.”

      Her eyes widened and she was quiet for a moment as she considered. I could almost see her thinking it through, and I was grateful for it. I wanted nothing but her honest thoughts.

      “Yes. I love it.” She leaned closer to me, and I saw the fight in her eyes. She was ready to join us on Earth. “Why in bloody beyond aren’t we doing that?”

      There were a lot of reasons why we shouldn’t. Breaking the alliance was one. Another was that by going there, we’d possibly harm and kill innocent citizens, which makes us just as bad as SpaceTech. I also didn’t like that it felt vengeful. This was war, not my vendetta against the Murtaghs because of what they’d done to Amihanna and the rest of our people on Earth. If I played this personally, then yes, going to Earth would be my move. But I was the High King. I had to do better.

      And yet, none of those reasons were strong enough to stop me from acting on my instinct. Something else entirely was doing that. “You were there for the interview. You saw what I saw on the clips she played for Himani. I can’t force Amihanna to go back to Earth. I can’t imagine how horrific that would be for her. She survived so much to get away from there, and to ask her to go back with me… I might eventually have to do just that, but I can’t bring myself to even talk to her about it. Not yet.”

      The interview Amihanna gave to Himani weeks ago had shown me things I couldn’t unsee or unknow, and I wasn’t glad I knew them. But I needed to know them. Amihanna showed us the horrors that she had endured, the things she’d seen, the things she had to overcome. And it wasn’t just her horrors. It was every Aunare living under SpaceTech rule.

      I no longer had to wonder about the cause of the years of terror I’d felt from her, across millions of light-years. I remembered her fear, and I finally understood. With that understanding came the painful awareness of how epically I’d failed her.

      I should have saved her, I should’ve fought harder to get back to Earth, I should’ve done so many things, but I hadn’t done anything. I liked to blame Declan—my dearest friend, the man who was like a brother to me—for Amihanna’s time on Abaddon, but if I were being honest with myself, then I had to acknowledge that what I’d done was worse.

      I’d abandoned her on Earth.

      Maybe if I’d gone back with Rysden even once, I could’ve found her. I was her shalshasa. I had to believe that I would’ve found her.

      My skin brightened, and I breathed deep to keep control, because this time I would save Amihanna. Every day. I would do whatever it took to keep her safe.

      Taking her back to Earth now would be cruel.

      “I’ve been trying to find a way around it. Around all of it. The alliance. Our allies. The rules of engagement. War. But now SpaceTech is moving against us again, and I haven’t acted. It will be my fault if—”

      “Why haven’t you talked to Amihanna about going back to Earth? Because I have a feeling a lot of your hesitation comes from her past, and if that’s the case, she should get to have a say in it.”

      “No.” I’d done enough harm to her with my inaction for so many years. “No. I can’t risk bringing all of that back to her. She’s just getting better, and I want her to have the time to—”

      “She didn’t play that footage to upset you.” Fynea crossed her arms and gave me her you-better-pay-attention look. “She’s never said that she wouldn’t go back and fight on Earth. I’m pretty sure that the only thing she was trying to do during her interview was get through to the Aunare who didn’t understand her. And it worked. It was an insane idea, but it worked. She’s a little bit of a genius.”

      She was. She’d made everyone see, and I wasn’t going to add even the smallest bit of guilt because it had hurt me to watch it.

      So, I’d swallowed down the pieces of my broken heart—because it shattered seeing what had happened to her, to the Aunare—but shoving down the sharp pieces were shredding my soul.

      “No. She’s been through enough. She doesn’t need to talk it through with me. That would be cruel.”

      “No, it’s not. I doubt she’d even mind. She’s your shalshasa. I’m sure she already knows something is wrong with you. Talk to her.”

      “No.” I saw something in Fynea’s gaze, and it looked like pity. I needed it gone. “And you’ll not tell her of this conversation.”

      “Fine, but as your friend, I have to say that this is a massive mistake. You’re being a stubborn idiot because Amihanna is your match in every way. By not talking to her, you’re not trusting her.” She paused. “Did you know she completely dissolved the High Council when you left?”

      Wow.

      Wow.

      I wasn’t sure if she’d actually do it, and now that she had, I was filled with pride. My bright skin started to dim a little, and I felt so much calmer knowing that she’d actually done it.

      I don’t know why it surprised me—nothing should surprise me about her anymore—but she always did the unexpected. It was one of the many reasons why I loved her.

      “How did she do it?”

      Fynea grinned. “Like she does everything else—epically. She even sent a release to the media before she began dismissing them. You should see the packet she put together. She must’ve been working on it for weeks, and she’s even given Himani a short interview. It’s only a couple minutes long at most, but still. Your girl is becoming a true queen.”

      Either Rysden and Jesmesha were wrong, or a few weeks had been ample time for Amihanna to become a politician. Because she didn’t need any more time to learn how to be the High Queen. In that one act, with all that planning, she’d proven that she already was the High Queen. All we needed now was the ceremony.

      Fynea looked at me, and I knew whatever she said next, she was going to gloat about being right about something. “The ex-councillors are all vying for media time, but Himani was the one who gave the first few interviews. Instead of letting the ex-councillors tell their story, he asked them about the document Amihanna sent out. It set the tone for every other interview on every outlet.”

      “Good.” That was better than I’d hoped.

      “What’s better is that a few of the former members refused to leave the council room. The media got some fantastic images of them being escorted out of the estate. One slipped. One was dragged. It was brilliant.” Fynea grinned at me. “And I say again, your betrothed is a genius.”

      “Agreed.” I couldn’t help but laugh. It was such a weight lifted that I couldn’t quite process it. “Well, that went much better than expected.”

      “Indeed. I couldn’t have planned it better.” That was a big compliment coming from Fynea. She tapped on her wrist unit. “Amihanna’s in the gym right now. I’m sure she’s got plenty of energy to work off from dissolving the High Council and dealing with the media. Go to her. Talk to her.”

      I rose from my chair because that’s what I wanted to do, but then I turned back to the vidscreen. I was pretty sure I had another meeting soon.

      “Go,” Fynea said without looking up from her wrist unit. “I’m cancelling everything. If something urgent comes up, I’ll come grab you.”

      I wanted to argue that these meetings were important, but they weren’t. None of them would change anything. “Thank you.”

      “It’s my job as your assistant, as your friend, to make sure you’re getting what you need. And tomorrow, I’m blocking out your evening.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes. I’m working it out with Roan. You two are getting a night off.”

      A night off?

      I hadn’t had a night off in… It felt like ages but I knew it hadn’t been that long. I glanced at my tablet on the desk, but I stopped myself from grabbing it.

      Fynea was right. I needed time with Amihanna, and I had to talk to her about Earth. It was the most important thing right now.

      I left before I could change my mind. I barely noticed my guards falling into place with me. I let my body move me through the hallways. I didn’t need to focus to know where I was in the estate. It’d been my home for so long that I didn’t need sight to guide me. The walls faded as I moved, and I tried to push away all the responsibilities.

      I thought I knew what I was getting into, but being the Aunare High King had been harder than I expected. I had so much work—so many calls and messages and everything else—that I didn’t feel like I had time for myself. I barely even had time to sleep or eat or breathe, which meant I shouldn’t take this time to seek out Amihanna. But I had to.

      I was barely hanging on.

      Fynea was right. I really needed to talk to Amihanna. Every time I refused to act against SpaceTech I could see her pull away from me a little bit more.

      I had to fix this.

      I could fix this.

      When I did, I would be better at my job because I would be focused instead of worrying about her and how my actions could affect her.

      I’d find a way to fix all of this without hurting her.
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      I nodded at four of Ami’s guards that stood in the hallway in front of the gym doors. They pressed their fists to their hearts, bowing.

      I gave the signal to Ashino for the guards to split up. Some would stay out here, and Ashino plus three more would follow me.

      I stepped inside the gym, and all I could see was Amihanna. She was moving so impossibly fast.

      Her whole team attacked her with practice faksano sticks in their hands. She spun and flipped and ran to keep out of reach.

      She was working hard, but she wasn’t glowing. Which was odd. She moved fast—too fast for her skin not to be bright. When was she going to start pulling power and using it?

      Click, clack, clack.

      Click, clack, clack.

      Click, clack, snap.

      One by one, she whacked her guards on the arm, signaling they’d lost. I wanted to warm up and jump into the fight, but instead, I moved to the stands and sat in the front row. A moment later, Rysden sat next to me.

      “Everything all right?” I asked him. He should’ve been too busy coordinating our next move to be here.

      “Yes. Of course. I had everything ready before the meeting. I had a feeling…”

      Good. I’d had the same feeling. “How long until all Aunare territory is protected?”

      “Five days. Probably less, but I don’t want to overpromise.”

      I huffed. “Ten days did seem like a long time.” But that’s what he’d said in the meeting. I’d almost argued with him, but doing that with those people overhearing wasn’t a good idea.

      Rysden gave me a look. “And you wanted me to tell the ex-council the truth? Not a chance. There’s a leak among them, but I’m not sure which one or if it’s all of them.”

      “Doesn’t matter now. Amihanna fixed it.” Thank the Goddess. I was so thankful not to have to deal with them ever again.

      Rysden gave a proud-father grin. “Indeed she did. And if they leak the ten days, so be it. Better that we surprise SpaceTech. It might scare them enough to send them running.” He turned to watch her fight. “What is she doing?”

      “I’m not sure.” She should’ve been pulling her power by now, but—

      Something flew through the air at her. A melon.

      Amihanna crossed her faksano in front of her, her skin brightened in a flash, she screamed, and she slashed them down to her sides.

      Power ripped through the air, and the melon exploded.

      Amihanna’s skin stayed bright now like any other Aunare fighter.

      I guessed this was something they’d worked out to get her to use her power, but was that really helpful? Amihanna needed to learn to use it slowly, steadily, to keep her going throughout a longer battle. She shouldn’t need the melon to prompt her.

      And then the fight started over again with all of her guards.

      Click, clack, clack.

      Click, clack, clack.

      Click, clack, clack.

      This time Amihanna’s power built until she was flickering dangerously. I caught Rysden’s gaze and saw the same fear in his eyes.

      No. This wasn’t good. This was dangerous. She was dangerous.

      Eshrin tossed another melon toward Amihanna.

      Her scream cut through the air as the melon exploded, but the flickering didn’t stop.

      He tossed another.

      Another.

      Another.

      And then something changed. Her guards all fell back, moving to the far side of the room.

      Eshrin reached into a bag and pulled out a fist-size tinka fruit.

      Rysden was quiet at my side. I leaned forward in my seat.

      Eshrin nodded at her, and she nodded back, crossing the faksano in front of her.

      I didn’t know that she’d been practicing with smaller targets, and I wasn’t sure it was a good idea for her to try.

      My ability was precision-based. I could destroy small things because my ability exploded the object in its entirety. All I had to do was focus on the target, and it would explode just that bit—nothing more, nothing less. The bigger the target, the more power it used. I worked my way up from smaller things to bigger. I spent my life practicing, and now I could hit something within one of her melons without destroying the melon itself.

      But where my ability was precision, Amihanna’s was sheer destruction and might. She was better at hitting bigger things because her power struck the center of an object with an incredible amount of force and destroyed everything on its path out. That’s why it made sense for her to be the one to blow up a ship. Not only did it take more power than I had to hit something that large and dense, but defensive systems didn’t protect from within. They only protected the exterior of the ship. To be quick and effective, the explosion needed to come from within the ship, rather than outside.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t blow up a ship. I could, but it would take more power and energy than I should use in one go. Just trying would exhaust me. And it didn’t mean that she couldn’t hit something with precision. She’d done it before with the bomb that was thrown into her room. It was either blow it up or let it kill Roan. It was the same when my psychotic, scheming ex tried to kill Amihanna while they were locked in a room together, but Amihanna had destroyed Seri’s watch—another bomb. When she had the right motivation, she could do it. It just wasn’t as easy for her to do. She had to use her power, and yet hold back the full extent of it. That kind of control would take years consistent practice to master.

      We were better suited for different things, but I loved that. It gave us a balance that was unique and amazing.

      Eshrin tossed the piece of tinka fruit, and she screamed, letting her power fly free.

      The fruit exploded and fine bits of tinka flew through the air. She’d hit it a little too fast, with a little too much power. When blasting something from the inside out, it shouldn’t have obliterated it quite so thoroughly, but it was impressive. She’d never been able to hit something smaller than a melon when she was younger.

      She tried it a few more times, and then Eshrin reached into his bag and came up with something else.

      I squinted, trying to see what it was, and then I shook my head. Ba’na. The tiny square was going to be impossible for her to hit.

      Rysden gripped my arm. “This is a bad idea. If she misses or misjudges how much might to put in the hit, she could hurt him. She has too much power.”

      “Maybe she can control it.” It wasn’t likely, but it was possible.

      Eshrin took a noticeable breath before giving her the nod. Amihanna answered by crossing her faksano.

      Eshrin tossed it, and I didn’t even have a moment to yell before he threw himself to the floor.

      The boom echoed in the gym, and the air suddenly smelled sweet.

      I licked my lips and tasted the ba’na.

      “Well, that’s one way to go about it,” Rysden muttered as he released my arm. “Just shy of deadly. This is stupid and reckless, but at least she’s trying to push herself. We should see about programming something else to shoot the ba’na at her so she’s not risking her guards. Maybe some sort of forcefield to contain her power. Something…”

      “But is this the right method?” I’d trained slowly to master my ability. She was pushing herself too far, too fast.

      “Arguably not. I’ll talk to her team.”

      I grunted my agreement. That would probably be wise. I wasn’t sure how much more grief Amihanna could take. Accidentally killing one of her guards might just be too much for her, especially if it were Eshrin.

      Her glow returned to a more normal level without any flickering, and Eshrin tossed his bag of target-practice items toward the wall. One of her other guards brought him a pair of faksano and then they approached her, returning to a normal practice.

      I saw Rysden take a breath and his shoulders loosened. I felt the same relief.

      Goddess, did I feel that same relief. They were done, and I was thankful for it.

      They started training again—normal sparring with faksano.

      I glanced over at her team. Eshrin was leading them, but they were all focused on her, knowing exactly when she was about to turn the corner and become dangerous.

      They went back to the melons a couple of times, and once to the tinka fruit, but no one brought out the ba’na. Apparently one close call was enough for the day.

      Thank the Goddess.

      I could feel her frequencies rise as she grew tired. Just when I felt her near the end of her power, they stopped fighting, stopped throwing the melons, and finally took a break.

      Her skin wasn’t doing the quick strobing that would tell me she was empty, spent, done, but one more melon and I’d bet good money she would be.

      I kept a close watch on her as she caught her breath. She started to stretch, and then she did what she shouldn’t have been able to do. She took a breath and the glow of her skin dulled until not even a hint of shimmer came from her skin.

      All the air rushed from my body.

      How…? She’d taken all that power she’d called up and shoved it back down. I didn’t understand how she could do that.

      I didn’t understand. It was impossible, and yet, she’d done it.

      When did she learn how to do that? And if she could do that, why did she still need the melons?

      When she was done stretching, she rose and looked at Eshrin, giving him a hand signal. Next exercise.

      All her guards backed to the edges of the room.

      “Did you know she could do that?” Rysden muttered the words softly.

      I wasn’t sure what he meant—I was too curious to know what the next exercise would be—and then I realized Rysden meant how she’d shut down her power so quickly. “No.” I wasn’t even sure what she’d done exactly and why.

      “Hmm.” Rysden watched his daughter. “She’s gotten better in some ways, but…”

      “A lot better, but…” I echoed his sentiment.

      She shouldn’t have been turning off her power in that way. She shouldn’t be risking her team by trying to hit targets that small. And I was nervous about whatever this next might be.

      Amihanna was talking to Eshrin softly. I couldn’t hear what she was saying from where I was standing, but I could see that it was a casual conversation. She wasn’t just giving orders. Eshrin was pushing back about whatever she wanted to do next. That level of trust with her team was something she’d been working on ever since the attack on the estate.

      “Her team feels solid,” Rysden said.

      “It does.” I was happy that it did. This was a very good thing. “I…” Wait. I didn’t like the look on her face. She was up to something.

      She nodded at Roan. “Start it.”

      Wait. Start what?

      Roan nodded. “You got it.”

      The room darkened and a city slowly grew from the ground. Towering high rises, covered with graffiti. Hovering cars and speeders zoomed down busy streets. Giant surveillance cameras floated above the people milling through the streets.

      It was all holographic, but smart holo. There would be ways to grip parts of the city to simulate really moving through it.

      What was this? A real city? It was too filthy and noisy and horribly ugly. “What is this?”

      “Albuquerque,” Rysden said. “You don’t recognize it?”

      I heard the shock in his tone, but I couldn’t look away from the images in front of me. “No.” I’d been there before. I’d lived there off and on when I was a child, but it was unrecognizable. “It looks nothing like I remember.”

      Rysden grunted.

      I watched as she and her team started an invasion into SpaceTech’s headquarters, and it felt as if there was no air left in the room.

      I had been trying to find a way to avoid going back to Earth, and the whole time I’d been working my ass off day and night to make sure that didn’t happen, she’d been planning an invasion?

      No. No. This wasn’t happening. I couldn’t let her go back to Earth without me. She was running this mission like I wouldn’t be with her. If she was caught, there was nothing I wouldn’t do to get her back. Nothing.

      That should pour enough fear into anyone thinking about taking her from me, but SpaceTech didn’t understand the Aunare. They didn’t understand what I was or what I could do. They didn’t fear me. Not yet. They should.

      They would fear me before this war was over.

      I would keep Amihanna safe.

      Not matter what. I wouldn’t let her suffer again.

      Never again.
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      When I was done with training, I saw Roan sitting in the stands with my father and Lorne. From the look of them, they wanted an explanation.

      I wasn’t sure what they were thinking. I hadn’t told either of them about the invasion-simulation training I’d been running with my guards. It wasn’t like I was about to go off on my own and invade Albuquerque, but I wanted to be prepared. Because no matter what the ex-council had said, I truly believed the war would end with us on Earth.

      The guards that had been training with me went to shower—including Eshrin—and since shift change just happened, the next group of five guards were here, led by Ginu, who had arrived early and sat in the stands while we trained.

      Now that we were done, I was sitting on the floor of the gym, doing extra stretches, but really just stalling for a little more time. I could feel a pulse coming from Lorne, and I wasn’t sure what it meant.

      Ginu handed a carton of water down to me without actually looking at me. His eyes stayed focused on the doors, just in case any hostile people came through them.

      I appreciated his dedication to his job—especially since it was my life he was protecting—but I also wanted him to be comfortable enough to chat with me. “Thanks, Ginu.” I took the water from him and ripped off the top. “Did you have a nice night off?” He’d been off the schedule, and I always wondered where he went when that happened.

      Ginu kept scanning the room and grunted. I guessed that meant his night off had been good? He was a mystery to me, but for some reason, I trusted him.

      The rest of my guards stood by the doors of the two entrances to the gym, leaving me alone with Ginu on the gym floor.

      I glanced back at the stands. Judging from the way my father was gesturing, he was giving Roan hell. It was a pretty safe bet that he had some disapproving thoughts about my training exercises.

      But Lorne sat quietly, watching me.

      Had I messed us up? Something was wrong with him lately—with us. We hadn’t been communicating very well. He’d completely surprised me today when he said I could get rid of the High Council. Why hadn’t he told me? I’d been plotting to do just what he wanted, but hesitated because I didn’t know that he wanted me to act. I’d thought we weren’t on the same page, but we were. Now I was questioning why we’d been completely disagreeing about how to deal with SpaceTech the last few weeks. Maybe our plans weren’t that far off. Maybe we just needed time to talk.

      I needed to know what he was really thinking and why he wasn’t telling me.

      I poured a little water on my hands, tried to find a cleanish spot on my shirt to wipe them, and then unzipped the pocket in my pants, pulling out my engagement ring and slipping it on my finger. Just having it on made me feel like everything would be okay, even if I wasn’t sure how.

      I finished the water and set the empty carton on the floor. My heart was still racing from the adrenaline of the fight, and I needed it to calm before I went over there. I tugged my knees to my chest, resting my forehead on them, forcing my breaths to slow and even out.

      Everything would be okay. I’d been in worse spots before. If I’d truly messed up with Lorne somehow, I’d fix it.

      I could fix this.

      A door slammed and I lifted my head. A maid I recognized as one of Plarsha’s helpers was striding through the gym to me.

      She wore her dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. Her kitchen uniform had my father’s blue raven embroidered over a small pocket on her shirt. She did a quick pause and bow to Lorne and my father, before stopping in front of me. She held out a cup of lightly blue-tinted liquid and a towel. “From Plarsha. She said to tell you that she’d send food to your rooms. Just message her when you’re ready. And she would like to know if you’d like her to include a smoothie with the meal?”

      Plarsha shouldn’t be coordinating my meals. It was below her pay grade, but ever since my engagement to Lorne, her staff didn’t like me wandering into the kitchens and getting anything for myself. Apparently that was beneath me now, but she knew I felt more comfortable going hungry than asking them for a meal during odd hours. So, she always made sure I had food.

      I took both the towel and the cup from the maid. I was hungry, and Plarsha was making it easier for me to ask. “Thank you, Datha. And, yes. Please tell her a smoothie would be amazing and appreciated.” I’d worked out hard, and whatever mystery ingredients Plarsha put in it would recharge me.

      The maid pressed her fist to her heart and did a small bow before quickly turning on her heel and hurrying out the door.

      I took a sip of the drink. Its sugary flavor surprised me. I wasn’t sure what I was drinking but it was tasty and refreshing and—if I knew Plarsha at all—most likely chock-full of vitamins.

      I finished off the drink, and then took my time wiping off the sticky melon sweat with the damp towel. I could feel Lorne’s eyes watching me.

      “Amihanna.” My father’s voice held a warning. A warning that told me I had exactly ten seconds to get up and talk to him or there would be consequences.

      Ten seconds?

      How did I even know that when I had no memories of him from before Liberation Week?

      “Amihanna. You have ten seconds or I’m coming over there.”

      I would’ve laughed at being right if a memory hadn’t been pushing its way toward me, but as soon as I tried to reach for it, the fragments slipped away.

      Ice it. I didn’t need it anyway.

      I went to stand on the gym side of the half-wall, facing the three most important men in my life. “How’d I do?”

      “We’re worried about your powers. You’re waiting too long to pull, and then pulling much too fast,” Rysden said.

      I knew I was, but I couldn’t seem to fix it. “I know. I really am trying, but I’m just not used to relying on any special abilities when I’m fighting. And then I remember it, and I take it too far.”

      “Why do you feel the need to hit smaller targets?” Lorne asked, but he seemed more confused than upset that I’d tried.

      I thought that might’ve worried them. “I need to be able to hit anything—big or small. You never know what’s going to happen in a fight, and if we’re separated—”

      “We won’t be separated.” Lorne’s tone was firm and clear.

      “You don’t know that.” He couldn’t know that. No one could. Except God. And possibly Jesmesha.

      Rysden and Lorne shared a look, as if they knew arguing with me would be pointless. Because it was. I needed to be able to defend myself and protect everyone else from everything. Big or small.

      “How did you turn your power off so quickly?” Lorne sounded concerned. “I don’t understand how that was possible.”

      I shrugged. “Necessity.” Both my father and Lorne stared at me as if they didn’t understand. “I spent a long time learning how to hide what I was. It’s not like you can go around glowing like a candle on Earth. I’d have been dead in days, but I lasted a long time. Because I got really good at hiding.” I shrugged. “If we end up fighting on Earth, it could be helpful for everyone to learn how to do that.”

      “Summoning our power quickly at the beginning of a battle is trained into every Aunare fighter,” Lorne said. “But turning it off like that is impossible. I’ve never seen anyone flick it off like a switch, and I’m not sure how safe it is to shove all that power away so fast. It seems to work for you, but it could backfire for anyone else.”

      I shrugged, unsure of what to say. It was more instinct than anything else for me at this point. I didn’t see the danger, but I understood that they were confused.

      They each studied me as they sat on the bench, but it was my father who spoke first. “Do you really think you should go back there? To the people that hunted you?” From my father’s tone, I knew his feelings. He hated Earth—hated what it’d done to us—and he didn’t want me to go back there. His opinion was very valid and warranted and the exact same as Lorne’s.

      I understood their opinion. I just didn’t agree.

      From the meetings and planning sessions I’d been forced to sit through with the former High Council, I knew they thought that we would fight among the stars, but the more I thought about it, the less likely that seemed.

      But what did I know? I was new to everything, and maybe they’d been lying in the meetings. At this point, I wasn’t sure what Lorne was thinking, and I didn’t like that at all.

      “Do I think I should go back? Yes. I really do. I would’ve told you, but I never see you anymore.” I gave Lorne a look, and he glanced away from me, not meeting my eyes. Because I was right. We both knew I was right.

      I looked at my father. “The more I listen to you, to Lorne, and to the rest of the now-former High Council, the more I think you’re all wrong. This isn’t a war for the stars. This is a fight on the ground. This is a war we need to bring to SpaceTech’s home planet. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Being on the ground means more risk to innocents,” my father said. “We have to do everything we can to keep it in the stars. From what we learned today, it’s at least going to start in the stars.”

      I ground my teeth together. He wasn’t wrong, but so many would die if we stayed in the stars.

      “You will not be going back there,” my father said. “That’s not what the Aunare will do. We don’t invade other planets.”

      Was it a decree? An order?

      Wasn’t Lorne the High King? Was he ever going to speak up?

      No. No, he wasn’t. “For the last two weeks I’ve sat in on all the council meetings. I’ve heard the arguments. I’ve listened to you plan for what might come next, but you’d be wrong to not consider my perspective on it.”

      “And what about the destruction on the ground, of the cities, of their people?” My father looked at Roan, but Roan’s eyes widened and he looked at me.

      I knew that one. Roan wanted me to do something, and he was right. This wasn’t his fight. This was between me and my father.

      The loss of innocents was a very real factor in any war, but I knew the Earthers would fight with us if given the right motivation. The vast majority didn’t like living under SpaceTech’s rule, but they’d been given no way out. It was obey or die.

      What if I gave them another option?

      Defy, revolt, and have a chance to truly live.

      “You’re supposed to lead here,” my father said, and I wasn’t sure why he was so angry. “You agreed to rule with Lorne, and that doesn’t mean you can run off to Earth and fight there whenever you want.”

      I was an adult. He didn’t get to say what I did or didn’t do. That was between me and Lorne.

      Except Lorne wasn’t saying anything. “Are you mad?”

      He shook his head. “I see that simulated mission to Earth and I’m terrified because I think you might be right. I especially can’t deny it when I’ve been thinking the exact same thing. Except while you’ve been busy training for it, I’ve been working so hard to make sure that you don’t have to go back there.”

      “You’re kidding.” I don’t know why it surprised me that we’d been thinking the exact same thing, but it did.

      “No.” He was serious, and that led to many questions. “I think we’re going to end up there eventually. It feels inevitable.”

      Wait. Something he said hit me, and I couldn’t let that go. “Why don’t you want me to go back to Earth? I’m not afraid—”

      “I know you’re not afraid, but I am.” Lorne thumped his fist against his chest. “I’m afraid.”

      Oh. Oh. “Why?” Earth was bad, but we wouldn’t be there to hide. We’d be there to fight.

      “I…” He swallowed. “I keep having these awful nightmares.”

      “You have?” He hadn’t been waking me up. He hadn’t said a thing. “For how long?”

      “Since the interview where you played all the footage from Earth.”

      It hit me what it was, and my heart broke for him. I’d thought he’d gotten past the initial shock of watching clips of the violent Liberation Week and execution arenas. I’d thought that he was okay with everything I’d shown, but clearly he’d been hiding his hurt from me.

      I hated that, and it would’ve made me angry but instead I felt awful that I hadn’t noticed.

      But when I thought about it, I realized that I had noticed a change in him. Was this why he’d been pulling away? “Lorne.”

      “Amihanna.” He looked down at his clasped hands. “I don’t know what to say. I’ve been trying to keep you out of it—not because of anything other than to protect you and give you some time to be you—but I need—”

      The doors slammed—again—this time I looked up to see Fynea walk through, and the way she was walking with purpose meant that Lorne had to leave.

      Shit. Why was our timing so awful right now?

      Lorne studied me for a second, and then looked over to see Fynea approaching. “Goddess take it.” He closed his eyes, and I could almost see the frustration leaking from his pores. “There’s never any time.” His words were whispered, but I heard them.

      I’d been feeling the same way.

      He opened his eyes and looked at me. The sorrow and apology and desperation that filled his eyes was big enough that I didn’t need him to say the words. I knew them. “I was supposed to have more time with you. She wasn’t going to come unless it was something vital.”

      I could feel the panic in his voice, in the way he was twisting his hands together, in the frantic beat of his frequency.

      I jumped over the short wall, grabbed his face, and pressed his forehead to mine. “Hey.”

      His deep aquamarine eyes looked at me, and I saw pain and heartache in the depths. I wondered why I hadn’t seen it there before, but he was so good at hiding and masking his feelings.

      He relaxed just a little. “Hi.”

      I let go of his face and stepped back just a little. Just enough so I could see his whole face. “You push me to answer your questions, but you don’t open up. You didn’t tell me about your nightmares?”

      He gave me a half smile that made me ache for the real one.

      “Not fair.” I shook my head. “You take on my nightmares, then I take on yours.”

      He let out a shaky breath. “I can’t burden you. I’ve lived a nice life here for years while you suffered and—”

      “So what? Now it’s your turn to suffer?” I wanted him to deny it, but he didn’t. The man was torturing himself over my past and I hadn’t known? How had I not known? “That’s not how this works. I don’t want you to suffer. That won’t change the past, and I survived. I’m here. I’m alive.” I waved a hand, gesturing to the gym. “And I can kick some serious ass. I’m positively frosty. But you can’t protect me from war. It’s here. It’s real. We have to start thinking like a team, and if your fears are keeping you from making the right choices, that’s not okay. We have to talk.”

      “I know.” He glanced at Fynea.

      She winced. “King di Noreya is on the line. He says it’s urgent.”

      One of the three territories with SpaceTech on the border. That wasn’t good. We all knew that.

      I nudged him. “Go, but leave knowing that I’m okay. Earth didn’t kill me. I didn’t die on Abaddon. And SpaceTech? They’re not going to get me while I’m here. I’m going to win.” I brushed a quick kiss against his lips. “I hate that you’re having nightmares about what I played in that interview with Himani, but if you’re having them, it means that you’re forgetting that I survived. All of it. Everything. And I’ll survive whatever comes next, because I’m a di Aetes, and I never—”

      “—give up,” my father said with me. “Not ever.”

      I glanced at him. How did he know that’s what I always told myself to keep going? “Right.”

      “I’m glad to hear that my teaching stuck with you despite everything.”

      I blinked a few times. His teaching?

      It made sense that my secret motto—the rallying cry that I gave myself to get through everything—came from him, but I’d never thought about it before. I don’t know why. It was obvious. Of course it came from my father. “It really did stick. Telling myself that over and over got me through a lot of tough times. When I was scared or hurt or burning to death on Abaddon, I told myself that and it made me keep going. Keep fighting. If I wasn’t dead yet, then I wasn’t going to give up. I couldn’t quit. Because I’m a di Aetes.”

      “Good.” My father considered me for a moment and then his skin lit, just ever so slightly. “Good.”

      There was approval and pride and respect for me in that second good that made me feel like I’d done something really right.

      When I first got to Sel’Ani, the distance between me and my father seemed like it could span the galaxy. Even though I was here and with him, I might as well have been on Earth still for all the good it did us.

      But things had been changing. I didn’t think I cared about him or about his approval, but now that I had it, I realized I probably cared all along.

      “Give me a chance to fix this,” Lorne said with a bit of desperation.

      I turned back to him. Fix what? “Nothing is broken. I promise.”

      “No. You can’t lie to me. I know I’m making mistakes, but give me a chance to fix it.”

      I huffed. “You know I’d been planning on ways to fire the High Council for weeks. Weeks. And it wasn’t until today that I realized you wanted me to fire them. I’d been too worried about what you might think to bring it up to you.” Which felt really stupid when I said it aloud. Of course I should’ve talked to him about it. “And now we’re both thinking that we’re going to end up fighting on Earth? We’re on the same page. For whatever reason, our communication has been funky since the interview, but that stops now. We’re a team.”

      “The best team.” Some of the stress and anxiety visibly slid off him. His shoulders relaxed, he sat a little taller, and the tightness around his face loosened. “We’re on the same page,” he said softly, and I thought maybe it was more to reassure himself than anything else.

      “Yep.” We were. Even when we didn’t realize it, we were united in our thoughts.

      He let out a breath. “You’re my shalshasa, but that doesn’t mean we’ll always get it right. It means that we’ll always work to make it right.” He ran a fingertip down my cheek.

      “Lorne? I do apologize, but King di Noreya is waiting,” Fynea said.

      “Go. Do your job, and I’ll keep planning. It’s good to know we’re not so far apart on our thinking.”

      Lorne pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “Tonight. We talk tonight.”

      “I’ll wait up.” I wasn’t going to sleep before he got to our suite. Not anymore.

      He pressed one more kiss to my lips and then left with Fynea.

      As soon as the door closed, I turned to my father, who rose from his seat. “If you truly believe that I am meant to rule, if you believe any part of what Jesmesha said—that I was going to make the difference between winning and losing—then maybe you should consider my idea about fighting on Earth. Especially since that’s the direction Lorne is leaning, too. I might not be the High Queen yet, but he is the High King.”

      “You should listen to her,” Roan said. “Both you and Lorne and everyone else here has been underestimating what she knows and what she can do. It’s painful to watch sometimes.”

      My father turned his attention to Roan. “And what do you think? You’re an Earther. Would you want her to go back? Amihanna, an Aunare, and betrothed to the Aunare High King, declared an enemy by SpaceTech. Would your people truly accept her help?”

      “Yes.” That single word held no hint of doubt from Roan. “You might’ve been back there over the years, but you don’t understand what it’s like to live there. There are so many people that are struggling to break free. A little push and they’d be primed to revolt. You send her to Earth, she’ll have them overthrowing SpaceTech in days. The Earthers would do the work for you.”

      “It won’t be that easy.” My father shook his head, denying the truth of what Roan said. “I know what it’s like there, and the risk—”

      “Of course there’s risk.” Roan stood to face my father fully. “It won’t be easy—literally no one is saying that—but you don’t know Amihanna like I do. We’ve been here for months now and you keep trying to shove her in a box she can’t fit into. Those High Council meetings were a disaster because they didn’t show her. At least they didn’t until today.”

      Roan was standing so close to my father, standing up for me, fighting for me, and I knew he would support me no matter what because he was my best friend. That was his job. But this felt different. Bigger.

      “You make it sound like I’m against Amihanna going to Earth because I don’t think she can survive,” my father said after a moment.

      “That’s how it sounds,” I said.

      “No. That’s absolutely not true.” My father’s words were sharp and swift as he turned to face me fully. “I’ve watched every bit of vid, every second of footage that I’ve been able to find, and you impress me. I don’t just think you can survive and win. I know you can. But I want you to see that there can be so much more to you than fighting in the streets. You’re so much more than this.” He waved a hand at the gym behind me. “Your mission doesn’t have to be hand-to-hand combat.”

      I didn’t understand why he was getting so worked up. “What’s wrong with hand to hand?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. I know that’s what you needed to survive for so long, and I can understand your focus on going back to that. It’s where you’re comfortable, but that’s not where you will grow. That’s not where you will become who you are truly meant to be.” He stared deeply into my eyes, and his skin lit a little more. “My only desire is to see you become who you were always destined to be. No growth comes from comfort, and that over there—” He pointed to the gym’s floor, “—that’s your comfort. But you’re Amihanna di Aetes now. The Future High Queen of the Aunare. Your mission can be so much bigger than what you keep going back to. That’s why I’m against it. I’m afraid you’re not opening your mind to what is possible for you and what is possible for the Aunare. What is your mission in this life, daughter?”

      My mission? I hadn’t really thought about it. Training, teaching, and fighting to help people survive made sense to me. And apparently, Lorne agreed.

      “Before you rush off to Earth, take a moment to consider all the options available to you.”

      “Okay.” He was right. I probably should start thinking about the bigger picture, especially since I’ve never really done that. “Okay. I need a shower.” I wasn’t sure why I said that aloud, but I was suddenly exhausted and there were too many thoughts floating in my head.

      “A shower and food,” my father said.

      I smiled at him. “It’s almost like you want to be my parent.”

      “Child. I’m your father. I would give anything to have that role back.” He gave me a tight smile. “Maybe one day you’ll call me by something other than my given name or stop avoiding using any kind of name at all.”

      I winced, but I wasn’t sure I could promise that. “I’ll try.”

      “That’s all I can ask.”

      I started for the door and my guards moved into position. I glanced back at Roan. “You coming?”

      “I have some stuff to deal with, but I’ll be there in a bit.”

      I nodded. It was good to have some time alone. I had a lot to process.

      Nothing was as I thought. That was confusing, but in a good way. Because maybe I wasn’t doing such a bad job after all. Maybe I could even be good at it.

      I laughed softly to myself as I walked to my room, followed by my guards.

      I wouldn’t go as far as to assume that I’d be good at it, but at least I wasn’t terrible at it.

      At least I wasn’t failing.
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      Plarsha sent me way too much food again. She did that a lot. I wasn’t sure if it was because she worried about me or if that was just her thing, but when I finished showering and getting dressed, the scent of food brought me out of my room and into the living room. The massive U-shaped couch was empty. The vidscreens were dark. But on the other side of the couch was a small dining table piled high with food.

      I quickly messaged Roan. Where are you? There’s a feast in my room. There’s no way I can make a dent in it without help.

      I’m getting some scheduling stuff sorted. Be there soon, but babe, you should eat. You’re losing weight again.

      I looked down at myself. Was I? I’d had breakfast this…

      Wait. No. No, I hadn’t. I’d grabbed a cup of wyso this morning. At this point, I was fully addicted to the Aunare’s version of coffee. I’d grabbed one piece of ra’altan to go with it because it’d been there, and scarfed it down in two bites on the way to training this morning.

      I’d been planning on eating after teaching, but the day had gotten away from me. I glanced at my wrist unit. I’d been up before the suns, and now it was well past midday.

      Okay. Maybe Roan had a point. I had to take better care of myself. I should definitely eat.

      Except the room was too quiet. It made me feel like something was wrong. Like something was waiting for me and I should be preparing for an attack, not eating.

      I was alone, and I hadn’t been alone in a while. I never had quiet anymore, and when I did get small breaks like this, I didn’t know what to do with them. I knew I should enjoy this break, but instead, the quiet made me feel like I was bracing for a storm.

      My days were spent bouncing from one thing to the next on my schedule. Usually I had a few guards and Roan with me. Or a few guards and Lorne, plus his guards. Or a few guards and whoever I needed to meet with. I knew the guards were outside, and I didn’t have to be alone. Except calling them in felt like cheating. I should enjoy being by myself—even in the quiet—without my mind racing about all the things that could be going wrong.

      I stifled the urge to double-check my go-bag because I didn’t need to run. I didn’t need to hide. I just needed food.

      I crossed the room and sat down, grabbing the greenish-gray smoothie first. I checked my tablet, searching for any news from my old Crew on Earth, but there was nothing. Not even a single response on the off-the-grid sites. That sliver of worry slipped into my head, and I set down the smoothie without taking a sip.

      Declan and Ahiga hadn’t sent word in weeks either. I wanted to believe that no news was a good thing, but there were days when I couldn’t fool myself. Someone should’ve answered me by now.

      My tablet and wrist unit dinged at the same time, but it was just Roan. Fynea is asking to speak with you. Okay to send her to your suite?

      Yep. Send her over. I actually would love to get her thoughts on how I did today at the meeting.

      When I first got to Sel’Ani, I knew Fynea only as Lorne’s best friend and assistant. I knew that she’d been part of the royal guard, but had left due to an injury. I didn’t know much more than that.

      But over the last few weeks, she’d been helping me with all kinds of things, and I’d even convinced her to join me for training a few times.

      Okay. She’s on her way.

      As I waited for Fynea, I kept thinking about something my father said.

      What was my mission?

      Did all Aunare have a mission in life? Or was this something for kings and queens? Or was this something that my father liked to do? He said he’d trained me. He was the one who taught me the di Aetes motto. Maybe this mission thing was something related to that.

      How was I supposed to know?

      The idea of eating suddenly held no appeal, but I grabbed one of the stuffed breads and took a bite anyway. It seemed like my life these days was about stifling instincts and urges and doing what made me uncomfortable.

      Which is what my father wanted. Me doing what was uncomfortable. Because apparently I would grow more.

      But grow into what exactly?

      I’d made the tiniest dent in the food by the time the soft chime sounded, signaling that someone was at the door.

      I glanced at my wrist unit just to make sure and saw Fynea waiting.

      I tapped the button and the doors smoothly swooshed open.

      “Hello?” Fynea said.

      “I’m eating in the living room.”

      A second later, she walked through the door and sat gracefully at the table across from me. Her asymmetrical bobbed blonde hair was tucked back behind her delicately pointed ears, and I wondered if there was anything that Fynea did that wasn’t graceful. She placed her ever-present tablet on the table, and then relaxed back against the chair.

      She took in the spread of food. “Wow. You must be hungry today.”

      “You know Plarsha.” I shrugged and stared at the food as if it were a pest that needed killing.

      “Everything okay? It doesn’t look like you’ve eaten much of this.” She waved a hand over the food.

      She was right. “My appetite is…” I made a face, hoping she’d get the picture. “Nerves and too much running around. Both Roan and Plarsha are on my case about eating again. Which is why there’s so much food here.”

      Fynea studied me for a second. “You seem fine to me.”

      “Thank you.” At least someone was taking my side.

      “But you could probably stand to eat a bit more. I’ve never seen someone so dedicated to training, and I used to be a royal guard.”

      Maybe that was true, but I felt the most at home and safe in that gym. “I love it.” But now I was questioning everything.

      “I can tell, and I understand. I did, too.” She reached for a bit of yellow fruit. “May I?”

      “Please.” I pushed the fruit plate closer to her. “I honestly can’t eat all of this, and I can’t stand to see food wasted.” Not after so many years of battling against hunger. Now I had all the food I could want, and my nerves seemed to sour everything I tried to eat.

      She bit into the fruit and waited to speak until I’d eaten another bite. “So, I came by to congratulate you.”

      “On what?”

      “On firing the High Council. It was—” Fynea started laughing, and it wasn’t a wow-this-is-so-funny laugh, it was a loud, evil, cackling laugh. “It was amazing. Truly divine. That release you sent out?” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “How long did it take you to come up with that?”

      Wait? She really thought I did a good job? “A couple weeks. Maybe three? I’d been waiting for a while to figure out what to do, but…” I took a breath. Fynea’s approval was a big indicator that I’d done something right. Maybe I was going to be a good High Queen after all. “So, I did okay?” I needed that confirmation from her. This was my first big play as a leader, and I really hoped I got it right.

      “Better than okay. The council had to go, and there was no need for them anyway. The only one that I regret losing is Yneia ni Shanam.”

      I knew it, and I agreed. “I didn’t see a way around it. I couldn’t fire everyone else and leave her.”

      Fynea was quiet for a moment. “Maybe reach out to her. Smooth things over somehow? If we can place her back in a similar position, then we might not lose any ground. Reach out to your friend Audrey. She’s become pretty essential in the lucole research group, and she might be able to help.”

      Asking Audrey about Yneia was actually a great idea. “I’m really glad Audrey found a place here. She reconnected with her family, and now her Earther medical science background is really helping us research what SpaceTech is capable of doing with lucole. And she’s with Tyler, and they seem happy, too. It’s… it’s really good. She deserves to be happy.”

      Fynea grinned at me and I knew she was about to change the subject to something much more gossipy. “She’s not the only one who deserves to be happy.”

      “What?” I asked her, but I was kind of scared to know what she was thinking.

      “I heard you and Lorne had some sparks in the gym today.”

      I felt my cheeks heat and my skin give off a slight glow when I knew for a fact I had nothing to be embarrassed about. “How did you just make that sound so dirty? We were talking. My father was there. Roan was there. Our guards were there.” Literally nothing happened.

      “I don’t know. It always gets a little sizzling when the two of you argue.”

      I stuck my tongue out at her. “Can you stop? This is so weird.”

      “Apologies. I just love making you squirm. It’s so much more fun when you turn all pink and glowy. Lorne is no fun anymore. He just glares at me when I try it with him.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Shut up, Fynea.”

      “Well, you’ll be happy to know that I’m meddling again.”

      I groaned. “What now?”

      “I’ve messaged with Roan about coordinating more time for the two of you to be alone. You need a window every day, and not just when you both fall into bed exhausted.”

      That sounded amazing, but I didn’t understand why she’d care. “Does Lorne have time for that?”

      “We need our leaders to be a team, and it’s taken me a bit to sort out that I might be a little at fault here. I’ve continued on with Lorne’s schedule like nothing has changed, and it has. I’ve never had to make time for anyone in his life before, and I guess I assumed that you’d just magically connect and be on the same page. To be fair, none of us have been around a true shalshasa pair. I’m pretty sure I’m not alone in thinking that you two would just…” She snapped her fingers. “And then you’d be completely in sync. It was naive of us. Of me.”

      It was. “I wish it were that easy.”

      “Me, too. For all our sakes.” She sighed. “But even if it feels like you know him, you don’t. You’ve only just met Lorne. You need time to be a couple, and that’s hard when war is starting and both of your schedules are jammed to the hilt. I’m going to do my best to make sure you get as much time to be a couple as I can. You need an advocate for your joint leadership, and you haven’t had that yet. You do now.”

      “That’s…” I wasn’t sure what to say. I hadn’t even realized that I could’ve asked for more time with him. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Thank you,” I said again.

      I hadn’t realized how out of sync Lorne and I had gotten, and I hated it. I should’ve known that Lorne wanted to get rid of the High Council. He should’ve known that I wanted to get rid of them. And yet, neither of us knew what the other was thinking.

      It was obvious why. We hadn’t had time to talk. Fynea was right. We needed time together. “It’s hard to ask for more time with him when I know he’s busy and everything seems so life and death but… I need Lorne. I need time with him. Or else, none of this life matters.”

      “Nothing has been easy for you, my sweet.” She tilted her head as she looked at me. “Nothing. Not ever. You’ve had a rough go. Haven’t you?”

      It was as if with that one question—loaded down with the sympathy and heartbreak in her tone—all the hard things came rushing at me, and with them, all the fear and exhaustion and physical pain and impossible things that I’d gone through came seeping in.

      My eyes started to burn with unshed tears, and I bit my lip hard to keep the wave of emotion from swallowing me whole.

      I looked at the floor, letting it go blurry for a second, before glancing back at her. “It’s been really hard,” I said when I knew I wouldn’t start sobbing. “Every step has been really hard, but getting to this, here, with Lorne? That’s worth going through all the hard parts.”

      She reached forward, gripping my wrist in her hand. “I will help you in any way that I can. Not just because you’re tied to my best friend, but because I admire you and everything that you’ve done. You will do great things for us, for the Aunare. I meant what I said weeks ago and again today. I truly believe in you as our High Queen. You are the future of the Aunare.”

      I dropped my chin because I wasn’t sure I deserved that belief.

      She squeezed my wrist tighter. “You have earned this place beside Lorne. You will be the greatest High Queen the Aunare have ever seen, and I am not alone in being thankful for it. I’m sorry that this job will be another hard thing for you, but it is my firm belief that you will excel in it.”

      I heard my father’s voice in my head again. What was my mission? But I wasn’t sure what it would be or what kind of High Queen I’d become. “My father said something that I just don’t have an answer for.”

      “What did Rysden do now?”

      I smiled at her chiding tone, but then it faded and the question remained. “He said that I wasn’t thinking big enough because I think—and Lorne agrees—that we’re going to end this war on Earth. That I limit myself by staying in the gym. That I’m not thinking big enough. He asked me what my mission was, and I had no idea how to answer him.”

      Fynea sighed. “I’m sorry. First off, understand that Rysden is under a lot of pressure right now. Lorne left the gym to take a call that now includes the rest of the Aunare kings and queens. They’re all asking for extra military presence now, which means we’re going to be spread thin. Without our allies help—and without their agreement to stay out of this fight—it’s going to get hard very quickly. Our colonies are too widespread for us to protect everyone at once, as well as go after SpaceTech offensively. Add in our allies, and we’re in for quite a fight.”

      If that were true, then it seemed like all the better that we head to Earth. No wonder Lorne and I were on the same page.

      “He is right to have you look at what you want for your rule and your life, but that’s something only you can answer. It might even take a bit of time to sort out.” She smiled. “There’s no rush on that. You’re just getting started, and you’re not even officially the High Queen yet. Right now, we have a lot of chaos and a lot of decisions to make, but today is a good day. Today you made a big decision. You fired the High Council in the most epic fashion. If I had even the tiniest doubt about you as our High Queen, it’s decimated now. So, your mission will come. You can’t rush that. Keep doing what you’re doing and you’ll get there. I’ve no doubt you will know it when the Goddess wills it in you.”

      I wished I felt as confident in my abilities as Fynea was.

      The chime sounded that someone was at my door.

      “Were you expecting someone?”

      I shook my head. “No. Roan eventually, but he wouldn’t ring the doorbell during the day. He always just comes in.” I glanced at my wrist unit, and was surprised at who was there. “Huh.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Captain ni Eneko. Roan’s with him, too, and it looks like Eshrin wants to join them, too.” Eshrin was supposed to be on break, and Ginu was taking lead. If he was here, then something was going on.

      “Please let me stay. If something’s happening, I want in. I cannot stand waiting outside Lorne’s office for him to finish with his call for another minute.”

      Fynea wanted in? Of course. I was always happy to have her on my side. “Stay.”

      She grinned. “Perfection.”

      It was weird to have so many friends. I’d gone from hiding and only ever really being myself with Roan and my mother, to this. All of me, all the time, in full view of everyone.

      Being so in the center was a little lonely, but not when I had friends. Roan always, but now Audrey, Tyler, Eshrin, Fynea, and Lorne. Always Lorne.

      I tapped to open the door to the suite, and I still didn’t have an answer to my father’s question about my mission, but I didn’t care anymore.

      Something was happening—I could tell at least that much—and I was ready for whatever came.

      Because if there was one thing my life had taught me, it was how to deal with a crisis.
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      The door to the suite whooshed open. “We’re in the living room.” I called out to Roan, Eshrin, and Captain ni Eneko.

      I stood and stepped toward them as they entered the room. “What’s happened?” I couldn’t read ni Eneko, but Roan was different. His hair had gotten significantly more poofy since I’d last seen him. Which meant that he was upset about something, but he didn’t seem worried. He had this smirk on his face like he was excited. It was conflicting and confusing.

      Captain ni Eneko pressed his fist to his heart and bowed his head, and then straightened. “I think I have something, and I wanted to show you immediately.”

      I glanced back at Fynea who looked pretty pleased with herself.

      She crossed her arms as she reclined. “It’s almost like I planned this.”

      “You love drama,” I said.

      “I know. I should work on that, but I just can’t bring myself to care.” She rose, gracefully. “Please tell me that you have something we can use against SpaceTech.”

      Captain ni Eneko started to speak a few times, and then stopped and took a breath. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “Honestly. I just have a few… inconsistencies.”

      I stepped toward him. “Like the things I’ve trained you to look for?”

      He was quiet for a second and then started to nod, but stopped. The man was nervous, but why?

      “Just tell me. If it’s something, then we’ll figure it out. No one wants another attack on Ta’shena, and you’ve a lot of city to watch over. And if it’s nothing, then I’ll be thankful you’re being so careful. I promise you I won’t be angry.”

      “Thank you.” He let out a breath. “It’s just that I’m not sure exactly. It could be something or maybe I’m imagining things. I feel a little silly coming to you when I’m so uncertain about what I have here, but I’ve been a Captain for long enough to know when something isn’t quite right. Even when I’m not sure that I’m identifying the right things. But I did show Roan and…” He motioned with his tablet to the vidscreen. “May I show you?”

      “Of course.” I waved him forward. “Please. Play me whatever you’ve found that has you worried.”

      “I don’t know if I’m worried exactly. I’m just being overly cautious at this point. Possibly paranoid as well.” He walked to the vidscreen in the living room and tapped some commands into his tablet, syncing it with my vidscreen.

      A second later, the vidscreen lit and a side view of Ra’mi market filled it, showing all the levels and a sea of people moving among them.

      Eshrin moved closer to us as we all crowded around the vidscreen.

      That market was one of my favorite places, and not just because Lorne had taken me there on our first date. Every time I went back there I found something I just had to buy or eat or wear. Last time I went, I’d found the coolest knife. The blade was laser honed every time it retracted, which meant that it stayed sharp. It was no bigger than my thumb and I liked to keep it tucked in a pocket or shoe or wherever my outfit allowed. It was my favorite accessory.

      Captain ni Eneko hit play, and I stepped closer to the vidscreen. “When is this footage from?” I assumed he’d found some people he thought might be spies there, but it was hard to make out anything specific from such a distant perspective.

      “This is a live feed of the market right now,” Captain ni Eneko said.

      “Really?” If he’d found some spies, this would be an excellent opportunity to catch them.

      I tried to scan through the people, but they were too small and way too many of them. I might as well have been trying to find specific ants on a hill.

      I glanced at Captain ni Eneko, but he was looking at me with such hope that I didn’t want to ask for more clarification. Clearly he thought he’d found something, but I wasn’t seeing it.

      I glanced at Roan, and he looked excited. Eshrin shrugged when I turned to him, and Fynea shook her head. Okay. So, it wasn’t just me that was confused. Fynea and Eshrin were with me. But Roan knew something.

      I stared at the screen again for a minute before giving up. “Okay. What am I supposed to be seeing?”

      Roan laughed like he’d won a bet. “See. Told you she wouldn’t get it without more explanation.”

      I knew it. I knew that laugh. They’d definitely bet on me. “Are you telling me you saw something in this mess?” Because there was no way Roan could’ve seen anything. There were too many people and the view was too far away.

      Roan shook his head with the grin still on his face. “Nah. I needed an explanation, too, but I think he has found something.”

      “Here. I’ll explain a little.” Captain ni Eneko tapped something, and three of the figures in the market were now bright blue. “Look at them.”

      The figures were on different floors. Nothing that I was seeing tied them together. Except they must be. Especially if Roan was this excited. He loved—loved—finding SpaceTech spies.

      And then it happened. One of them pumped their fist in the air. Suspect found.

      There were a few ways to spot a SpaceTech officer. The first way was the way they stood—stiff, straight, as if they had no soul, as if only their submission to SpaceTech kept them alive.

      The next was the way they scanned the streets. Up, down. Left. Right. Up, down. Move.

      The last way to spot them were their signals. Their signals weren’t as involved or as many as what the Aunare used. It wasn’t because Earther officers couldn’t learn more, but SpaceTech liked to keep their underlings from thinking too hard. There were really only about ten hand signals. No one used them except for SpaceTech officers, but anyone trying to live under the radar knew them.

      There was a ripple of the movement through the market as all of the blue figures converged. They stopped in front of another, and then did a quick about face, going off again in different directions.

      Guess it wasn’t who they thought it was.

      “Who was it?”

      “One moment. Having that sent to me now.” A second later, Captain ni Eneko laughed. “This girl.” He put a picture on the screen, and I had to laugh, too.

      “Close, but that’s definitely not me.”

      Although there were a few similarities. Our hair was the same color, and she wore it straight down her back, like I often did. She was wearing mostly black, and for whatever reason, she had my father’s blue raven on her shirt, but that was where the similarities ended. Her eyes were the wrong color. She was shorter than most Aunare, which meant still taller than the average female Earther. But that still put her at least an inch taller than me.

      The blue raven was confusing though. “Does she work at the estate?”

      “Yes,” Fynea said. “That’s Gothea. She’s one of your father’s assistant’s assistant.”

      I turned to her. “My father has assistants to his assistants?”

      Fynea raised a brow. “You do realize he’s the Hand of the King and the Head of the Aunare Military.”

      Fair point.

      “When do I get an assistant?” Roan said. “Because I’m up all day and night coordinating her schedule.”

      I turned to him. “You are?” Why hadn’t he said anything? And now I understood why he couldn’t come eat lunch with me and why his hair looked so poofy.

      “You have no idea how many requests for meetings I get for you.” He ran his hands through his hair, making it even poofier. “They all have to get answered, even if it’s only a form of fuck off.”

      “I didn’t realize it was that bad.” Fynea grabbed her tablet, and started tapping on it.

      “Neither did I.” And now I felt like the worst friend ever. “I’m sorry. I—”

      “Babe. Stop. It’s me. We’re fine.” He grinned. “Plus, I just won a bet because of you, and I’m not sharing any of the pot.”

      I rolled my eyes at him.

      “I’m setting up some interviews for you tomorrow.” Fynea looked up from her tablet to stare at Roan. “Will that suit?”

      “Hell yeah. Frosty.” Roan rubbed his hands together. “I’m all about it.”

      Captain ni Eneko cleared his throat. “And back to this? If you don’t mind?” He motioned to the screen.

      I glanced at Roan. I didn’t need to say it. We were close enough to do a sort of mind read that didn’t involve any actual mind reading. Sometimes it felt like we shared a brain. When I looked into his eyes, I saw the same thing I knew would be in my eyes.

      Excitement.

      Determination.

      And damn it, my father would definitely not approve of me going to Ra’mi myself, and I was pretty sure Lorne would have a thing or two to say about it as well. But I had a decision to make.

      Go to Ra’mi Market and capture the spies?

      Or stay home and let someone else risk themselves for me?

      Only I could decide how I was going to rule.

      My father might be right that I didn’t need to be in hand-to-hand combat mode all the time, but I wasn’t. I’d done the interview with Himani weeks ago and won the support of the Aunare.

      I’d prepared to fire the High Council, and when the chance came today, I’d been ready. Fired and gone.

      I hadn’t done either on impulse, and neither had anything to do with fighting in the gym.

      But this—going to Ra’mi market and taking down those spies myself—that was what I was good at.

      I wasn’t sure what my mission was, but I knew who I was and it had nothing to do with a title.

      I had to do what I felt was right, and this morning, it’d been firing the High Council.

      Right now, it was making sure we captured these spies alive. Because if we were really spread too thin, then we needed more information about what SpaceTech was planning and what exactly they were capable of with lucole. We didn’t have near enough information on either.

      This twisting feeling in my gut meant that I was about to do something that would piss off everyone but could also end up saving them all.

      “They’re looking for me,” I said to Captain ni Eneko.

      “Yes. I believe that’s correct.”

      “We don’t want to disappoint them.” Captain ni Eneko started to speak, but I kept talking. “They’re missing men. SpaceTech always goes in units of six or eight. It’s always an even number. So far, you’ve found three. So, we need to keep an eye out for the rest of the unit, and keep an open mind that there might be more than one unit at the market or nearby.” I started to head to the door, but Captain ni Eneko stepped in my way.

      “It’s not necessary that you put yourself in danger,” he said. “I just want to know how I should best approach them. I want them all.” The way he said it told me he’d had enough of SpaceTech invading his city.

      While I understood and appreciated his feelings, there was no way I was staying out of this fight.

      I glanced at Eshrin. He’d been silently watching the whole exchange. If I went to the market, my guards would go, too. Which meant their lives would be in danger. I cared much more about what he thought than Captain ni Eneko.

      He pressed his fist to his heart, and I knew what that meant. Where I went, he would go. He and the rest of my guards would protect me no matter what I decided.

      But he knew that if anyone could catch SpaceTech spies, it was me. That’s why we’d been running holo-training missions to Earth. It was so that they could help me when I faced SpaceTech.

      This would be a dress rehearsal. What better way to train?

      “I’m going. My guards will—”

      “That would put you in extreme danger,” Captain ni Eneko said. “You saw the second hand signal. Right?”

      I had. I’d seen it, but I wasn’t afraid.

      “Kill on sight. That’s what you said that one meant. They want you dead, and—” Captain ni Eneko kept talking, but I was watching Eshrin.

      He gave me a crooked smile, and I knew that was a—Yes. Let’s go. He wanted his shot at taking down some spies, and so did I.

      I wanted it badly.

      “I want them to come after me.” My words cut the good captain’s rant short. “Then we can catch them.”

      “That’s extremely dangerous,” Fynea said. “You’re not just anyone anymore. Not that you ever were. But that level of risk is too much. Lorne would—”

      “Lorne’s busy being the High King.” He had incredibly important things going on that only he could deal with. But this was something that I could do. I could help by catching these spies. “He’s still in the meeting, right?”

      “Yes,” Fynea drew out the word, as if she were suspicious of what I might say next. “He is still in his meeting.”

      “Send him a message. Let him know what’s going on and where I’m going. Send one to my father, too. But let them know that we’ve got this handled. We’ll be fine.” I had no doubt of that. “By the time Lorne realizes I’ve left the estate, we’ll have caught them.” It seemed reasonable to assume that much at least. Probably.

      I turned to Captain ni Eneko. “I’ll be your bait. Between your teams, my guards, and the fact that I can one hundred percent take care of myself, I’ll be okay.”

      Captain ni Eneko went so still that I wasn’t sure he was breathing anymore. His eyes were wide as he watched me, and then he turned to Fynea and said something in Aunare.

      “I hate it when they do that,” I said to Roan.

      “I know. Super rude. Want one of your translators?” He’d taken to keeping them everywhere these days, and usually had one on him.

      Sure enough, he reached his hand into his pocket and pulled out the little device.

      I waved it away. “Nah.” I turned to Captain ni Eneko and Fynea. “I’m sure they’re going to stop being rude any second now.” I gave them both a look.

      “It’s the danger factor that we’re debating right now,” Fynea said.

      Fine. If they wanted to debate danger, then I could argue my side. “What about the danger of being in this stalemate with SpaceTech? If Captain ni Eneko picks them up, then they’ll deny knowledge or say we made it up or planted Earthers on Sel’Ani or who knows what. But if we get vid footage of SpaceTech operatives in our capital city trying to kidnap or kill me, then our allies will have to back us in the war. I’ll have fixed what Lorne’s been stressing about. This could be the answer to every problem we have right now.”

      Fynea pressed her lips together as she stared at me.

      I met her gaze with confidence. “I have to try. I have to be the leader that I am, not that someone else thinks I should be. And that means doing things like this.” I knew I was prepared. I’d been to the market enough now that I felt familiar with the layout and the way people moved through it. Which made perfect sense why SpaceTech had spies stationed there to keep an eye out for me. Every time I went it made the news.

      “I’m not scared of a few SpaceTech goons,” I said, hoping she’d see reason. “I’ve dealt with them my whole life.”

      “All right, but I’m coming with you,” Fynea said finally. “If Lorne finds out and I’m still here, I’ll just—no. I’m not dealing with him. He’s already in such a mood these days.”

      “Come with me.” I had zero problems with that. “If something goes wrong, it’ll be my fault. I’ll accept full blame. This was my idea.”

      I turned to Eshrin who was standing beside the door. “Are you sure you’re okay with this? It’ll be a risk, and—”

      “Absolutely.” He pressed his fist to his heart again. “We will keep you safe.”

      “See.” I grinned at Captain ni Eneko. “What could possibly go wrong?”

      “Everything.” The Captain swallowed and looked a little sweaty. “Everything and anything could go wrong.”

      Poor guy. He was already nervous, but then I had an idea. “Let’s make this look like a girls’ night out,” I said to Fynea. “It’ll look like we’re out shopping. I mean, that’s a thing people do, right?”

      Roan laughed at me, and I knew I should’ve been offended, but I wasn’t.

      “Sure, Am,” Roan said. “Normal people go shopping with friends all the time, but not you. I don’t think you’ve ever done that.”

      Suddenly, today seemed like the perfect time to try something new.
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      The market was packed tonight, and yet I’d managed to sneak in. I didn’t want to make it too easy for the SpaceTech jerks. I’d changed my clothes into something a little less Maité-esque. I was wearing a loose gray sweater tunic with black leggings. Fynea made me change my shoes right before we left for something that was more “going out with friends” than the running shoes I’d put on. She’d gone into my closet and came back, shoving a pair of sandals at me. They were strappy and glittery but had an athletic sole that would help me keep traction even when running.

      On the trip over, Fynea put my hair in one of the typical intricate Aunare hairstyles. She’d sectioned my hair into three and then braided and knotted each at the nape of my neck. When she was done, she said that now I was presentable.

      I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t before—who really cared what my hair looked like when I was about to capture some SpaceTech spies—but whatever.

      My guards had done their usual search of the place before letting us off the ship—which I thought would mean that the spies would come straight for us—but so far we were already deep into the market and they hadn’t engaged.

      I spotted a crowded stall and was shocked that I knew the person running it. Curious, I started making my way over.

      “Where are you going?” Fynea said, putting down whatever she was looking at from the last stall.

      “Did you know that Almya was going to have a stall here?” I asked.

      “No.” Fynea scanned the market. “Where?”

      I pointed. “Third on the right.”

      “Wow. That’s amazing.” Fynea gripped my arm, shaking it in excitement. “I can’t believe it. She’s progressing so fast.”

      Okay. I knew I had been surprised by it, but Fynea’s excitement meant I was missing something. “What’s the big deal?”

      “It takes a lot of time to get a stall here,” Fynea said as we slowly made our way through the market. “Ra’mi is one of the best—if not the best—of the Aunare markets. People come from all over to shop here, which means the waiting list to get a stall is decades long.”

      “Then how did she get a stall?” I asked.

      “I’m not altogether sure,” Fynea said. “Possibly because of the fact that she’s been doing a nice job dressing you, but even then, it feels fast. Although it isn’t the best location for a stall or the biggest. So, maybe there was an opening.”

      The stall was at the end of the row, but a quarter of the size of the other stalls around it. She didn’t have a glowing sign like most of the others, but her stall was packed. The crowd was three people deep, with the ones near the main aisle standing on tiptoes to see over the others’ heads. Almya stood behind the front table of her stall, talking to a customer. Her skin was glowing bright, making her white halter jumpsuit look like it was glowing, too.

      There was no way I was getting close to it from the front, so I went around the side and yelled out to her, catching her attention. She glanced at me, and then her eyes widened. “Hello!” She fumbled a bit before she pressed her fist to her heart and bowed.

      That got everyone’s attention. They turned to look at me, and then I felt the ripple through the market. The one that told me that I’d been spotted.

      I’d felt this every time I’d come back to the market. It was still something I was trying to get used to, but today it didn’t bother me as much as it usually would.

      It wouldn’t be long now. I turned, spotting Eshrin right away. He was standing back a little ways. Not too far that he couldn’t guard, but not so close that he and his team would be instantly spotted. I didn’t know enough of Captain ni Eneko’s guys to be able to pick them out of a crowd, but I knew some and I knew they were here. Roan was still in the ship, keeping an eye out, helping to spot all the missing SpaceTech operatives hiding in the market and relaying that to everyone.

      I knew I should’ve felt like I was in danger, but I didn’t. I’d spent my life being surrounded by SpaceTech with no one to help me. Today, we had them outnumbered, and so many people I trusted had my back.

      The crowd parted, letting me approach Almya’s stall from the side.

      “What are you doing here? You had the night booked at the estate.” Almya scanned my outfit from head to toe before nodding. “You used one of the around-the-estate outfits I had set out. That’s good. Not as good as a day-trip outfit, but still good.”

      “The tunic sweater is comfy. It almost feels like one of Lorne’s.”

      “Yes, but it actually fits you, and it nips in at the waist.” She smiled. “Much more flattering, but the sleeves are covering your arms. They’re meant to be shoved up a bit.”

      I rolled my eyes and shoved the sleeves of the sweater up to my elbows. “You know what’s not very good?”

      “What?” Her eyes widened and she looked terrified at whatever I might say next.

      “That you haven’t shown me that jacket. Why don’t I have that?” I pointed to one hanging behind her. It’d caught my eye when I was walking up.

      She twisted to look at it, and then turned back to me. “No. You can’t have that one. It’s not for you.”

      A few of the people around us gasped, and I was just as shocked as they were. If not more. “Excuse me. Why the hell not?”

      “She’s right,” Fynea said. “That jacket isn’t for you.”

      Okay, now I was missing something. Obviously, this was an Aunare thing. “Why isn’t it for me?”

      “It has sleeves and a back.” Fynea spoke slowly as if I were a child.

      Almya rolled her eyes, payback since I’d just done the same thing to her. “It’ll fully cover everything that is essential for you to show right now.” She ran her finger down my bare arms.

      Did I always have to show my fao’ana? There had to be times when I could just wear what I wanted without thinking about how much of my soul I bared. “I want the jacket.” It was cropped with long sleeves and a hood attached to it. The front closed with a diagonal zipper and it had some darker black—as if that were a thing—patches on the elbows. It was completely frosty, and I needed it to be mine.

      “I want it,” I said to Almya.

      “Of course I could make one to your measurements, but—”

      I went around Almya and stepped into her stall, taking the jacket from the hanger and slipping it on.

      “No. That one’s not to your measurements. It won’t look right.”

      I shook my head because she was right. It was too tight across the shoulders and the sleeves were a shade too long, but… “It’s close enough for me to try it on.” I spun to look at her. “You know my measurements, so make me one. But I’m going to need a pocket right here.” I motioned along the ribcage. “And another inside the sleeve.” That one would be perfect for my pocket knife.

      Almya bowed. “Of course. As you wish it. I’ll have it for you tomorrow.” She held out her hand for the jacket.

      I carefully slipped it off, and then leaned closer to her. “You’re welcome.”

      Almya looked like she had no idea why I said that.

      “Everyone is going to want that jacket.” I pulled back and gave her a wink.

      She carefully placed the jacket back on the hanger, but she was scanning the crowd as she did it. Everyone was crowding in, whispering to each other, motioning to the jacket and other items that Almya had on display.

      It must’ve taken a second for Almya to register what happened because she turned to me and her skin lit another three shades brighter. “Thank you,” she mouthed.

      I was proud of her. She’d come a long way from where she was when we met, and she deserved good things in her life. And I really did want that jacket.

      I made my way from the stall, with Fynea by my side. “That was nicely done,” she said. “You’ve made her life, but you just like to do that. It seems as if you’re always finding people and saving them.”

      I laughed at the absurdity of that statement. “No, I’m not.”

      “That’s what it seems like,” Fynea said. “Almya went from cleaning toilets to having her biggest dreams come true. Look at her. She’s designing the clothes for the future High Queen and now has a stall at Ra’mi. Roan’s quite happy with his new life. He’s always telling me how stoked he is over this and that, and correct me if I’m wrong, but he was working in some sort of factory and living in a one room apartment with at least four others?”

      I nodded. That was true.

      “And then there’s Audrey. She’s come so far from the prison you saved her from. Now she’s always happily locked up in the labs. She’s practically leading the charge on the lucole research, and every time I see her out and about, she’s with Tyler. Who you also rescued from the prison planet. ” She pointed over to the side. “And don’t think I didn’t notice Ulshan over there with Captain ni Eneko.”

      That was in fact Ulshan. I’d waved to him earlier. “But I didn’t do anything for Ulshan.”

      “So, saving his life was doing nothing?” She stared me down. “The man was a regular police officer who failed spectacularly in the trials to become a royal guard. He wasn’t so happy when you saved his life that day, and yet, now he’s here, waving at you like you’re friends, and working with one of the highest ranking officers in the Aunare Military, patrolling Ta’shena for spies.” Fynea raised a brow. “Explain to me how you had nothing to do with that.”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out. She made it sound like I’d saved the man, and I guessed that yes, I sort of did. “Okay, fine. I talked to Ulshan a few weeks ago. He asked to see me, and I couldn’t say no. He wanted to thank me. He’d recovered from his injuries and had been getting therapy for what happened that day. He apologized, and it broke my heart. I knew that the Captain had mentioned needing more people to help with the search for SpaceTech operatives. It seemed kismet.”

      Fynea kept staring at me and it was making me nervous.

      “I just got him an interview. That’s it. He did the rest. I swear.” It wasn’t that big of a deal. “I’m not a saint. I just… it was timing. It was all good timing. None of that—Almya, Ulshan, Audrey—was planned. It just happened.”

      “Sure. Keep telling yourself—”

      I heard a whistle, and I straightened.

      Roan. He must’ve come off the ship at some point. Which meant he’d spotted all of the spies.

      He whistled one more time—our warning whistle. Which meant the SpaceTech operatives were about to start converging on me.

      I glanced at Fynea, who gave me a nod. Fynea might’ve been royalty, but she was also a former Royal Guard. I trusted she could take care of herself.

      I slipped my hand into my pocket, feeling two bracelets and my pair of thin, retractable faksano.

      I gripped the bracelets first. Just in case this fight got out of hand, I didn’t want to hurt anyone in the market.

      As soon as they were on, I felt ready.

      And then I spotted someone.

      No.

      No. It couldn’t be her.

      And then she turned and I saw her face, but then it was gone and all I could see between us was a sea of SpaceTech officers.

      Where was Eshrin?

      Where were my guards?

      What the hell happened to Captain ni Eneko and his team?

      Ice it all. I guessed it was up to me to take care of this.

      I closed my eyes and gathered my power.

      Time to fight.
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      The attack was swift. Faster than I’d expected, which meant they’d been practicing for this.

      Explosions were first. The floors of light shuddered, and I hit the ground. A weight settled on top of me, and I wasn’t sure who it was or if they were okay.

      I struggled to get up, but whoever was on me pushed harder. “Stay down,” Fynea said.

      She was shielding me, and I knew I should be thankful for it, but I wasn’t.

      “Get off me.”

      Another explosion hit and screams echoed through the market. People were yelling in Aunare. Running. I could see through the floor to the lower levels. The light flickered and shut off, and suddenly it felt like I was going to fall to the ground.

      But I didn’t. The floor held, even without the light.

      I watched as Aunare and foreigners alike ran from the market to safety.

      Good.

      That was good.

      But now it was time to fight.

      Little pops sounded in the distance, and I knew that sound. It was very familiar. I’d heard it so many times in the streets on Earth. I’d seen so many people killed with the laser backed bullets that SpaceTech loved to use.

      This time I moved, fast and strong, out from under Fynea.

      “Damn you.” Fynea stood next to me. She reached for her hips—where faksano would’ve been if she’d still been a guard. She yelled something in Aunare.

      As the crowd parted I saw a few things very fast.

      That Captain ni Eneko and his men were too far away.

      That Eshrin was moving in fast, which meant so were my other guards.

      That the SpaceTech officers would get to me first.

      There wasn’t just one unit here, there were three—eighteen in all. Not so bad. Except one of them had something in his hand.

      His emotionless face was eerily similar to every other SpaceTech officer I’d ever seen.

      He stepped forward. “Come with me.”

      I laughed. The man was either an idiot or insane. “Not a chance.”

      I’d thought he was like every other SpaceTech officer, but then he grinned and a chill went through me.

      Most SpaceTech officers seemed to be numb to all the evil they did. I was sure it was part of surviving. But not this man. He enjoyed his position of power. That grin told me he liked to hurt people.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” He tossed something at me.

      A bomb? I wasn’t sure. It was bigger than a tinka fruit, which meant I definitely could destroy it.

      I held up my arms in front of me, and screamed as I focused my power. The thing exploded five feet away, and as it did a fine gray powder released.

      What was that?

      Eshrin ran toward me, faksano in his hands.

      “Run.” I yelled at Eshrin. I couldn’t explode fine particles like Lorne could. I’d barely been able to destroy a piece of ba’na safely, and that was much bigger than powder. There was no way I could even attempt to fix this.

      And damn it. That’s why Lorne should’ve been here, but I could handle this.

      The particles were floating in the air and starting to expand. They hadn’t reached me yet, but they would. It was impossible, but they seemed to be multiplying as the cloud grew.

      I stood there, trying to come up with something to stop it—maybe if I grabbed a blanket and smothered the cloud? But I’d have to get close to it, and everything inside me told me not to do that.

      An alarm rang and water started raining down on the market. The particles fell, hitting the ground with a sizzle, and I turned to Eshrin as he arrived at my side.

      “We have to assume that was poison. Ginu set off the fire alarm.”

      “Good call.”

      I watched the SpaceTech spies surround us as a crisp, calm Aunare voice made an announcement. I wasn’t sure what it said but people started moving faster, getting away.

      Good.

      Perfect.

      Less chance of casualties.

      Because the SpaceTech spies shared a sign, and I knew what that meant.

      Attack.

      The SpaceTech guy who’d thrown the bomb started walking toward me, and I had a second to wonder if he was the leader or just dumb or both. His hair was long and he’d put some prosthetics on his ears to look more Aunare, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. Not anyone that truly looked Aunare.

      Before I knew what was happening, Eshrin stood in front of me as the man threw something else at us.

      Another bomb.

      I didn’t know what kind of poison was in the bombs, and I didn’t wait to find out. I shoved Eshrin aside, and blew that one up.

      The sprinklers dispersed it quickly.

      The SpaceTech officer paused and stared at me as if not understanding what had happened.

      Did he think he imagined that I blew up the first one? Did he not know what I could do?

      Earther news stations said that we faked the footage of the attack on Ta’shena. That no person could blow up a ship. I’d thought that was dumb. How could someone not believe the truth when it was there for anyone to see? But apparently they didn’t realize that I wasn’t just a normal Earther.

      I was Aunare. I was a di Aetes. And I’d learned what that meant. Now, it was their turn to learn.

      Eshrin clacked his faksano and there was a chorus of answering clack-clacking through the market. Each one was another Aunare warrior ready to face down these SpaceTech idiots. SpaceTech might think that they’d surrounded me, and they had. But there were more than just me here. I had guards and officers and they were all here and ready to fight for me, for Sel’Ani, for the Aunare.

      “Can’t let you have all the fun.” Eshrin gave me a wink. “You ready?”

      I reached inside my pockets, and pulled out my retracted faksano. “Yes.” I flicked my wrists, expanding them. “As many alive as possible,” I said to Eshrin.

      Eshrin shook his head. “That’s just no fun.”

      I knew he was kidding—or I hoped he was—but I didn’t get a chance to make sure. Something came flying at me through the sprinkler rain, and suddenly we were moving. Fighting. One man came at me, and I spun, swinging my faksano.

      I heard a crack. An answering shriek.

      That had to hurt.

      I just prayed that we’d given the shoppers and merchants enough time to get out, but I didn’t dare glance down through the invisible floor to see the other levels.

      We moved fast. Taking each one down to the ground. I didn’t wait to make sure anyone stayed down. That was for Captain ni Eneko’s team. They would make sure that they were secured and went into custody alive and stayed alive.

      Someone gripped me from behind, wrapping an arm around my neck. I didn’t hesitate to summon power to up my strength.

      I dropped one of my faksano and wrenched his wrist away from me. I twisted my whole body, throwing myself to the wet floor, and the man went flying over my shoulder.

      The officer hit a nearby stall and hundreds of tiny glass-encased candles hit the floor.

      Since the spies were going to come after me, we agreed during the trip to the market that it was up to me and my guards to neutralize targets.

      I liked it better that way, except that by the time the fight was done, I’d only taken down five. That didn’t seem like nearly enough. I swiped the sprinkler rain away from my eyes and looked over at Eshrin.

      “How many did you get?”

      “Nine.”

      I let the faksano hang loosely in my hands. “Bullshit.”

      He grinned at me. “Were we in a competition?”

      Did he know me? “Always.”

      “Fynea?” I scanned the floor for her. I’d lost track of her, but I knew she’d be okay. Right?

      “Here!” she said, rising from the floor inside a destroyed market stall.

      Oh thank God. Lorne would’ve been so mad at me if Fynea had gotten hurt, but she looked fine.

      She’d been handcuffing a spy, but she passed him off to one of ni Eneko’s men and made her way over the broken stalls, through the puddles and mess, to us.

      There was a steady stream still coming from the sprinklers. I lifted my face up, letting the water cool my body.

      “The sprinklers were a good call. The fine mist was lucole?” I asked when she got close enough.

      “I believe so, but we’d have to ask Audrey.”

      “Will you call her? Ask her and her team to come down here.”

      “Already done. As soon as that first bomb went off with the gray dust, I made the call. She’s already nearly here.”

      “Good.”

      I took a look around and winced at the damage to the market. More than a dozen stalls had taken a hit, and the water was damaging everything in the rest. I wasn’t sure if the sprinklers were going off on this level only or if it was every level.

      Damn it. If it was every level, that was going to be a lot of damage to clean up.

      I spotted Roan talking to Captain ni Eneko. He gave me a good-job nod, and I nodded back to him.

      I pointed up to the sprinklers, and he gave a nod. He’d have them turned off now that everyone was accounted for.

      I scanned the faces of the men and women cuffed on the ground. Some were conscious, some weren’t, but all of them were my enemy.

      Except the more I looked, the more I realized that one was missing. The one I thought I’d recognized.

      I counted again. Twenty-three.

      No. No, that wasn’t right. I’d thought there were three units. Six each. That meant eighteen, but if there were twenty-three, then that meant either another unit was close by and came in during the fight or the three units had eight each, not six.

      Either way, it wasn’t good. We were missing a spy.

      I’d lost track of the one I recognized when the guy with the bomb came at me, but now she wasn’t here.

      Which meant I hadn’t been imagining it.

      Where was she?

      Fuck. Fuck. Where was that bitch?

      Officer Hill. She’d been here. I knew it. I knew I saw her.

      But we hadn’t gotten her.

      “What?” Eshrin said. “What’s wrong?”

      A few of my guards perked up at Eshrin’s words, but I couldn’t voice what was wrong. Not yet.

      I spun to Roan.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. “What?” He yelled at me, but he wouldn’t recognize her.

      He didn’t know her. He hadn’t gone to prison.

      Only I had. Only I could find her.

      I started moving around the level. Maybe she was hiding. The fight had knocked over some of the stalls.

      I started searching. Moving fast. Racing from one stall to the next. The puddles of water splashed broken glass on my feet, but I kept moving. Cuts could be healed, but Officer Hill couldn’t get away.

      I wouldn’t let her.

      But every time I found an empty stall, I felt more and more like maybe I’d been imagining it.

      I knew I’d come to take down SpaceTech officers. Maybe I only saw someone similar. Maybe it wasn’t her, but none of the cuffed women remotely resembled her. My short time in prison had scarred me, and she’d been a total bitch. She hadn’t harmed me or done anything. But still, it’d been the start of some really bad, hard times. So, she made my dreams.

      Not all the time. Not even frequently. But she was there often enough that now I was starting to feel crazy.

      A hand came on my shoulder and I spun.

      Eshrin lifted his hand away from me. “Who are you looking for? Let me help.”

      “It’s… I don’t know. I don’t know.” A few of my braids were coming loose and my hair was falling in my face. I tangled my fingers in my wet hair, tugging it out of my eyes as I turned in a circle. “I swear she was here. We’re missing one for sure, and I think it’s one that I knew and we have to find her.”

      “Okay. It’s very possible that one got away.” He said something into his wrist unit in Aunare and then looked at me again. “Who? Describe. Female and…?”

      I shook my head again, trying to find the words, but it all felt caught in my chest and… “It doesn’t make sense that she would be here. She was one of the guards when I first went to jail on Earth. She hated me. I swear the bitch was working with Jason—which isn’t shocking—but she just…” I ran a hand down my face. I was spilling my guts to Eshrin, and he didn’t need to know any of this.

      “Same height as me. Blonde hair in a bun. Blue eyes. Thin. God, that could be anyone here, but I swear I saw her. Just before the action started. I caught a glimpse, and I knew it was her. But she’s not here. Maybe I’m going crazy. They’re always in even numbers. Before the fight, I counted three units—six each. That makes eighteen. But there are more than that here. How many do we have?”

      I turned in a circle with my arms out, looking around the level, hoping he’d tell me an even number, but knowing he wouldn’t.

      “Twenty-three. You said groups of six or eight, but always even numbers. So, at the very least, one got away. If the units were groups of eight, there could be even more missing than that.”

      He was right. But what were the chances that the one missing was her?

      “Captain ni Eneko is going over the fight footage, trying to find all of them, and see where the missing one went. That will take time, and we both know that’s not good. Give me more specifics. Because your height and blonde isn’t quite enough. What was she wearing? How can I identify her? Tell me and we can start searching the other floors.”

      The other floors?

      Right. Of course. I’d been so busy looking around this floor, that I’d ignored the obvious.

      I looked down. There were still people leaving, but some stayed. Some were watching.

      Idiots. Too stupid to live. To see a fight like that going down and not get the hell away? What was that?

      And some of them were with children. Took all kinds.

      A blonde looked up at me from two floors below, and everything froze.

      For a split second, everything was completely still. My breath echoed harshly in my ears, and I knew.

      There she was.

      That blonde bun.

      That snarl on her face.

      That way she looked at me as if I were trash.

      Suddenly I was light-years away, seeing that same look on her face as the prison door slammed shut. I could smell the thin layer of shit that coated the walls. I could feel the thick, rough material of the orange jumpsuit against my skin.

      The flashback to prison punched me back into my past so hard that I thought I was there. I thought I was trapped, confined, with no hope of getting out again. It was as if everything that had happened the last few months was gone. Lorne and everything I felt for him was too far away to feel.

      But then Eshrin said something—his voice drawing me back to the present—and the vision of my past shattered.

      I was back in Ra’mi market.

      Where?

      Where did she go?

      It was just a profile view and she’d been a couple levels below looking up at me, but how long had I been frozen in place.

      Look, Amihanna. Find her. Find her now.

      Time seemed to slow and draw out, and my mind raced between the thuds of my heartbeat.

      The woman with the bun was out of sight. I searched the floor below me, but I couldn’t find her anywhere.

      I’d questioned whether or not I’d really seen her. I’d honestly wondered if I’d been having a waking nightmare, flashback, some sort of psychotic break.

      Maybe I was getting worse again.

      It had to be someone else.

      But it didn’t feel like someone else. It didn’t feel like she’d been a figment of my imagination. The flashback she gave me was real, and it’d happened twice now.

      She’d been moving. Walking. To where?

      I looked back toward the stairs.

      There.

      There.

      Blonde-bun lady was on the stairwell heading down and away from me. Away from the wreckage of this fight.

      She was retreating, but was it Officer Hill or some random civilian? I wouldn’t let her get away without knowing for sure.

      Turn to me. Let me get a look at you. Show me that you’re real.

      She took the stairs two at a time, scanning as she moved through the throng of people.

      Right then left. Up then down. Definitely a SpaceTech spy.

      And then she turned to me. She stared straight at me—a very quick, there-and-back look—before she hit the next level.

      Son of a bitch.

      I wasn’t seeing things. This was real. That was Officer Hill in the flesh.

      She didn’t belong here.

      Time snapped back and my body moved before I could fully process what I was doing.

      There you are, bitch.

      And now I’m coming for you.

      I took a breath and pushed everything I had into my speed.

      I’m coming for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          AMIHANNA

        

      

    

    
      Instinct guided my actions, and I didn’t have the ability to slow down enough to tell Eshrin or ni Eneko or any of my guards what I was doing or where I was going or why.

      They would catch up.

      I hit the stairwell and raced down one level.

      There were too many people on the stairs—civilians who hadn’t evacuated quick enough, merchants waiting to go back to their stores, all blurs of people as I moved as fast as I could. They were making it hard for me to keep Officer Hill in my line of sight, but every time I lost her it pushed me to move faster to catch up.

      I darted through clusters of bodies and around people who’d stupidly stayed behind to watch the fight. They cried out in alarm or fear—I couldn’t slow down enough to tell which—and I ignored them. But as the shouts grew, I spotted Officer Hill again as she glanced over her shoulder and saw me.

      That’s right. I’m coming for you.

      Her eyes widened. She gave up trying to blend in with the people on the stairs and started to run.

      But I was faster.

      I was much faster.

      I jumped the stairs to the next landing, barely feeling the impact of the spongy un-lit floors before jumping down to the next landing.

      And the next.

      And then I was on the street level, racing after her.

      But before I could tackle her, she snagged a child and spun to face me.

      She pulled a gun from her pocket and placed it at the little girl’s head.

      The child’s eyes widened as she stared up at me with a cry for help.

      Her hair was long and straight. Her chin slightly pointed. Her eyes were a different color than my bland Earther brown, but she looked too much like me. So much that I could almost feel the press of the gun at my temple.

      This SpaceTech officer wasn’t killing that little Aunare girl. I wouldn’t let that happen.

      I spotted the mother, who dropped to her knees, pressed a fist to her heart, and started speaking soft, fast Aunare words.

      I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but I didn’t need to. She was begging me to save her daughter. She was trusting me—the future queen and defender of the Aunare to stop this nightmare.

      She was counting on me.

      And so was the little girl, who was screaming and shaking, reaching out to her mother.

      I ignored it. I shut out the girl. Shut out the mother. Shut out everything around me.

      I stared into Officer Hill’s eyes. It was only me and her right now. We were all that mattered.

      “Ra’mi market is a little far for you to go to get some ra’altan.” I forced my voice to stay casual, chill, and almost aloof to someone who didn’t know me, but I was paying attention. My skin was glowing so bright that the adrenaline tingles had turned into a dull burn.

      I was ready to fight Officer Hill, but I didn’t trust myself to get rid of the gun when it was pressed against that little girl’s temple. I didn’t trust myself to be that accurate with my abilities.

      I could easily explode melons, bombs, enemies, ships, bigger targets. The kind of targets that if I didn’t hit perfectly and with exact control, it wouldn’t matter. I wasn’t good at the smaller stuff yet. It was something I’d been working on, but I wasn’t there. And I certainly didn’t have Lorne’s pinpoint precision or his ability to destroy the shrapnel before it hurt anyone.

      I needed Officer Hill to back away from the little girl or move the gun or something so that I could be sure I’d hit only her.

      Which meant I needed her to talk. “What are you doing here, Hill?”

      “Maité.” She said my old name, and for a second, I was back there in the jail.

      My skin brightened more and I felt myself gathering power, but I couldn’t release it.

      Not yet.

      I couldn’t afford to miss.

      I needed more time. I needed her to move the gun away from the child’s head. “I go by another name now,” I said, stalling her.

      “You’ll always be the same halfer trash, no matter your name.”

      Wow. If only that could hurt my feelings. “You came all this way to insult me?” Not likely. “What do you want?”

      “Nothing you can give me.”

      I needed to keep her talking, but she was giving me short answers and not much to go on. I had to do better. “Are you sure that there’s nothing I can give you? I’m the future High Queen of the Aunare. I’m sure we could come to terms.” I took a breath. “Let the girl go and we can talk.”

      I didn’t hear Lorne get here. I didn’t see him. I didn’t even know he was anywhere near the city. I wasn’t sure how I knew it was him, but there was suddenly a warmth next to me and I knew.

      “Terms?” Officer Hill said. “No. There are no terms.” She turned the gun toward me, but then it shifted, just slightly. Just enough to aim at someone beside me.

      “No!” I shoved Lorne to the side as she pulled the trigger.

      Time slowed again and I saw the bullet explode from the gun, moving toward me. I had a moment to think that it was an odd bullet.

      A swirling gray, fragmented bullet.

      Lorne screamed.

      The bullet exploded.

      But as it exploded in front of me there was a barrage of sickening pops inside my head.

      Pain was sharp and fierce.

      I knew I screamed, but I couldn’t hear it.

      The ground came at me fast, but someone caught me, softening the fall.

      Sounds of a scuffle faded and a humming filled my head.

      I stared up at the layers and layers of market levels above me, dull without their normal glowing floors. At my guards leaning in. At Fynea as she screamed. Watching as I struggled to breathe.

      The hum got louder but the light started to fade.

      I had a moment to feel the fear wrap around my heart, strangling it just as my lungs gave up on breathing.

      I didn’t want to die. Not like this. Not now.

      I heard Lorne as if he was far away, and then all I could see were his aquamarine eyes—the color of safety, love, life—as I felt myself slip away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          LORNE

        

      

    

    
      There was a kind of humming in my ears that sounded like faint screams. I thought it was coming from Amihanna, but she wasn’t making any noise. Not out loud.

      She wasn’t breathing.

      I dropped to my knees beside her.

      Oh Goddess.

      She wasn’t breathing.

      “Help! Now!” I screamed, but I heard them coming.

      I ran my hands over her, searching for what hurt her. No blood. No bullet pierced her skin. Nothing seemed out of place.

      She should be fine. She should be okay. But she wasn’t breathing.

      Her eyes went dull and glassy.

      Hands tugged me away from her, and Eshrin dropped beside her. Someone handed him a bag, and he pulled out a scanner, running quick systems checks on her as he held the device over her head and almost too slowly ran it down her body.

      He dropped the device as he hit her chest.

      “What’s wrong? What happened to her?”

      “Both of her lungs collapsed. She needs air.” He ripped her long sweater open and reached into the bag, pulling out two square devices. He placed one on her right ribcage. Then the other on the left side.

      It seemed like he was taking too long. How long could she go without breathing? My skin was bright and flashing and I knew if something didn’t change, I’d lose it here. Epically. And that would be bad.

      Ashino lowered down beside me, and I knew that if the worst happened, he would protect the people here. He would do what needed to be done to stop me.

      Eshrin pressed a button, and the devices on Amihanna’s chest activated, glowing bright blue.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Eshrin pressed another button. And then another. But nothing happened.

      I felt my guards moving into place, and I waited.

      Goddess. Please.

      Please.

      Audrey dropped to the ground next to Amihanna and started searching the bag Eshrin had. I wasn’t sure when she’d gotten here, and I didn’t care. They talked quickly between themselves, but I wasn’t listening. I couldn’t hear anything. All I could see was Amihanna and her chest that wasn’t moving.

      There was no air for her.

      No air.

      I closed my eyes, knowing that if this was the end for her, it would be the end for me.

      That all I could do now was pray.

      Goddess, save her. Please.

      The Aunare around me knew. They knew what could happen. They knew what was on the line if she died. Their voices rose—the hum of the healing song. The song to help ease the pain in my soul should something go wrong. The song that could save a life—Amihanna’s life.

      These people—my people—wanted her to live. They wanted her to be their High Queen. Amihanna might not understand it yet or even know how to be what she would become, but she needed time.

      We needed more time.

      She couldn’t leave me now.

      The song grew louder, and then, there was another sound.

      Softly, so soft that anyone would’ve missed it, but I was waiting, listening for it. There was a hint of a sound under the song.

      A tiny gasp.

      One tiny gasp.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

      I opened my eyes to watch her, but hers were still closed.

      She gasped in air. Louder this time.

      I leaned forward on my knees, wanting to be closer to her.

      The device on her chest lit again, but it wasn’t working right. It should inflate her lungs, forcing air through her body. But it wasn’t.

      It was wrong. This was wrong.

      Audrey was working fast. If she were from a stronger Aunare bloodline, her skin would’ve been glowing. She was in the zone, and I knew she’d saved Amihanna so many times. I’d seen the footage—I knew Amihanna could survive the impossible—and even still, I was terrified.

      I noticed something on Amihanna’s face. Pin-pricks of red dots. “What’s that?”

      Audrey spared me the quickest of glances. “Lucole poisoning.”

      “What?”

      I reached out to touch it, and Ashino slapped my hand away.

      “You cannot touch her, your majesty,” Ashino said. “I don’t know what it would do to you. It could be that her Earther blood is saving her life right now, and you don’t have that.”

      He was right, but I hated it. And still, I wanted him to be right about her Earther blood saving her.

      Because something had to save her. Someone had to save her.

      Goddess, save her. Please.

      “That woman is SpaceTech,” Ashino said. “But the bullets in her gun aren’t right. When you exploded the bullet so close to Amihanna, the lucole had a second to get into the air. It went straight into her face. Into her lungs.”

      I glanced back at Audrey. A thin sheen of sweat dotted her forehead. “How is she?”

      “I’m working to counteract the lucole. The problem is that this formulation is a little different than the one they used on me. The antidote isn’t working as well as I’d like.”

      “So, what do we do now?”

      “Audrey is working on it,” Eshrin said. “Please…”

      I knew what he was asking. Please don’t lose control.

      My skin was seconds away from flashing, and I knew I should get up and move away from them so that they could work, but I needed to be close to her or I’d lose it.

      I was losing it.

      I closed my eyes, trying to force myself to calm, but a shiver ran through my soul and I could feel her slipping away.

      It was too soon for something like this to happen again. She’d died when I brought her back to Sel’Ani. Her brain hadn’t been able to handle the jumps, and I’d lost her. For a moment, I’d lost her.

      This was my fault.

      I should’ve destroyed the gun the second I saw it. I thought about it, but it had been a risk. Blowing it up could’ve hurt the child, but now Amihanna was struggling to live. Again.

      I opened my eyes and looked down at her still form. Her chest was rising and falling now, but her eyes stayed closed.

      What was taking Audrey so long?

      I couldn’t keep watching Amihanna—prone and barely breathing—or I was going to throw up or scream or murder everyone in the market. And if I did the last, Amihanna wouldn’t forgive me.

      I glanced up and saw all the people watching us. My people. They were still singing the healing song. Still praying and watching and waiting with me. I knew I had to be strong, but it felt impossible.

      “She’s stable, your majesty.” Eshrin turned his scanner to show me her readings.

      Her oxygen levels weren’t good, but not panic-level bad. Her heart was beating, strong and sure. Her brain activity was normal for being unconscious.

      “She is stable.” There was a plea for me to stay calm in Eshrin’s voice. “Audrey won’t let that change.”

      “You’re damned right I won’t. I won’t lose her. Not now.” Audrey didn’t look up from what she was doing. She was mixing two drugs together in a small glass vial. She took a pinprick instrument from the case and gathered a drop of Amihanna’s blood. As soon as the blood hit the concoction in the vial, the liquid turned green.

      “Damn it.”

      She threw down the vial, not caring that it shattered on the ground a few feet away. She stared at Amihanna, and muttered something under her breath.

      “One more. I’ve got one more idea.” She started mixing things again. This time when the drop of blood hit the vial, the whole thing went clear.

      “Thank God.” She rushed to make the mixture again, talking to herself about the formula, and then putting it into an injector. She pressed it to Amihanna’s neck and hit the button.

      I was holding my breath, waiting. I wasn’t sure what for, but then Amihanna gasped again, this time deeper. And again, deeper still. And then one more time before her breathing leveled off.

      Audrey looked at me and nodded. “She’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      I sat back on my heels and bowed my head, thanking the Goddess that she saved my betrothed. My everything. After a moment, I looked at Audrey again. “But she’s not waking up.”

      “The poison was bad, but she’ll be okay. She needs some time in a healing pod, and I need to run some tests. I want to make sure I have the dosage right, but I can’t give her more until I do the tests.” Audrey brushed a hand across Amihanna’s forehead. “I know it might not help, but she’s actually come a lot closer to dying. This is nowhere near some of the close calls on Abaddon or what happened when we were escaping Abaddon.” Her gaze met mine. “She’s so much stronger now. She won’t go. Not when you’re here waiting for her.”

      I pressed my fist to my heart, then bowed my head to Audrey. “You have my life. Anything you need, you ask.”

      There was a silence, and I knew everyone was watching and listening.

      Arms encircled me and I lifted my head to find myself being hugged by Audrey. She had risen up on her knees to reach over Amihanna and give me some comfort.

      She gave me a tight squeeze before letting go.

      “I owe you—”

      “Nothing.” Audrey sat back on her heels. “She’s given me everything. I never thought I’d have a shot at a free life, and she’s given me a dream I thought would never come true—doing work I love, living with a man I love, and reconnecting with family. You owe me nothing.” Audrey turned back to Amihanna and took another sample of her blood, running another test with it.

      I studied Amihanna’s stillness, and I hated it. I needed her to wake up.

      Someone sat beside me, wrapping their arms around me. Fynea. I leaned against her.

      “She’s going to be okay,” Fynea whispered in my ear. Her voice was shaking, and I wasn’t sure she believed what she said.

      “I need her, Nea. I need her to wake up and be okay because I can’t do this without her.”

      Fynea pulled away from me and placed her hands on my cheeks, turning my face to hers. Silent tears rolled down her cheeks, and I knew she was as scared as I was.

      “I know you do, Lorne. I know how much you need her. We all know it, and you have teams here to make sure that you won’t have to do anything without her.” She swallowed and tried to blink the tears away. “But people are watching, so we need you to be the High King now. I know it’s hard to step away from her, but she wanted this fight. She wanted to come here so that you could have what you need to declare war. So, do your job now. Declare war. Don’t let her suffering be for nothing. Not again.”

      Ashino knelt on one knee on my other side. “Rysden just arrived on scene. He’s making his way here, and he wants to question the woman and the rest of the prisoners.”

      I nodded. Yes. That was good. Someone should question her. I couldn’t. Not without killing her, and that wouldn’t solve anything.

      Ashino looked at something behind me. “He’s waving you over.”

      I didn’t care. Amihanna’s dark brown eyes were closed, and I wasn’t sure I could move until I heard her say my name.

      I turned to see Fynea and shook my head. I couldn’t do this. I needed something. I wasn’t sure what, but I needed it.

      Fynea took a breath and swiped at her tears. She turned to Audrey. “She’s not awake yet. Why?”

      “She needs time in a pod and tests to make sure I have the mixture exactly right. There could be poison still lingering, or maybe it’s just an aftereffect of the poison, or maybe she just needs to rest and to let the antidote I made work. She might wake up in a few moments. I’m not sure. I won’t be until we get her in a pod and run more tests.” Audrey sighed. “I just explained this to him, but I don’t think he’s hearing me. I have to get it right. Too much could hurt her and… I can’t risk it. The stretcher should be here in a minute. We’ll know more soon.”

      “I understand,” Fynea said, and then she leaned close to whisper in my ear. “Your people are watching you. Everyone is watching you. There are cameras and this is being broadcast. Get up. Get up right now, and do your job. Trust us to keep Amihanna safe and alive.”

      Was she insane? I couldn’t move until Amihanna was awake.

      “Do your job, Lorne. Now.” She lowered from kneeling to sit beside Amihanna. “Go.” She gave me a little push. “I will take watch.” She took Amihanna’s hand in hers. “She won’t be alone. I’m here. Audrey is here. Her guards are here. And you’ll be in viewing distance. Show your people that you’re strong. Give them hope that they’re not about to lose both of their rulers.”

      She was right. I hated it, but she was right.

      It took everything to stand while Amihanna lay there unconscious. I forced myself to look away, but I couldn’t bear to leave her yet.

      Captain ni Eneko moved through the crowd to talk to Rysden. They motioned to the woman bound at their feet. I didn’t know which of the guards had captured her, and it didn’t matter. I stared down at the Earther, telling myself that killing her now would do more harm than good, but I wasn’t sure I believed that.

      Yes, we might be able to get some information out of her, but did we need anything from her? What was that information worth?

      Fynea was right. I had a job to do. I glanced down at Amihanna again.

      Audrey looked up at me. “She’s stable. She’s fine. If anything changes, you’ll be right there. I’ll shout.”

      I nodded. “I’m not going far.” I walked to Rysden and the Captain, and then I stared down at the woman. Spy. Kidnapper. Murderer.

      I wasn’t sure how best to kill her, but she needed to suffer.

      She needed to die.

      Rysden’s sigh told me he heard what I hadn’t said aloud. “Don’t do anything you’ll later regret, your majesty.”

      “She hurt Amihanna. She should die.” He was insane if he thought otherwise.

      “As a father, I agree. As your advisor, I have to ask you to think rationally for us all. You cannot afford to be anything other than calm right now. Too much—”

      I didn’t want to think rationally. I couldn’t be calm.

      I looked into Rysden’s eyes. “We’re declaring war. Today. Right now.”

      “Yes. This qualifies as an act of war. No one in the alliance would dare to argue.”

      I stared down at the woman, but Rysden gripped my arm and pulled me away.

      “Have her brought to holding, but not to the estate,” Rysden said. “I want to question her personally. No mistakes, and I’m not risking bringing an unknown into my house again.” The last was a warning to Captain ni Eneko.

      “Yes, sir,” Captain ni Eneko said, quickly moving to make it happen. He knew me well, and he knew what I wanted.

      That tiny distraction was done, and now I needed an update. Amihanna’s skin was too pale, making the red dots stand out more.

      I didn’t remember moving back to her, but suddenly I was kneeling beside Amihanna again, and Fynea’s arm came around my shoulders.

      Rysden knelt next to me. “How is she?” he asked Audrey. “No easing the truth, please.”

      “She’ll be fine. I’ve run some more tests, and I believe she should wake within the first few hours in a healing pod, if not sooner. Transport is on the way.”

      “She stepped in front of that bullet for me,” I said to Rysden. “That woman changed her aim at the last second, and Amihanna saved me.”

      “It was very brave of her, but my daughter is incredibly brave. I’m very proud of her actions tonight. I watched on the feed as soon as I had word of the attack. Although I will have to ask why I wasn’t told of this mission before it happened.” Rysden gave Eshrin a look.

      There was a lot that people had to answer for, but in the end, Amihanna had saved us. Again. With this action, with this secret mission, with the way she put herself in the way of that bullet, she’d saved us all.

      By coming here instead of sending Captain ni Eneko to pick up the suspects, she’d given me the freedom to declare war.

      There wasn’t a soul alive that could deny her courage, but tonight, I wished she was just a fraction less brave.

      My control started to slip and my skin grew brighter, but then she gasped and her eyes opened.

      “Son of a spacebat.” Her voice was raspy and reedy and so, so beautiful. “That hurts.”

      Fynea squeezed my shoulder. “See. Faster than Audrey thought.”

      I moved closer, and Audrey stopped me with her hand to my chest.

      “I’ve cleaned her face.” She pulled her hand away. “There shouldn’t be any residue, but—”

      “I’ll risk it.” I pressed my forehead down to Amihanna’s to hide the tears.

      Thank you, Goddess. Thank you for bringing her back.

      I rose just enough to press a kiss to her cheek, ignoring Audrey’s hiss. I didn’t feel any burn from lucole, and even if I did, I wouldn’t let that stop me. “How are you?”

      “Hurting and my lungs ache a little. A little cold, but my face burns.” She looked down. “Why is my sweater ripped open? And what are those things?”

      Her hand shook as she tried to poke at the devices that stuck to her skin just under the edge of her black active bra, but Audrey slapped her hand away.

      “No,” Audrey said. “You think your lungs ache now? You remove those and you’ll really know what pain is.”

      She grimaced. “Got it.” She tried to tug her arms through the sweater, but her arms were shaking and fumbling. Just seeing that scared me.

      I put my hand on her shoulder. “Can I help?”

      She let out a long breath. “Yeah. I just… I want it off.”

      I helped gently tug the sleeves off of her arms, leaving the sweater on the ground under her. I gave her a look, hoping she’d tell me why.

      She shrugged. “I have on an active bra. Somehow this is less weird than wearing a sweater that’s ripped open.” She made an odd face and smacked her lips. “Why does my mouth taste like I ate dirt?”

      “Lucole poisoning,” Audrey said. “How do you feel?”

      “A little bit of pain kind of everydamnwhere. A little iced, but mostly fine.” She looked up at me, and her brown eyes looked clear and alert, even if I knew she was weaker than she had been. A lot weaker.

      For the first time since I got word of the attack, the fear loosened its grip around my throat.

      She really was going to be okay. I hadn’t believed Audrey, and now that I knew she was going to be okay, my hands started shaking and I wanted to sob. But I couldn’t. Not now.

      Medics pushed through the crowd, led by a few of Amihanna’s guards.

      I moved just enough so that they could lower the hover-stretcher.

      Amihanna groaned when she saw it. She knew that meant time in a healing pod, which she hated. “I don’t need the stretcher. Can’t I walk?”

      “Better not,” Audrey said, pressing a hand on her shoulder as if she didn’t trust Amihanna not to try. “Just in case. Let them put you on the stretcher. No complaining.”

      “Everyone’s staring at us,” Amihanna said.

      I didn’t need to look to confirm. There was quite a crowd and cameras that were sending a feed throughout the galaxy and beyond. But if she hadn’t noticed the cameras yet, I wasn’t going to point them out.

      “Captain ni Eneko has your Earther friend,” Fynea said as the medics moved her carefully onto the stretcher.

      Amihanna snorted. “Friend. That’s funny. What happened to good old Officer Hill?”

      Thank you, I mouthed to Fynea. A proper distraction was exactly what Amihanna needed.

      “That’s the woman who shot you?” Eshrin asked. “Officer Hill? You really knew her?”

      “Yeah. Sort of. She was one of the prison guards in Albuquerque during my short stay in jail. She hated me. I’m pretty sure she—and Jason—let a Rojo into my cell.”

      “Rojo?”

      “A bad gang in ABQ. Chick had implants in her head that made it look like she had horns. It was nuts. But I kicked her butt and then got sent to solitary.”

      This was more than I’d ever heard about her actual time in jail, and I had so many questions. I didn’t like to push, especially about things that caused her pain, and she never really spoke to me about specifics when she was in jail, but now they were important if this Officer Hill had shown up in our market.

      “You said I got shot?” Amihanna looked down at herself, running a hand down her chest. “I don’t look like I got shot. There’s no blood.”

      “I stopped the bullet. Barely. A fraction of a second more and—” My skin started to brighten again and I knew I couldn’t talk about it. Not yet.

      One of the medics motioned to me, and I gave them a nod. I’d had enough of being here. If she was stable, it was time we left.

      I wished that I could just cradle her in my arms and carry her to the ship, but I didn’t want to disturb the devices on her chest. The medics raised the stretcher to hover off the ground, and I kept my hand on it as we started to move through the crowd. “Let’s go home.”

      She saw everyone silently staring and started to shift on the stretcher. “I can walk. I’m feeling a lot better already, and I definitely don’t need a healing pod. I—”

      “No.” I didn’t care what she thought about pride or anything else. She had devices helping her breathe. There was no chance she was avoiding time in the pod.

      I gripped her hand as I walked next to the stretcher, moving toward the south building where the ship was parked.

      She tugged on my hand until I looked at her. “Are you okay?”

      “No.” I wondered if I’d really have to explain it. “I thought you were dead.”

      “Oh.” She was very quiet as we travelled to the south building. “I’m okay, though. I’m pretty tough to kill.”

      “You didn’t even give me a chance to help. You just left. I didn’t even get your message about this mission until one of my assistants interrupted the meeting with the footage of you here and fighting and…”

      And she almost died.

      Again.

      She looked up at me. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you what I was doing instead of leaving a message. I just didn’t want to bother you, and…” She blew out a hard breath. “And I have absolutely no excuse. I should’ve told you that I was about to do something potentially dangerous. I messed up. I’m sorry.”

      The apology helped, but she couldn’t do this ever again. “You have to tell me. I don’t care what I’m doing or who I’m talking to. You’re the most important person in my life. The only thing that truly matters to me. You are my top priority, and I cannot survive you being injured anymore. I don’t know how many more scares I have in me before I lose it completely.” I saw a flicker of something on her face as we entered the lift next to the market stairs.

      What was that? Pain?

      “Are you okay?” I asked her as soon as the doors closed. Only Ashino, Fynea, Eshrin, and Audrey fit in the lift with us. “Are you in pain?”

      She shook her head slowly. “Yes. I mean… I don’t know. It feels like my legs are throbbing. Like something’s moving through them. Not like nanos but it aches. Everything hurt when I woke up, but it’s getting worse.”

      “The lucole will do that,” Audrey said from beside me. “I can give you a dose of pain meds now, but I’d rather wait. I want to run some tests.”

      I sent a sharp look at Audrey. Amihanna was in pain and Audrey wasn’t going to help?

      Audrey didn’t shy from my gaze. “I’d rather wait until she’s fully monitored in a healing pod before we do anything else to her.” Audrey’s voice was calm and even to keep me from losing what little bit of control I had left. “I don’t know if the serum I gave her will react to any pain medication. We’ve only just begun to learn about this type of poison, and I refuse to let Amihanna be my case study. There are a lot of unknowns, and I won’t risk hurting her more. I promise you if she’s in pain, she can handle it. She’s been through worse. I’ve gotten her through much, much worse. She’s not screaming. She’s okay.”

      Amihanna squeezed my hand again, harder. “She’s right. I’m okay. If I’m not screaming, I’m really okay.”

      I swallowed down the anger. It wasn’t meant for Audrey. She was doing her best, and putting Amihanna’s safety first. “My apologies. Thank you for taking care of her.”

      Audrey placed her fist on heart and bowed. “It is my honor, your majesty.”

      “Oh shit.” Amihanna winced.

      My heart raced. “What?” Was the pain getting worse?

      “The jacket.” She groaned. “Oh man. I really wanted it. Is Almya okay?”

      “Yes,” Eshrin said. “We were able to limit the casualties. Aside from a few of the Earthers, you are the worst off of anyone today.”

      He meant it to be comforting—and maybe to her it was, but not to me. The red dots on her face were getting bigger. They’d been pin-pricks before, but now they were nearly the size of a fingertip. It was scaring me.

      The lift’s doors opened onto the roof, and I lowered my forehead to hers. “You truly scared me,” I whispered to her as we walked to the ship.

      “I got that.” She kissed me softly. “But I’m fine. I don’t need a pod.”

      “Yes, you do!” We all—everyone who had been in the lift, all of her guards on the roof and mine—said together.

      I watched her face, staring at the spots, and thinking about how close I came to losing her.

      Again.

      Again.

      How did this keep happening?

      The only good part about this was that all of it was recorded. All of it. The market was very well monitored, which meant everyone would see the assassination attempt.

      I wasn’t sure what that would do for the Aunare people, but I hoped that it angered them. I hoped that it showed our allies that we were not the aggressors here.

      And when I officially declared war within the hour, I hoped this proved that our side was the right one.

      The side of truth.

      Goddess help them if they couldn’t sort the truth from the lies because I was done watching Amihanna pay the price for SpaceTech’s evils.

      I was done, and I wasn’t sure what that meant for the Aunare.
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      A day in the pod plus another half day of testing left me a little stiff and moving slower than normal. I itched to stretch and work out, but I was feeling too lethargic for either. Instead, I opted for a long shower. I usually didn’t like to have it too hot—Abaddon cured me of the love of hot showers—but today, I made an exception. I turned on the steam function and sat on the bench in the shower for a bit, hoping it’d make me have a little more energy. It worked, sort of.

      I was moving from the steamy bathroom to the adjoining closet when I heard my father arguing with Lorne in quick Aunare.

      What now?

      Maybe I didn’t have the right to complain when I’d caused a lot of the drama myself. Going to Ra’mi without consulting my father or Lorne hadn’t gone over well with them, but I was a warrior. And if I was supposed to be a ruler, then I needed to have the ability to act in the manner that I saw fit.

      Hadn’t a day and a half spent in a pod and in medical testing been enough of a punishment for acting without waiting for their advice?

      Either way, I’d achieved what I’d set out to achieve—we had spies in our custody and my serious injury allowed us to declare war. Lorne did it as soon as I was safely in a pod. I’d watched his speech later, and he’d been amazing and fierce and exactly what I thought a good High King should be.

      I hoped what I’d done was worth it.

      So, why were Lorne and my father still fighting? Clearly something else was wrong now, and I hoped it wasn’t my fault again. But no matter what, I couldn’t change what I’d done. I didn’t exactly regret it either.

      I walked into the closet and just barely stopped myself from grabbing what I wanted to wear—leggings and one of Lorne’s sweaters—and went to the rack of the prearranged outfits. The one I pulled out first included a more structured pair of black pants.

      Almya worked so hard to make clothes that suited my personality and my position—which were pretty opposite of each other. But she’d done an amazing job. The pants were fitted with zippers along the ankles to give them an even more snug fit, but the material was stretchy so that I could almost fool myself into thinking that I was wearing leggings. She’d paired it with a loose, silky black tank top. My arms would be visible, but my back would be hidden, which was a safe compromise. She had booties, with athletic soles good enough for running, in a bag attached to the hanger. I started to slip them on, but the voices grew louder.

      I froze, straining to make out their words.

      I wished I could understand more Aunare. The language was coming quicker for me lately. I could catch words here and there instead of struggling to understand anything. It wasn’t much, but it was a big improvement from nothing. I caught a few words that my father was saying, but not enough to make any kind of sense.

      Aghnat. Duty.

      Methesha. Honor.

      Ketetra. Enemy.

      Fet. War.

      The voices got even louder, and I couldn’t convince myself that escaping would be anything other than cowardly. And there was nothing I hated worse than a coward.

      Better to face them now.

      I finished dressing and stepped out of the closet, through the bathroom, then quickly walked through the bedroom—which added up to more space than any other place I’d ever lived before. I was still getting used to it.

      I paused in the doorway between the bedroom and living room to get a sense of what was going on. They hadn’t noticed me yet, but from what I saw, I wasn’t going to like whatever they were talking about.

      The fireplace was turned off, but the massive vidscreen hanging over it was on and split into screens—not just our news, but Earther stations and those from other systems, too. My father was perched on the edge of the large U-shaped couch, and Lorne—with skin glowing, hair falling in his face, arms waving as he spoke quickly—paced between the large leather ottoman and the fireplace as he talked.

      I moved into the room, and the talking cut off. I felt them watching me as I stopped in front of the bar to the right of the screen and grabbed a bag of ba’na. The little puffy yet crunchy squares were the perfect balance of salt and sweet, and they’d help me get through whatever drama I was about to wade into. I hadn’t eaten yet today—some of Audrey’s tests required fasting—and even if the drink Plarsha had given me when I left the healing pod was rich in nutrients, it didn’t fill me up for long. I’d message her for food, but not yet.

      This—whatever it was—looked like it might take a while.

      My father and Lorne silently watched me as I crunched a few bites.

      “I can have food brought in,” Lorne said. “Let me just—”

      I gave him a small shrug. “I’m fine.” Whatever was happening here was more important. “What was all the yelling about?”

      Lorne muttered something under his breath that had my dad laughing, and then he brushed past me to the bar. He dug around in the cold compartments before pulling out a see-through carton of gray-green liquid.

      “You can’t keep doing this.” He took the bag of ba’na from me and handed me the drink. “This first and then the ba’na. But you need real food as soon as we’re done here.”

      “Plarsha has something for me to eat, but I guess we have some stuff to talk about before I send for it.” I held up the carton to the light and saw little chunks floating in it.

      Oh yuck. This wasn’t going to be pleasant. “What is it?”

      “Nutrition,” Lorne said.

      “Is it good?”

      My father laughed.

      “Oh, great. It’s disgusting, isn’t it?” I held out my hand. “Give me back the ba’na. It’s high in calories.”

      “But also high in sugar.” Lorne held the bag just out of reach. “You’ll crash too hard. Drink first. Then you can have the ba’na.”

      “I’m not a child.” I took a steadying breath. “You’re not my parent. I—”

      “No, he’s not. But I am,” my father said. “Ba’na is dessert, daughter of mine. The drink’s not so bad. Just down it fast.”

      “You’d think I’d already been tortured enough, but no. Drink the nasty stuff, they say,” I muttered. I ripped the top off, and then took a good sniff. It didn’t smell bad, but the floating stuff in it made me think it was going to be much worse when—

      “Drink it so that we can get on with things.” Lorne’s skin was burning bright, the energy around him blazed with anger, and I knew it wasn’t just about the drink or the fact that I’d skipped a meal.

      It was that I’d almost died. Again.

      That we’d declared war.

      And something else. It was the last unknown thing that had me the most worried, especially since it’d made Lorne so on edge.

      Lorne looked at me once and then at my father before pacing away from us. He stared out the window and took timed breaths.

      Oh man. This was going to be bad. I tried to brace myself for whatever was coming next, but it seemed like no matter how prepared I thought I was, something unexpected and equally horrible would happen.

      Guess I should down the damned drink already.

      Three.

      I made a face, holding it to my lips. Two.

      Just do it quick.

      I chugged it down, trying not to think about the taste. It was bitter and sour and the little chunks in it kept making me gag.

      When I was done, I spun, slamming the carton on the bar. I held a hand over my mouth to keep from throwing up and turned back to Lorne. “Gimme. Gimme!” I waved him over.

      He handed me the bag, and a few handfuls later, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to throw up.

      “Okay.” I was never ever having one of those drinks again. It was a vow I was making to myself here and now. “Never again. Whatever that was. Never. Ever. Swear to me now or the wedding will be painful for you. I’ll find a way—”

      “No. The wedding day will be amazing.” Lorne laughed. “All right. I swear, but only if you swear not to skip meals.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “You’re a little mean today.”

      He sighed, but his glow didn’t dampen even a little. “It’s been a long two days, and it’s getting longer.” He rubbed a hand down his face. “I didn’t sleep much the night before the attack in the market, and it’s safe to say I haven’t slept since.”

      I felt awful that I’d worried him so much. I probably should’ve warned him before I played bait to a bunch of spies. “I’m okay.”

      “You are. Now. But…” He swallowed and I knew he’d been scared. Again. I hated that, but I was also glad it had been him and not me. I don’t think I’d do well if he was hurt.

      But that was something I didn’t want to think about. “What has you two screaming at each other?” When I’d left to shower, they’d seemed okay. I’d only been in the bathroom for maybe twenty minutes, and I wasn’t sure what could’ve happened in such a short time.

      That was a dumb thought. The worst could happen in even less time.

      I crunched on another bite of ba’na, thankful that we’d all agreed I’d never have that drink again.

      My father rose from his spot on the ottoman. “Our allies have called a meeting.”

      I set down the bag, no longer even the least bit hungry. “I don’t understand. This is what we wanted, right? I thought you’d been trying to get a meeting since I got to Sel’Ani.”

      “That’s not what I’m angry about,” Lorne said.

      “Then what?”

      “SpaceTech has disappeared,” my father said. “Their ships are gone from where they’d been on the border of our colonies’ territories. We’re tracking them now, but it appears as if they’re headed back to Earth.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I don’t know, but it feels like a trap,” Lorne said. “We finally get a window to declare war, they run, and then our allies finally want a meeting?”

      Lorne was right. It did feel like a trap, and if it felt like a trap… “Okay. It probably is a trap.” But I wasn’t sure I cared. “But we know we need to talk to our allies. This is our opportunity, and since we already know that it’s probably a trap, we can make a plan or three. This doesn’t sound that bad.”

      “It’s not just that,” my father said.

      I glanced between Lorne and my father, who were in some sort of staring competition or silent conversation.

      “Just tell her everything.” Lorne sounded beyond frustrated, and I was with him.

      My father took a breath—finishing whatever it was that had been happening between him and Lorne—and then faced me fully. “There’s some information going around that they’ve developed a weapon that could destroy us all.”

      Okay. That sucked. “Then it’s even better that they’re running scared. That gives us time to find out more about this weapon. Couldn’t we do that at the meeting? SpaceTech is a conglomeration built for moving merchandise. What’s better than building a weapon that could take out your enemy? Getting someone else to pay for it. They wouldn’t build a weapon without trying to sell it to other people. SpaceTech is one-hundred percent capable of doing exactly that. It’s their MO. The allies have to know more than they’re willing to say right now. In person, we can press them.”

      “But there’s a risk until we can obtain information from our allies about the weapons,” my father said. “We can’t defend against something we don’t understand.”

      “There’s always a risk in life. Everything carries a risk.” That was just part of being alive.

      “You’ll have to travel separately to mitigate that risk.” My father said the words and I saw Lorne’s skin light out of the corner of my eye.

      That. That was it.

      That’s what they’d been arguing about.

      Lorne wiped a hand down his face, and everything inside me stilled. That one move and I knew who had won the argument.

      No.

      No.

      Absolutely not.

      I focused back on my father. “Wherever we go, we go together.” I was pretty firm on that.

      “Your father thinks that if one of us dies, the other will be alive to continue the fight.” Lorne’s tone held a hint of can-you-believe-that-idiocy to it.

      And I agreed. Completely.

      Was my father insane? That clueless? I knew he didn’t get me, but I thought he knew Lorne better than this. “You think if I die, Lorne would be mentally well enough to fight?” I was pretty sure he’d proved otherwise a long time ago.

      My father remained quiet.

      Got it. Not that then. “You think that if Lorne dies, that I would still be okay enough to fight?”

      “Yes.”

      I started to laugh, softly at first, but then I was doubled over. My father was an idiot.

      “This isn’t something to laugh about.” My father sounded confused, and maybe it was okay that he was. “You’ve survived worse. You’re strong. You’re a di Aetes. You will fight because you can’t do anything else. I know you because you’re mine. We’re the same, and even if it was impossibly hard, you’d get up. You’d get up from your grief and you would fight. You’re that strong.”

      “No.” I sat on the couch and caught my breath. When I looked up at him, he was staring down at me, arms crossed, daring at me to say he was wrong.

      My poor father didn’t understand me at all because he was so incredibly wrong. “It’s nice that you have so much confidence in me, but if Lorne died, I would be a mess.” I was pretty sure mess would be an understatement. “I might’ve gotten through the last thirteen years better than Lorne, but that’s only because I was a child and I trusted my mother when she took me to some butcher of a doctor who stole away every single shred of my memory until I didn’t even know he existed anymore. No one’s going to be able to do that again. I’d kill them first. I’d kill them and anyone that got near me.

      “And if somehow anyone was left alive and I made it through that grief without following Lorne wherever he went, you think I’d stick around to rule people that will probably hate me again without him? Ice that. Ice that until hoarfrost coats this planet and the next and the next until the universe has turned into a bunch of floating frozen rocks because that’s not fucking happening.”

      “Amihanna.” My father dropped his hands to his sides and his mouth was opening and closing as he tried to take in my words, but there was no point for him to argue.

      I’d said my truth and that was that.

      Lorne’s chin was pressed against his chest and his hair blocked my view of his face. But I needed him. I needed him to be okay or I wouldn’t be okay anymore.

      If they even touched Lorne, I would lose it. Completely. It’s why I stepped in front of the bullet meant for Lorne. He was everything to me.

      And suddenly, what Lorne had done thirteen years ago—killing anyone who got in his way until they’d had to sedate him and lock him up—didn’t seem so impossible anymore.

      I got it.

      I more than got it.

      I felt the exact same way.

      And just like that, my skin was bright and flashing.

      Oh shit.
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      As if he could feel my freak-out, Lorne rushed to me, and suddenly I was in his lap on the couch, pressed against his chest.

      I sat there breathing in the scent of him, hearing his heartbeat, feeling his skin against mine, but it wasn’t enough. “I get it.” I didn’t need to say more. I didn’t need to voice that I understood how he completely lost control because I’d nearly lost control at just the idea of losing him. And yet he’d lived through it again and again.

      “I never wanted you to get it,” he said so softly that I barely heard him.

      I twisted in his lap until I was straddling him with my face buried in his neck.

      “You have to start letting go of the power you just built up. Let it go slowly.”

      I nodded. I was trying, but I felt like every nerve in my body was on fire.

      “You really need to get a better handle on your abilities.” There was a reprimand in my father’s voice, but I didn’t care. Not this time. Not when he was right.

      “You’re not safe like you are now. Not to yourself or anyone else. Where are your bracelets?” my father asked.

      “Bedside table,” I said without pulling away from Lorne.

      I didn’t see my father leave to get them, but he was back a second later. Lorne pushed me away enough to carefully wrap them around my wrists. They started to glow almost instantly, but they’d slowly siphon off more and more of my power until they were fully charged.

      “We need time to work on this,” Lorne said, tapping the bracelets.

      “I know. But when?”

      He shook his head, and I knew we should make the time, but there wasn’t any. Especially not now.

      “I think we should bring a lab ship with us to the meeting with our allies,” Lorne said, changing the subject. “You’re exactly right about SpaceTech selling the weapons. I have friends among our allies that might not say anything unless we meet in person. One reached out to me already to set up a meet, and now that you mentioned it, I think he alluded to knowing more about the lucole weapons without saying it.”

      “That makes sense. SpaceTech absolutely would have tested these weapons somewhere. There have to be samples of it that they’ve handed out to specific buyers. If we can get one of them, then we can have them immediately sent to the lab ship and studied.”

      Lorne relaxed against the back of the couch. “I can’t believe I destroyed the gun that woman was holding.”

      “Don’t. You can’t start with that. You were trying to save my life.”

      He looked at me, and his eyes were filled with guilt. “I wasn’t fast enough.” I started to argue, but he shook his head. “The other spy had a bomb, but you destroyed that one. The rest of the spies had normal Earther weapons. Nothing with lucole. It’s almost as if they planned it that way. Tease us with what they were capable of, yet leave us with nothing to go on.”

      My skin slowly stopped flashing, and I slid off Lorne’s lap to sit beside him. “What about the spies you interrogated?” I asked my father, who was sitting on the ottoman facing us. “What did they know?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” He looked exhausted and disappointed. “They were just SpaceTech’s chattel, sent here to die trying to take out either of you.”

      “That feels like a classic SpaceTech move.” I wondered what they had in store for the meeting because there was no way they didn’t have a plan or three.

      “The lucole poison scares me,” Lorne said. “We knew they were experimenting with it, but now… I don’t like what it did to you at the market.”

      “I didn’t like it much either.” I knew it’d scared Lorne, but it’d scared me just as much. I was still feeling drained from the ordeal, and I wondered if it was a lingering effect from the poison. Every test they ran came up clear, so I probably just needed a little more rest.

      Except with everything going on, I wasn’t sure I’d get any rest.

      “The Yhona have chosen their home planet, Telnon, as the meeting spot,” my father said. “You’ll remember that the Yhona are—”

      “—neutral in all things.” Despite having a block on learning the Aunare language, I was doing just fine learning about all the alien races. “Makes sense that we’d go there.”

      For any other reason, I might have been excited to see a new place, but this was going to be nothing but a frustrating and aggravating lesson in patience. I wasn’t great at politics, but I wanted to know more about these weapons.

      My father grunted. “Indeed. We’re negotiating numbers and weapons right now. The three of us will take separate ships. Each with their own team and convoy. The good news is that our ships are faster, and as of our latest intel, SpaceTech does not have the capability to hide their movements through the galaxy. We can avoid them easily because they’ll be detectable light-years before they’re able to attack one of our ships.”

      “Okay.” That sounded reasonable. We were making the right choices for the Aunare, but it still felt like a trap. We’d have to be on alert at all times. “When do we leave?”

      “Tomorrow. The meeting is in four days.” He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “It’ll take that long to get to Telnon.”

      “And we’ll be traveling separately in case any of our ships are attacked?” I hated it. I really, really hated it. It seemed so stupid because if Lorne or I got hurt in the travel, neither of us would be okay.

      “Exactly,” my father said.

      “Tomorrow, we will go to our allies, but I think my goal with them has changed.” Lorne looked as if he were thinking through every word.

      My father straightened. “What’s your goal? How can we help achieve it?”

      I twisted on the couch so that I could see Lorne sitting next to me. He was staring off into the distance as if he were thinking hard about how to answer.

      “I would like to have their support, but the most important thing now is more information on lucole, and if possible, some samples of their weapons so that Audrey and the rest at the lab can start working on antidotes.” He finally looked at my father. “I didn’t enjoy seeing what the tiniest bit of poison did to my future High Queen, and we don’t know what else they’ve come up with. We know they’ve made explosives and poison. What if they combine the two? How many Aunare could they wipe out?”

      That was a truly terrifying thought. Which meant we had to find out more, and if our allies were asking to finally meet with us and Lorne thought they might give us information on lucole, then we had to go. “What do we need to do before we leave?” I was sure there had to be a list of names and key players to learn, probably a strategy session or something that would take all night. Just thinking about it made me want to take a nap.

      My father slapped his hands on his thighs and then rose from the ottoman. “Why don’t you both take a moment to catch your breath?”

      Wait. Was he serious?

      My father let out a short, sharp laugh at whatever look was on my face. “We can’t afford for both of you to lose your tempers. I see it in you and Lorne is nearly past the edge. One wrong word and he’ll be…” My father pointed down at my wrists. “You already need to switch bracelets.”

      I glanced down. He was right. I unhooked them, placing them on the couch beside me.

      “Those can quickly become a crutch.” My father pressed his lips together, staring at the bracelets before looking at me again. “Hopefully, during the travel to Telnon, we can chat about how to start truly controlling what’s yours.”

      “Thank you.” I wasn’t sure when we’d have time, but I knew I had to make the time.

      “I’ll send updates as I have them, but plan to leave at sunrise.” My father pressed his fist to his heart and left the room without another word.

      I leaned back on the couch. The cushions beside me sank a bit as Lorne scooted closer to me, and his warmth seeped into my skin. I wished I could stay here forever, but tomorrow, we’d be saying goodbye.

      How was that even happening?

      The last couple of days left me feeling drained and exhausted. I went from teaching a class on a normal day, to firing the High Council, to a sudden mission at the market that ended up with me poisoned, to whatever came next.

      I was scared to ask aloud what that could be. I was scared to even think it, but it was too late for that. Because that’s all I could think about.

      He wiped a hand down his face, something he did when he was feeling especially cornered into something he didn’t like. “I know diplomacy is the right thing, but it feels wrong today,” he said after a while.

      He hadn’t said that he was having trouble processing the events of the last few days, but I knew I was. And if I was, he probably was, too.

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulders, tugging me even closer, until I was almost in his lap again.

      “Why can’t we travel together?” I asked.

      “There’s a historical tragedy that prevents it, although I don’t care about that now. After the last two days, I don’t feel right leaving your side. Seems like asking for trouble.”

      I sat there waiting for one of Lorne’s usual history lessons, but he didn’t say anything else. There was still so much I didn’t know or understand about the Aunare, and whenever there was a gap in my understanding of the Aunare, Lorne liked to fill it in. That he’d cut himself short told me that he was still as on edge as I was.

      Lorne looked at me then, and his eyes captured me. Their aquamarine color had always been a beacon of safety to me. The color was so imprinted on me that I’d painted every room I’d lived in that color. Being surrounded by it helped me sleep.

      Now, I knew it wasn’t just a color, it was the man with the aquamarine eyes. And it wasn’t just his eyes. It was his frequency that comforted me. It was his smile and his words and the feel of his lips as he brushed a kiss on my temple.

      I still wasn’t sure what I was doing agreeing to marry him or ruling by his side—both seemed slightly insane—but I knew I needed him. I knew that I wanted to be his wife, even if I didn’t feel qualified to be the High Queen. And I knew that Fynea was busy planning the wedding, but I didn’t care how or when it happened. I only cared that it happened. Soon, hopefully, but I was happy how we were now. The only thing I needed was more time with him.

      He’d been so busy lately, and in a weird way, I almost missed those first few weeks, back when he’d sneak into my room and take care of me and talk to me. I didn’t miss the nightmares or any of that, just him.

      I missed him whenever we weren’t together. There was this yearning for him that I didn’t think could ever be filled.

      This was love, and it was everything.

      I knew what we had to do tomorrow, and the next day, and the next. I knew we were making the right choices, but I also knew where I thought the fight would go. “Promise me that if one more thing happens—if they attack one more time, no matter how small—we go to Earth. We take this to them.”

      “I promise.” His words came without hesitation. His voice was sure and confident.

      I was surprised that he’d agreed, but thankful because it meant that we were on the same page. Just as we needed to be.

      “What do we do now?” If we were really leaving tomorrow, I needed to pack, but I didn’t feel like it. Maybe I’d just bring a couple of my go-bags. I didn’t need anything more than what was in those.

      Lorne answered me by pressing his lips to mine, and it was as if a switch flipped.

      Yes, I needed him. I needed to feel him. I needed to feel that he was alive and we were okay.

      He pulled me on top of him, and I wanted more. More. More.

      I tugged at his shirt, yanking it until I heard stitching pop but I didn’t care.

      We broke apart just long enough for me to toss his shirt, but then my hands sunk into his long hair and his lips were back. And I opened, wanting more. More. More.

      We rolled off the couch, but Lorne shifted, hitting the floor first. My shoulder hit the ottoman, but I didn’t care.

      All I wanted was him.

      “I love you,” I said.

      There was a flash around us as his skin lit, but I was staring into his eyes, and I saw him. Not just Lorne, but the soul inside the man, and he was beautiful.

      He rolled me under him, and the need and the feel of his flesh against mine and the tingling of every inch of my skin made it impossible to think of anything else.

      And for a while, there was nothing but us.

      I’d never known love like this existed before Lorne, and I knew that I didn’t want this with anyone else. He was everything to me.

      Lorne glanced down at me—those aquamarine eyes filled with joy and peace. He gave me a wink that made everything inside me swell and flutter before settling down again.

      He was worth dealing with the guards, the politics, the war.

      He was worth everything.

      And if anything happened to Lorne, no one would be safe from my wrath.

      No one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

          AMIHANNA

        

      

    

    
      I spent the night in Lorne’s arms. I couldn’t sleep, not even for a moment. Not because I wasn’t tired—I was. The poison was still making me feel drained. I was secretly worried that it was lingering in my veins, but I knew that Mae’ani, the pod tech, wouldn’t have let me leave the healing pod if it was.

      But what if they couldn’t detect it?

      I knew it was impossible. Audrey had all kinds of experience dealing with lucole. I was just tired because I hadn’t slept.

      But what if it wasn’t that?

      I snuggled closer to Lorne—needing to feel him—but I moved slowly, careful not to wake him. The gold and reddish hue of the twin suns peeked through the curtains, and I knew I was running out of time. Morning was here.

      I’d been curled around him the last couple of hours, comforted by his warmth and the sounds of his sleep. But now he was stirring and I knew it was going to be time to start our day, which meant we would be leaving soon. Separately.

      A small wave of panic crashed over me and I tried to shove it away. I squeezed my eyes shut and took a breath.

      Everything would be okay.

      Everything would be okay because I would make it okay.

      As if sensing that I was near a freak-out, Lorne rolled to face me, tugging me until my face was buried in his chest, and I wanted to stay there forever.

      It wasn’t that I was hiding from what was coming today, tomorrow, and all the rest of our days because I knew life was going to get hard.

      It’d already been hard. It’d been hard and dangerous and full of awful things, but I’d always faced every day head-on. I’d done what needed to be done because I’d had no choice. If I wanted to live—and I did—then I had to keep going, keep fighting, keep doing all the hard things. But recently, my life had changed. It still had hard things, but it had more and more good things. Amazing things. I’d been scared to relax into this life here at first, but I had now. Lying here in the bed, it was painfully aware to me how much I had to lose now.

      I wasn’t sure when I’d really accepted all the changes in my life, but it was little bit by little bit and then all at once.

      And now this world, this bed, this man was home.

      I’d been given a respite, and it was hard to let it go. But I would wade back into the fight, even though it was painful.

      Lorne brushed a kiss on the top of my head. “Morning. You okay?” His voice was thick with sleep.

      “Yeah. I’ll be fine.” I tried to make myself believe that we’d be okay while we travelled separately, but bad things happened when we were apart.

      This trip to Telnon seemed like a dangerous—and very possibly deadly—waste of time. I understood all the arguments about why we had to try to win our allies. I understood that we couldn’t win a war against SpaceTech and our allies, but I didn’t think showing up there would change anything.

      I also knew that, if nothing else, we had to find out more about SpaceTech’s new favorite weapon. There were so many unknowns about it, and that was dangerous. Especially when the weapon nearly killed me. We had to find out more.

      I was quiet in bed, and so was Lorne, neither of us saying much, but lost in our own thoughts and worries. I threaded my leg through his and his arms held me close. I could’ve stayed like that forever.

      When we finally got out of bed, neither of us moved to turn on the vidscreen like we normally did, neither of us ate much at breakfast—and Lorne didn’t even hassle me about it—and then, in total, somber silence, we got ready to leave.

      “Are you okay?” Lorne asked. He’d dressed in a simple pair of black pants and a crisp blue shirt that made his eyes look electric. From a hanger he grabbed a cozy gray sweater with his red firedrake over the right breast and tugged it on carefully as he walked to me.

      I stared at him, not wanting to answer the question, and ran a fingertip over the sweater. It was unbelievably soft, and I wondered where he’d been hiding it. I would’ve stolen it from him by now if I’d seen it sooner.

      “I can have one made for you,” Lorne said, essentially reading my mind. “Talk to me. You’ve been so quiet this morning and it’s scaring me and I’m already stressed about leaving you. I don’t know how to help if you won’t talk to me.”

      “You haven’t been chatting either.”

      “I know. I just have this feeling…” He trailed off, and I didn’t push him to finish.

      The truth was, I had the same feeling. Or at least a similar feeling.

      There was this churning feeling in my gut, but I wasn’t backing out, no matter how many alarms were going off in my head. This trip was too important.

      But if I was ignoring every instinct I had, then there was something I needed.

      I walked deeper inside the closet and pressed my hand against the hidden safe along the back wall, unlocking it. Inside was money, jewelry, and weapons, but none of that was what I wanted. Instead, I pulled out a backpack.

      This wasn’t just any backpack. This was my favorite go-bag. It was filled with medical supplies, different forms of currency, a smorgasbord of IDs, different disguises—clothes, makeup, hair dye, and that was only the start.

      This was the mother of all go-bags. One that Roan helped me complete and that Lorne helped me pack. I’d bought the bag a few weeks ago at Ra’mi market, and it was by far the best one I had. It seemed silly to replace all of the other bags with ones like this, but maybe I would. Eventually.

      Lorne knew exactly what was inside this go-bag, and he knew what it meant when I had it with me.

      He stood frozen, eyes locked on the bag. “You’re not okay.”

      For him, the go-bag was a symbol of my past—of me suddenly gone, constantly in danger, and never knowing if I’d return.

      For me, the go-bag meant I’d always be safe—it meant I had options, a safety net, and I could make an escape when things got really bad.

      Things only got truly awful when I didn’t have one.

      “I’m cautious.” Before I could think twice about it, I grabbed a smaller bag—the one with an Earther wrist unit inside—and shoved it into the backpack. “I don’t know if I’ll need it, but I want it.” I tugged the straps over my shoulders. “I’m not sure what’s going to happen on Telnon, and I’d rather be prepared instead of scrambling.” I messaged my guards to grab their bags, too. Roan made sure all of my guards had one. After the attack at the market, I realized why.

      I’d watched replays of the attack while I was in the pod. I’d seen my team struggling to follow me, and then moving around to protect me once they caught up. They worked together as a unit, and it was my fault that I’d been separated from them at all. I should’ve warned them about what I’d seen. I should’ve given them the signal that I was going to start running and the direction before I took off. We’d trained for it. I could’ve even given hand signals to describe the suspect.

      But I’d given them nothing. I’d left them in the dark and that meant they couldn’t do their job. That was my fault.

      I winced at all the things that’d gone wrong with that stupid mission at the market. Now that I had time to look back, I knew that those spies weren’t going anywhere. They were waiting for me. I should’ve taken the time to talk to Lorne and my father. We should’ve made sure that more teams were ready to support us.

      We had the time. We should’ve prepared more, but I’d seen an opportunity and taken it. And people got hurt.

      Mostly me.

      That didn’t take into account all the destroyed stalls and the inventory that went with them. I’d talked to Lorne about creating a fund to help out every merchant and restaurant in Ra’mi, but he said it was already taken care of. Still, some of those artisans must be so upset. Who knew how long it was going to take before the market was open and running like normal again.

      I’d made mistakes, but I had to let go of the regrets.

      I couldn’t change anything in the past, but I could be prepared today. I could do a better job today.

      Doing better meant keeping my team informed of what I was thinking. If I was running somewhere, I’d be taking my team with me. I was their leader, but it was their duty to protect me. Their job was to make sure something like the market mission didn’t happen, and I hadn’t helped them at all with that. So, I had to make a change.

      I had to start thinking like a leader. The first step was communication. If I needed to be prepared, so did they.

      So, we’d all take our bags, just in case.

      Just in case.

      One by one, I saw that they’d read the message. Some responded, some checked the box to say it was done, but there was one that I didn’t hear from. I scanned through and realized it was Ginu. Typical. I could almost hear his grunt, but I was sure when I saw him that he’d have his go-bag.

      My guards asked no questions. They just did what I asked. It was nice and yet disarming to have that level of obedience. It made sense, but I didn’t feel worthy. Especially after the market mission.

      I didn’t feel worthy to lead my guards.

      I didn’t feel worthy of becoming who I was supposed to become. It felt too big and too much.

      But I hoped that feeling stayed because if it left, then that meant I wasn’t feeling that weight and responsibility anymore. It would be a sign that I’d lost sight of what was important.

      I wasn’t the important one. Everyone else was. It was my honor to lead them.

      I just hoped wherever I led, it was good.

      The weight of my go-bag on my back was comforting. Everything was going to be okay because I would keep working and fighting until I made it okay.

      I gripped the straps at my shoulders and turned to leave the massive walk-in closet.

      Lorne grabbed the top of my backpack, jerking me to a stop. “Amihanna?”

      I’d been avoiding looking at him, but now I did. His skin was bright and his eyes were wide, and I wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or scared or confused.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said automatically because I wanted him to feel better even if I wasn’t totally sure that it was the truth. I wasn’t Jesmesha, and I certainly wasn’t God. I couldn’t predict the future.

      “You can’t lie to me like that. Everything isn’t okay if you’ve got that backpack.” He crossed his arms as he stared down at me. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “Nothing and everything.” If I could’ve let go of the backpack, I would’ve. But I couldn’t, no matter how much Lorne wanted me to. “My gut keeps screaming that I’m going to need this bag—” I tugged on the straps. “—and that I’m going to go back to Earth sooner than I thought. I can’t ignore that feeling.” That was the truth. “We’re at war now, and we have no idea what SpaceTech is planning or what could go wrong. We’re prepared, and I hope it’s going to be okay.” I took a breath, squeezing the straps in my hands a little tighter. “I’m going to work really hard to make it okay.”

      Lorne grabbed the straps of my backpack just below where my hands were gripping it and tugged me closer. “You swear to me that you have no plans to run away—” he said the words coldly as he leaned down, leveling his eyes with mine. “—or do anything stupid that would risk your life.”

      He was angry. I got that well enough from his tone, but there was more than just anger in his eyes. There was complete and utter fear that was driving the anger.

      I didn’t want him to be afraid.

      “The stupid part I can’t promise. But the plans to run away?” I touched his cheek. “I’m not running. I don’t ever want to run from you. But I just… I need this bag. Something in my gut is telling me that this is going to go badly, and I have to do what I can to protect myself.” I silently begged him to understand or to pretend to understand even if he didn’t. This was something that I needed, and I couldn’t put it back just to save his feelings. The need was that big.

      He was still staring at me quietly.

      “I told my guards.” Maybe knowing that if something happened, I wasn’t going to try to escape alone would help him calm down. “They’re grabbing the bags that Roan got for them.”

      He let go of the backpack straps and closed his eyes for a moment. In that time, his glow lessened just a little. “Good. That’s a little better. Thank you.”

      “I’m trying to think of myself as part of a unit—as leader of a unit—but it’s hard to shift to that sometimes. I understand why we have to try to make our allies hear us, and I completely agree that we need more information about the lucole weapons. But I think this is going to be much more dangerous than what my father believes.” I let go of the straps at my shoulders. “I can’t afford to be wrong.”

      His glow flared up for a second before dying back down. “Amihanna.” There was worry in his tone when he said my name.

      “Everything is fine.” I almost believed it that time. I was exhausted, and that was probably all this was. Maybe I needed another cup of cold wyso. “Haven’t I proven time and time again that I’m pretty damned hard to kill?”

      “You’ve almost died in front of me too many times now for me to believe that fully. It’s been too close too many times.”

      I waved that away. “Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”

      He huffed a laugh. “What does that even mean?”

      “I’m not sure really, but Tyler said it once and it got you to laugh. So, I’d say it’s a win.”

      He wiped a hand down his face. “Damn the Goddess for this.”

      I hissed. “That sounds like something you really shouldn’t be saying right now.”

      “Why? How much worse could things get?”

      Oh man. He was just asking for it now. “If there’s one thing that I’ve learned in life, it’s that it can always get worse. Better not tempt God. Or the devil.” Because that was just dumb.

      There was a soft chime, alerting us that someone was at our door. I glanced at my wrist unit to see Roan and Fynea standing outside. “I guess we’re taking too long.”

      Lorne grabbed my wrist before I could press the button to open the doors.

      I turned to him. “What?”

      “I’m sorry we don’t have more time. I feel this panic and it’s like I’m forgetting something important. Only I’m not. I don’t like us being separated. I never liked the first few days on the odd times we had to be apart as kids, but then the last time everything went wrong, awful, and—”

      “And it’s not going to happen again. We’re better, stronger, and I’m older. Plus, I have a whole team to keep me safe. I know I did before, but this team feels different. Maybe I’m just older but—”

      “They are different. You had security before. These are royal guards. Only you and I have them. You should’ve had them before. We were betrothed, but I made sure of it this time. You need the best, and you have that now.”

      I didn’t like to think about the team from Earth, but I guess that made sense. “See. I’m protected and stronger than ever. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine, and then we can have a nice reunion in a few days.” I winked at him—hoping it helped him as much as his winks helped me—and then clicked the button to open the door. “We’re back here,” I yelled.

      Roan took one look at me, Lorne, and the go-bag and cursed. “Damn it, Am. I thought it was just me.” He had a backpack on, but I hadn’t messaged him. Just my guards. Which had been a big oversight. If I was going to run, there was no way Roan would stay behind.

      “I feel like I’m missing something.” Fynea was still standing in the doorway to our bedroom, looking between the three of us.

      “Nothing big. My bestie and I seem to agree that we’re walking into a trap.” I reached a hand to Lorne. “But we’re going to be smart and safe.”

      Lorne took my face in his hands and bent down to kiss me. It was soft and sweet and full of so much love that for a second every part of my soul hummed. I pulled him closer, forgetting for a blissful second that we weren’t alone. Until Roan started gagging.

      “The maturity of your friend leaves something to be desired,” Lorne said against my lips.

      “Ignore him.”

      Lorne gave me one last press of lips. “I don’t want to go, Amihanna. I want to stay here and get married. I’m tired of just being engaged.”

      He was tired of just being engaged? “It’s only been a few weeks really.”

      “It’s been more than a few weeks. Fynea?” Lorne said without looking away from me.

      “Yes, your majesty?”

      “Hurry up on the wedding planning.”

      Fynea sputtered. “You didn’t have the formal public ceremony when you claimed the throne. You have to have a very formal, traditional, public wedding. The Aunare—”

      “Then you’ve got two weeks to plan a very formal, traditional, public wedding. We should be back by then.”

      “Two weeks?” The outrage in Fynea’s voice made me laugh. She took a breath. “Your majesty.” Her tone was equal parts outrage and forced calm. “I couldn’t possibly—”

      Lorne looked at her. “Two. Weeks.”

      “Lorne.” Fynea dropped the formality and went straight to pleading. “My dear friend. Please. You know I love you and would do anything for you, but have a heart. You’re asking for the impossible. It will take months and—”

      “Two weeks,” he nearly sang the words, and then turned back to me. “That sound okay?”

      I felt the ring on my finger and waited for the weight of it and everything to swamp me, but that didn’t happen.

      In fact, I didn’t feel anything aside from the flutter of excitement. “I’d say the words and do whatever needed to be done right now. So—”

      Fynea made a garbled sound, and I couldn’t stop the evil laugh that slipped free. I almost apologized for it, but that would’ve been a lie. I tried to stay away from lies unless it was unavoidable.

      I turned to Roan. “All right. Let’s get this stupid thing over with so that we can start making real plans for how we’re going to bring SpaceTech down.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.” Roan rubbed his hands together. “But for the record, I’m never calling you ‘your majesty’ or any of that shit. Even when you become a queen. That’s a hard pass for me.”

      Lorne started laughing.

      “Fynea’s your best friend, Lorne.” Roan crossed his arms, looking especially serious for him. “How weird is it that she just keeps calling you your majesty over and over and over again. I mean, come on. It’s weird, right?” He was getting riled up about this.

      I started cracking up. “For sure.”

      “I’m just letting everyone know now, so that it’s on the record for after the wedding.” Roan held up his hands in surrender. “I don’t want to be executed or thrown in jail for disrespect. I’m not one for those formal titles. I can’t do it.”

      “Fair enough,” Lorne said.

      Eshrin and Ashino were talking softly when we stepped into the hallway, but that dropped off as soon as they saw us.

      All of my guards were in black fighting pants and a blue shirt with a blue di Aetes fighting raven, wings out, claws reaching to grab its prey. Lorne’s guards were dressed the same except his were wearing red shirts with his firedrake. Most of the Aunare had longer hair, but all of them had it pulled back, away from their faces. Their faksano were hanging at their hips, another weapon on the back, and I was sure there were even more hidden—as if they needed anything more than their bodies to destroy most enemies. They’d shown up ready to fight.

      The hallway seemed to grow impossibly long, and with each step, it felt like the pressure of everything to come was that much stronger, harder, and even more treacherous.

      When we reached the doors, the guards went outside first. We took a short shuttle ride to the massive launchpad to the south of my father’s estate.

      When I got out of the shuttle, I stumbled my first step.

      “Are you okay?” Lorne asked.

      “Yes. I just…” I took a breath. “That’s a lot of ships.”

      I’d never seen so many in one place before. There had to be hundreds of smaller fighter ships lined up, ready to take off to be the protectors of the three massive warships as we travelled for four days. But it was the maybe fifty or so medium-size ships that I wasn’t expecting.

      “This isn’t even touching how many we have. Many of them are stored at the base just an hour from here, but your father—being who he is—likes to have space to have some ships close by.”

      “This is more than some,” I muttered. Lorne started to walk, and I kept pace beside him.

      Cameras flew toward me so fast that I had to hold myself back from destroying them.

      I didn’t know why they took me by surprise. Of course they’d be here.

      I felt something press into my hand, and glanced down to see Roan slipping a translator into it.

      I thought for a second about what I’d say if I had to make some sort of a speech, but I didn’t have anything to say. Not right now. Not anything helpful.

      My father was already standing in front of a group of reporters, answering their questions. My mother was beside him. I hadn’t had a chance to really talk to her much over the last few days, and I knew I needed to make time in my schedule for her.

      There would be time later. I’d make time.

      I went straight to her and hugged her tight. “Are you going with him?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” That was really good. I didn’t need to worry about her getting into danger again.

      She pulled back a bit. “We’ve been through so much together, and I don’t feel right sending you off alone.”

      I saw the sadness in her eyes, but also the pride. The first made me worry about her, and the second made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure what to say. “Had to happen sometime.” It didn’t feel like enough, but it was all I had right then.

      My mother frowned at me, and I deserved it. “Maybe that’s true, but I’d like to think that we got through everything together.”

      “We did. We absolutely did.” I hoped she knew that. “I couldn’t have survived without you.” I looked into her brown eyes and thanked God I had a mother to show me what true strength and perseverance looked like. “I love you, Mom.”

      “Te quiero mucho, reina de mi corazón.” She brushed a kiss on my cheek. “Stay safe. Stay watchful. Stay—”

      “Stay alive.” It was something she used to say to me when I’d go somewhere without her as a kid. Only this goodbye was harder.

      We’d been apart when I was arrested and sent to Abaddon, but that was the only major time we’d spent away from each other. Even when she worked odd jobs on Earth, I usually went with her. It was safer for both of us that way. We’d been together for so long, but things were changing.

      I wasn’t a unit with my mother anymore.

      I was a unit with my fiancé.

      It felt like a big step, and from the tear that she let slip free, I knew she felt it, too.

      We didn’t say anything else. There was nothing to say. We both knew.

      So, I stepped away from her, and looked at Lorne.

      The reporters were asking questions and there were too many people watching for a proper goodbye. It was a rushed hug, and a barely there kiss, and then I was hustled toward my warship with Roan and the rest of my guards.

      I tugged the straps on my shoulders a little tighter, the one last thing that I had left that made me feel safe.

      My go-bag was probably more a like safety blanket than anything essential.

      I probably wouldn’t need it.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully.

      I looked at Eshrin and saw my doubts mirrored in his eyes.

      Son of a spacebat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

          LORNE

        

      

    

    
      When everything was chaos and uncertain, that was when I need the most control and when it was the hardest to find. I watched through the vidscreen as Amihanna’s ship took off, as well as the six support ships and a solid one hundred defense fighter ships—ten squads. All would travel with her warship. She’d be okay.

      I hoped that the Goddess would be kind to us. I hoped I hadn’t already tempted the fates as Amihanna feared.

      “Your majesty?”

      I wanted to be there with her. I wanted—

      “Lorne?” Fynea said my name, and I turned to her.

      The tall, blonde warrior had been a dear friend my whole life. When we were younger, Fynea had been one of the potential matches for me, but then Amihanna was born and became my betrothed. I was pretty sure both of us were relieved at the shift in our relationship. Friendship suited us much better for a lot of reasons.

      As we got older, Fynea found a passion in becoming a royal guard, but she’d been injured a few years ago and decided to step down from that position permanently. Somehow I’d convinced her to become my head assistant, and I was beyond grateful to have someone I could trust helping me. Especially these days.

      I waited for her to ask me whatever she was going to ask, but Fynea was currently scanning her tablet, not paying attention to the hustle around the ship as the crew prepared to take off.

      “Yes, Fynea? You needed something?”

      She held up a finger, meaning she needed a moment and I sighed. This happened a lot.

      I shoved my hands into my pockets and focused on the ship’s crew. It wasn’t an easy job to coordinate so many, but they moved calmly, precisely, checking in with each other as they ran through all the safety checks. I usually liked to be here for this part. Zaeshel—the Royal Captain that piloted any ship I was aboard—gave me a nod, and I moved through the bridge, taking my seat. The ship slowly rose from the ground, and I watched as Sel’Ani faded from view.

      I glanced at the readout on the screen. We’d make our first jump in an hour, which meant I had time. To do what, I wasn’t sure, but I assumed Fynea had something scheduled.

      Rysden’s ship’s path was in blue next to my red. Amihanna had been given purple. She was jumping in two hours.

      “Thank you, Zaeshel,” I said.

      She turned, giving me a bow with her fist to her heart before focusing on the screen again.

      I left her to do her work and moved back to Fynea who was still typing away on her tablet in the back of the room. With the exception of Ashino, my guards had already wandered off without needing to be dismissed. I didn’t need them shadowing me while confined on this ship.

      I thought about sneaking out the door, but Fynea cleared her throat. Which meant she’d noticed me, even if she’d given no other sign.

      She finally looked up at me, and I was pretty sure she was going to tell me that I had to make some calls. That’s usually what it meant when she got so completely distracted. Coordinating my schedule was quite a feat.

      “How many?” If she said anything other than zero, I was going to end up disappointing her.

      “You’ve got quite the queue today, your majesty. We’ll wait until after we clear the solar system, but Councilman di Yenam is wanting to discuss the delicate trading situation between us and the Gsvina.”

      “Councilman? Really, Fynea.” I knew she was as grateful as I was to be rid of them.

      “Apologies. Habit. Former Councilman.”

      That didn’t make me like him any better. “Amihanna took care of the Council. We’ve got bigger things to worry about right now than discussing absolutely anything with any of them.”

      “What would you like me to tell di Yenam?”

      To go away and never bother me again. True, but not very kingly. “Tell him that the Gsvinaish have chosen to back SpaceTech, and as a result, have been cut off as trade partners. There is no sense in discussing it unless he has confirmation that they’ve changed their current position on the larger, more important matter.”

      Fynea let out a whistle. “Not in the mood to play nice today, are you?”

      “No. No, I’m really not. They need to learn that I’m not my father.”

      “Goddess save us all. It’s going to be a painfully long four days if he’s already in this foul of a mood,” she muttered it to herself, but not nearly softly enough.

      It really was, but I wouldn’t apologize for it. Not yet, at least. “What else?”

      “Well, if you’re not in the mood to talk to di Yenam, there’s no way you’ll want to talk to this one.” She scrolled down the list. “Or this one.” She scrolled more. “Or really any of these.” Her eyes grew wide. “Another request just popped in.”

      “Who? If it’s an ally or a spy who might have information on any lucole weapons, I’ll take it. Otherwise…”

      “Cheztkena wants to talk anti-SpaceTech strategy.”

      Now that was a call I would take. Cheztkena usually liked to lead her people to be neutral, but the Naustlic system bumped up against the farthest of SpaceTech’s planets. “She knows something.”

      “She’s telepathic. She always knows something. Oh, but she says she’ll be out of reach for a bit. She’s requesting a time in two weeks.”

      That was thinking far in advance. I’d rather have talked to her sooner, but if it was two weeks or nothing, I’d take the two weeks.

      “Is she coming to Telnon?”

      “She didn’t say.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant. It was odd that she was reaching out to me now, yet not stating if she’d be on Telnon. She had to know that’s where I was heading. “Make sure I’m available whenever she requests. If something else gets scheduled, move it.”

      “I’ll let her know.” She looked up from her tablet. “We’re refusing most requests, which means your schedule is clear for a bit except for Rysden. He wants to talk to you once he’s off-world.”

      “Okay. Any word from anyone that I’ve reached out to about lucole?”

      “Not yet, but I’m keeping a very close watch on all my message channels. I’ve also put out a few feelers of my own. I have a reliable source in the Zktra system that I’ve reached out to, but no word back yet.”

      I grunted. “Not unusual for anyone in the Zktra. They couldn’t care less about anyone but themselves.”

      “Fair, but I’m still hoping. She’s my best source.” She paused for a moment and then hugged her tablet to her chest. “Listen, Lorne. I hated what happened at Ra’mi as much as you did. You haven’t let me apologize—”

      I cut her off with a look. “Don’t.” I didn’t want or need her apology. I understood why they acted without telling me. I didn’t like it, but nothing was going to change what happened, so I was moving forward. “The lab ship is with Amihanna? I want it close to her just in case.”

      “Yes. Rysden wanted it with him, but I insisted and he couldn’t argue with your reasoning. Also, I heard just before takeoff that Audrey was able to grab a couple of very small samples from Amihanna before the poison was completely neutralized. Those from the floor of the market were completely unusable. The sprinklers destroyed them. But the team is working with the sample from Amihanna now. I will give you updates as I have them.”

      “Good.” I tried to see if I needed anything else, and thought of one more thing. “Make sure you have the meet with Vyic coordinated. I know he knows something, and I’m going to find out what.”

      Fynea shuddered, and I understood why. “It’s in the works. Leave it to me.” She sighed. “Even if I have nightmares for a month after, I will make sure we see him.”

      I took a moment to think if there was anything else, but nothing came to mind. “Thank you.” I needed a moment by myself, without twenty people watching me. It was safe to head to my quarters now. I ached for Amihanna, and I needed to balance myself against the fear and worry I was feeling from her. I wouldn’t let myself lose control again.

      Fynea followed me down the hall, but when I reached my quarters, I turned in the doorway to face her, took a single step back, and then closed the door—swiftly pressing the lock.

      She was my friend. She understood that I needed to take a break sometimes.

      This was one of those times.

      I was still shaken by the sight of Amihanna with the go-bag, of her barely breathing on the floor of the market three days ago, of her in the dumpster…

      I couldn’t tell if it was that she’d almost died just days ago that made this separation excruciating or if it was that the last time we parted thirteen years ago, everything that could’ve gone wrong, did.

      I was still haunted by the screams of my crew when I lost control.

      I could still smell the scent of their flesh burning.

      And I couldn’t do that again. I couldn’t lose control.

      So, I sat at the desk in my room quietly, and I breathed.

      I gave it a few minutes, and then I pressed my hand on the desk, activating the screen. I punched in a few commands and then Amihanna’s face appeared on the screen.

      There she was.

      She was fine. Confused maybe, but fine.

      Her eyes looked tired, but the brown depths saw straight to my soul. Her mouth twitched and she cocked her head, and I couldn’t help but smile because I knew the next thing out of her mouth would be pure snark.

      “Miss me already?”

      “Yes.” I did. I truly did. I’d become a sad man who had so much need, but that’s what I was. “This was a bad idea. I don’t care about protocol or safety or whatever the bloody reason was for us to be apart.” It was horrible to admit, but I didn’t trust myself. Not even a little bit. “I can give coordinates. We’ll travel together. No one will know but us.”

      Her eyes widened and I could feel her shock across the three light-years that already stretched between us. “Lorne. You won’t lose control again.”

      “It’s too much of a risk. You keep nearly being killed. One of these times it won’t be nearly anymore and I won’t be there and—”

      “Stop. Stop it right now.” She almost sounded insulted, but I couldn’t take back what I’d said. I couldn’t change how I felt.

      “Do you think I’m weak? That I can’t take care of myself?” I was right. She was completely insulted.

      “No.” I leaned closer to the screen. “No, it’s all me.” I pressed my fist against my racing heart. “I thought I could do this, but I can’t. I can do what I have to do, but we don’t have to do this apart. If something happens, I will lose it. I’ve been there before and it haunts me and—”

      “Lorne.” Her voice held all the calm, and I wished she would lend it to me for a while. “Send the coordinates if you want, and I’ll join you. But you’re freaking out on me. We can’t go the rest of our lives with this fear of being separated. It’s not healthy.”

      “I don’t care.” I was freaking out, but I couldn’t stop it. “I don’t care if it’s healthy or not. Where you go, I go. Where you walk, I walk. And that’s that.” I didn’t care if we weren’t married yet. I was in my heart, and I didn’t want to be apart from her. All I had to do was order her captain to meet us, and he would. I was the High King.

      Panic clawed at my throat.

      “Lorne. Your skin. You’re having a panic attack and you need to breathe with me now.”

      I knew. Of course I knew. The strobing of the skin on my arms meant I was dangerous.

      Very dangerous.

      This wasn’t good.

      Six in. Three out. Three in. Six out. Four in.

      I focused on her face, her eyes, her presence as I breathed.

      When my skin was back to a normal glow, she sighed. “I don’t know why I’m arguing with you.” She leaned back in the chair and crossed her arms. Her mouth was in an adorable slight pout. “I don’t want to be apart either. It’s completely iced.” She took a breath. “But this is supposed to be the right thing to keep everyone safe. And we have to know we can do this. I’m scared without you, and that’s not good. You’re panicking without me, and that’s definitely not okay. So, we get through it. We’ll be stronger for it because we can’t let the fear of being apart destroy us. Not when we have so many other things we’re going up against.”

      I was a coward. I knew it, but Amihanna was right. I didn’t trust myself. “The last time we parted like this—”

      “SpaceTech attacked with no warning. No one expected what happened. Now we know, and it’s made us smarter, safer, and better.” She leaned forward, until her face took up nearly my whole screen. “We can’t plan for everything in life. I know that’s a lot coming from a person who loves a good plan, followed by ten or more backup plans, but that’s only because I know how true that is. We can’t know what’s going to happen in this life.” She was quiet for a moment. “But I know that we’re both older now. We’re both more aware of the dangers ahead of us. And I know that we have a plan. We either meet on Telnon, or if something comes up, we meet somewhere else. We each have a fleet with us—fighter ships, warships, and all of them loaded with enough ammo to fight this war.”

      I was trying to hear her, but I hadn’t expected to panic this much. It was too similar. Last time, I knew leaving was a mistake. I did it anyway, and it nearly cost me everything.

      “So, I’m covered. I’m not here alone with just a few guards behind enemy lines. It’s not like last time. It’s really not. There’s nothing to lose control over. If anything goes wrong, you’ll be the first to know, and you’ll be able to come straight to me. Fynea knows when you’re losing it. When that happens, you go to her. She’s got your back. She won’t let you get to a place where you totally lose it. Be strong for me, okay?”

      I huffed. “But you’re still afraid or anxious or something. I feel it, and—”

      She looked off to the side and gave me a half-grin.

      “What?” I leaned closer to the screen to see if I could see what she was looking at.

      “Nothing. Roan was just teasing me for talking to you already.” She gave me a smile. “It’s kind of cute that you’re freaking out about this more than me. Maybe we should get you a go-bag. I always feel better when I have one close by.”

      I didn’t need a go-bag. I needed Amihanna.

      There was a chime at the door. Fynea, no doubt.

      She rang again. And once more.

      Amihanna lifted a brow. “Don’t you think you should get that?”

      “No. It’s just Fynea, reminding me that it’s time to talk to your father.”

      “Since he’s also your second-in-command and the head of your military and we’re probably about to walk into a trap, talking to him sounds like a smart idea.”

      “Well, I feel like I’m allowed to wallow for a moment.” I braced my elbows on the desk as I massaged my temples. “I wasn’t expecting to panic like this.”

      “Me either, but I’m glad you called me. You don’t let me panic alone, and I’m glad to be able to help you.” Amihanna put her hand on the screen. “I’m okay. I promise. But I need you to be okay.”

      There was a three-tone alert as Nea overrode my lock and the door slipped open. “You said just one moment,” she said in very annoyed Aunare before glancing at the screen. “Goddess, you’re truly pathetic,” she said in Earther English. “You called her. Already? You’ve been apart minutes, Lorne. Minutes. And look at your skin.”

      “Go do your work,” Amihanna said. “And don’t worry. You’re missing nothing over here. Roan’s quizzing me on the various key players in the meetings and their backgrounds. It’s boring as hell. You’re going to owe me big for this. Big.”

      “I look forward to rewarding you.” I gave her an over-the-top leer, and she laughed just like I wanted.

      “You better.”

      Roan’s gagging came through the call.

      She scowled at something just off-screen. “I really need a more mature best friend.” Her brown eyes looked back at me, and she smiled.

      The frantic panic that had been rotting my thoughts disappeared with that one look.

      “I love you. Go talk to my father.” And then the screen went dark.

      “Did she just order you to do something and then hang up on you?”

      I couldn’t help but grin. “I believe so.”

      “Wow.” Fynea stepped toward me. “Wooooow.”

      I wiped a hand down my face and leaned back in my chair. “What?”

      “Your majesty. Please. For the well-being of everyone on this ship, please relax. Amihanna will be fine, and if anything actually does happen, she’s the most capable person I know. I truly have faith that she can get through any crisis.”

      Fynea walked into an adjoining room and grabbed a carton of water for me. “Drink this,” she said. “Take a breath. And for Goddess’s sake, get your fao’ana under control. We have actual work to do.”

      I glanced down at my skin, and sure enough, I was glowing painfully bright but not strobing anymore.

      Fynea was right. Amihanna had lived through horrors and come out of it stronger. If something happened, I had to trust her to handle it, just like she handled everything else in her life.

      Worrying wasn’t productive, didn’t solve anything, and usually served as a distraction from bigger things. That was something Rysden always told me, but I wasn’t sure if I was capable of not worrying about her.

      So, instead, I focused on the rest of the things I could worry about.

      Like stopping whatever SpaceTech was up to before we got to Telnon.

      Because if there was one thing that Amihanna and I agreed on, it was that we were definitely walking into some kind of a trap. Worse—we were walking into a trap while separated.

      We were weaker apart, and I’d let myself get talked into following tradition. That had to stop.

      Rysden and I were going to have a nice strategy call today, and then I’d make sure everyone knew that I was not my father. I was a different kind of king entirely.

      Except I’d been making mistakes. I’d been making them for weeks. Ever since I put on this crown.

      That changed today.
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      I was in the dining room fighting against sleep while Roan held up the tablet for the one millionth time. He was asking a question about whatever he was showing me, but I couldn’t focus. I stared into the cup of warm wyso like it held the answers while he tried to get me to pay attention, but I figured if I ignored him for long enough, he’d give up.

      I pressed a fist to my stomach. I knew I should eat, but I hadn’t been able to keep anything down. We’d arrive on Telnon tomorrow night, and Lorne was going to freak when he saw me. I was using some filters on our vid calls to keep him calm. Not anything crazy. Just the kind that evened out my skin tone, took away the circles under my eyes, and put a little color on my cheeks. I just didn’t want him worrying over nothing. I’d be fine once I got to Telnon.

      Audrey was on another ship following us with Tyler, locked in her lab. I hadn’t realized how truly awful I looked until I stupidly forgot to use a filter on our vid call during day one of travel. It only took two minutes of talking before she informed me that she was coming over to do another scan.

      I asked her why the lab ship was with my convoy instead of Lorne’s. Apparently, she wanted to be close in case I had any lingering effects of the lucole poisoning. The last thing I wanted was another scan, but she didn’t listen to me.

      Three scans later, we were pretty sure it had to be just the jumps that were killing me. That didn’t have anything to do with the lucole. It was more important that she kept studying the little bit of poison they found in me. It was beyond critical for us to know how to counteract it quicker the next time we saw it. Because that would happen. Sooner than we’d like.

      This was war.

      It was inevitable that things would keep getting worse, harder, more bloody.

      We had to be ready.

      Aside from surviving the last of the jumps to Telnon, what I worried about most was Lorne. It scared me how badly he was taking the separation. I thought he’d be okay and I’d be a mess. Aside from not sleeping and not being able to eat much, I was doing okay. But he was for sure a mess.

      “Hello?” Roan waved the tablet in my face. “Are we still even doing this?”

      “Do we have to?” Because I didn’t want to study anymore. I was tired, and a nap sounded pretty freaking fantastic.

      “I’m not the one that agreed to become High Queen.” He sounded irritated.

      I snickered a little laugh because the exhaustion was making me a little mean. Roan was usually chill and happy, but these days, he was always typing on his tablet.

      “It’s not funny. This is stressful, and—” His tablet dinged for the thirteenth time in the last ten minutes. “Wait. Have to answer this one.”

      Maybe he wouldn’t be so grumpy if he hired someone to help him. “Did you like any of the applicants?”

      “Two were okay. I figure I’ll meet them in person when we get back to Sel’Ani. I can’t quite get a good feel on-screen and…” He trailed off and started typing.

      Roan should just hire someone already, but he was being stubborn and not listening to me.

      Whatever. He could do what he wanted, but I didn’t expect him to work himself to the bone being my assistant. I never took him to be a control freak, but it turned out he was a complete mega control freak.

      I cupped the mug of wyso in my hands while I watched him type, letting the warmth from it seep into my skin, and leaned back in my chair. The dining hall was a place where people ended up not just eating, but hanging out. There were a few large round tables and more smaller ones sprinkled throughout the room. The tables weren’t metal, but some sort of lightweight wood. Instead of benches, there were actual chairs that had some soft cushion built into them. There was a fountain that dropped into rocks along the back wall, giving the room a calming feel.

      A massive port window took up the wall opposite the fountain, and I found it really soothing to watch the stars and planets rush past. Sometimes we’d slow and I could make out some of the planets we passed. Or we’d jump and the view outside would quickly flash from one thing to another. And other times, the window would darken to protect our eyes when we got too close to a star. It all depended on the route, but mostly it was a beautiful dreamy scene that I could spend hours watching.

      The dining hall also had a wall of fridges and freezers and a machine that somehow magicked food together, but during regular mealtimes, there was a full kitchen crew feeding everyone. Right now it was mostly empty except for us and a table of three of my guards on the other side of the room. They knew better than to be around when Roan was quizzing me. It made me grumpy.

      “Amihanna.” Roan tapped the tablet, drawing my attention away from watching out the window. “Who is this and what planet are they from?”

      We were back to this again? I thought he was answering messages.

      I loved Roan, but he was one pop quiz away from being ejected out an airlock.

      I placed the mug on the table to keep from throwing it at him. “Can you please stop with the quiz? I’m too tired.”

      “I can’t. It’s important.” He placed the tablet on the table between us. “Can I be honest with you?”

      I rested my forehead on the table. “When have you been anything but?”

      “Your poker face is space trash these days.”

      I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Putting my head down had been a mistake. I’d almost fallen asleep, and I needed to stay awake. I couldn’t take anymore nightmares, but I might have to cave soon and—

      Wait. Space trash? Did Roan actually say that? “What are you talking about? I stayed alive on Earth for thirteen years because I’m amazing at acting natural and chill and like I completely belonged when the truth was anything but. If I wasn’t amazing at it, I’d be dead.”

      “You’ve changed.” Roan leaned back in his chair. “You’ve gotten comfortable.”

      I raised a brow at that. “Bullshit.” What was this? First my father called me comfortable for training in the gym. Now I’m too comfortable and getting lazy in my reactions.

      Anger chased away my exhaustion. He had to be joking right now. I wasn’t comfortable. I’d accepted a position I had no business accepting, and no part of that responsibility felt freaking comfortable. “I’ve had how many assassination attempts? I’m traveling how far to meet with allies I don’t know? And I’m going to be High Queen in a few weeks. Tell me how any of that’s comfortable.”

      “Sure. I get your point. And you’ve handled all of that really well, and I disagree with your father. He had some other shit on his mind, and I think your time in the gym is well spent and you’re doing plenty to push yourself. It was poor choice of words on my end. I didn’t realize your dad got under your skin like that. But that’s not what I was talking about.”

      I blew out breath, trying to get my anger in check. “Okay. What are you talking about?”

      “Now that you’re not hiding, you’re not hiding anything. You’re not concealing your emotions anymore, and when you’re about to deal with a bunch of allies who may or may not hate you, I think that’s dangerous.”

      Was he right? Roan wouldn’t lie to me. I knew that much. And I also knew he wasn’t trying to be an asshole.

      I thought back to my words and actions over the last few weeks.

      Yes. Damn it. Yes, he was right. “I didn’t—”

      The lights in the room dimmed and brightened. Then immediately dimmed and brightened again.

      We were about to jump. Again.

      I braced for it, gripping the table edge with both hands so that I had something real to hold on to.

      The whole center of my body tingled and grew numb as if an invisible hand reached inside me. And then everything went dark for a split second and I was jerked back by the invisible hand on my soul, slamming me into the back of my chair.

      The whole sensation lasted a fraction of a second—long enough for me to feel it, but short enough that I’d thought I’d imagined it the first few jumps.

      This one felt worse than the last million jumps, and man, I wished Lorne was here so that I could sleep again.

      “You okay?” Roan reached across the table, placing his hand on top of mine.

      I took a slow breath to relax my grip on the table, and then slid my hand out from under his. “I’ll be fine.”

      It’d taken a day of jumps before I’d asked Eshrin about what I was feeling when we leaped across a wide swath of the galaxy in one go. He told me that the weight of a jump on an Aunare is dependent on their power level. Less power meant that the person felt less of a drain as we jumped through space. Although he wasn’t sure why it was affecting me so strongly. It should’ve been an annoyance, but traveling like this was draining me dry.

      Jumping across the universe was still better than being frozen in a cryopod for weeks, but it wasn’t exactly fun either. Since the jumps happened at all hours, it was nearly impossible to sleep.

      The nightmares also weren’t helping with that. They were back and worse than before. I figured it was partly being separated from Lorne, and the other part was that I was anticipating a fight. It felt like it was brewing.

      That was stupid. We were at war. Of course a fight was brewing. But it didn’t feel far off and distant. It felt soon.

      One more day of travel.

      Then Telnon.

      And then… Who knew what might happen? I’d never been to a meeting of allies. I’d never done anything like this, and I had no idea what I should expect.

      “How many more jumps to Telnon?”

      “I think just like five or six more.” Roan checked his tablet, tapping through some menus before nodding. “Six. We have a break for the next four hours or so. Want me to go back to your room with you? Maybe you’ll sleep better if I’m with you.”

      I’d been refusing him the last few nights, but Lorne kept telling me that Roan might help. His frequency wasn’t exactly the same as Lorne’s, but it could be close enough to help.

      But if it didn’t work and I had a nightmare, I might cry.

      I really, really didn’t want to cry. Especially not with Roan—who would get super awkward about it. He didn’t do tears well. Or more accurately, he didn’t do my tears well.

      I grabbed my mug and drank another sip of wyso. It was like coffee and chocolate had a baby, and at this point, I was a full-on addict. It was the only thing keeping me going.

      “I’m ready to not be moving anymore.” I wrapped my hands around the warm mug. I usually liked my wyso cold, but no matter what I did, I was always freezing in this ship. “It’s still better than when I was stuck in that stupid cryopod.” A few weeks in there felt like years, especially with all the drugs they’d pumped into my system and no way to tell time. “But jumping is wiping me out.”

      Roan got up and went to the section of a fridge that was marked specifically for me, grabbing one of the smoothies that Plarsha made for the trip. She apparently remembered that this way of travel was hard on me as a child, and assumed it would still be true. She’d stocked the ship’s fridge before we left and put a big, embarrassing sign on that shelf so that no one would drink the shakes.

      They were good and I liked them, but after downing about five or six a day for the last two and a half days, the idea of having one more held exactly zero appeal.

      I set down my yummy wyso and took the shake from Roan.

      I stared at it for a second before actually taking a sip.

      As soon as I did, Roan grabbed something else out of the fridge. He slid a piece of cake across the table. “Eat this, too. The flour is loaded with protein. Nori made it for you, but she said to wait until you really needed it.”

      “Why wait?”

      “Because it’s really filling and not super nutritious. She said it was better if you ate actual food. But if you refused food and were looking like you were dropping weight…” He sighed. “You need to eat. Lorne’s going to be so pissed at me. I can’t believe I’ve gone along with your stupid lies.”

      I wasn’t going to argue about that. I was pretty shocked he was going along with it, too. And Lorne was going to be beyond mad.

      Instead, I stared at the cake. Anything Nori made was amazing. Everyone knew that. “You could’ve given this to me days ago.”

      “Babe. It’s only been two and a half days.”

      “Feels like a lot longer,” I muttered to myself, but I took a bite and groaned with happiness. The cake was soft and moist and sweet with a hint of citrus tang. I licked the fork clean and then went in for another bite. I wanted to inhale the whole piece, but forced myself to savor it. Each bite seemed to settle my stomach a little more than the one before. This was exactly what I needed.

      Roan’s tablet beeped again, and I paused mid-chew. “Lorne?”

      He shook his head. “You’re pathetic.”

      I pouted, and he laughed like I wanted him to.

      His tablet dinged again and then another time. “Who is it?” All the dinging sounded important.

      “I don’t know. Doesn’t say.” A crease formed between his eyes as he studied the screen. “Actually, I think it might be a message from Earth.”

      I sat straighter. “Really?”

      “Yeah, but it’s coded.”

      “Well, uncode it.”

      “Decode, Am. Decode. And I’m trying.”

      “I’m tired,” I said in my defense, but Roan wasn’t paying attention to me anymore.

      I sat there, staring at him. Waiting. Watching. We hadn’t heard anything from Earth in forever, and I was worried something had happened to Ahiga. To Declan. To my Crew.

      I wondered if what I’d said in the interview had caused them any trouble. I hadn’t thought about that side of it until Roan mentioned that there might be blowback in Albuquerque because I’d said the Crew had my back. I’d been worried since then.

      “Stop that.”

      “What?” I asked. I literally wasn’t doing anything.

      “Stop tapping your fingers on the table. It’s annoying, and I can’t concentrate.”

      I froze and looked down at my hand. I hadn’t even been aware that I was tapping my fingers on the table.

      Roan set down his tablet.

      “What does it say?”

      “Leave.”

      “What? It says leave? Leave the ship? Leave this part of space? What the hell does that mean?”

      “No. I want you to leave this room.”

      He did?

      Man, I was tired.

      “I can’t think with you staring at me and tapping and… Just get out so I can figure this out. I’ll come find you when I do, but maybe think about a nap. You’re getting loopy.”

      I wasn’t upset or hurt by his sharp tone. I knew he wanted to uncode—decode, whatever—as much as I did. He needed quiet and space, and that didn’t happen often. So, I picked up my smoothie and cake. I started to go to the door, but paused and looked back at him. “You’ll find me as soon as you have information?”

      The stiffness in his spine relaxed a little. “Soon as. But you gotta go, babe.”

      “Cool. I’m going to go find Eshrin,” I said, but he wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was staring at his tablet again.

      I was almost to the door when I remembered and winced. “I’m going to Eshrin on the bridge,” I yelled back to my small table of guards. I’d been trying to do better about letting them know where I was and what I was doing. That way they could start to understand my motives and anticipate what I might do in a fight.

      One of them—Coniu—held out a hand, fingers spread, and circled it. They were going to stay put. He closed his hand, and put out a pointer finger, jabbing it up twice. He’d let Eshrin know.

      Since I didn’t have a free hand, I lifted my smoothie in the air and shook it twice—okay.

      They’d been working on teaching me all of the Aunare one-hand signals—which was way more than the ten SpaceTech used. They thought it might come in handy and had taken to using them every chance they got. Even for things that could be said quicker with words.

      I ate my cake as I made my way across the giant warship—two lifts, one moving walkway, and two security checks—to arrive on the bridge. No ship ever needed to be this big, but apparently, my father disagreed. This warship was one of those he’d had designed and built.

      The giant airlock door to the bridge hissed as the seal broke, and then it slid open.

      The bridge on this ship put anything I’d ever seen to shame. There was a two-story vidscreen along the far wall, with a star map and all kinds of readouts in Aunare that I didn’t understand. Little bits of information were on the bottom right corner, one in red, one in blue, and one in purple. I’d found out that those were the three convoys’ routes to Telnon.

      The rest of the bridge was long and arched with work stations facing the room. There were ten levels of stations that arched in the same way to get to the bottom of the two-story vidscreen. The middle row was bigger than the rest. That was where the three pilots, two copilots, and head navigators worked. It also happened to be where Eshrin was sitting in one of the chairs off to the side, used for whatever head military personnel were on board.

      I made my way down and took the chair beside him. “What’s up?” I took the last bite of my cake, washing it down with a big sip of smoothie.

      He gave me side eye. “Where’s Roan?”

      “He’s not my keeper.” Why were my guards asking that all the time?

      “Hmm.”

      Was he serious with this? “I’m the future queen person here. I can do what I want.”

      His smile started to peek out. “Future queen person? You sure about that title?”

      “Shut up.”

      Something about Komae—his best friend and second in command—betraying us cemented my friendship with Eshrin. It also helped that he was always around and had a sharp sense of humor that seemed to compliment mine just fine.

      He pointed at the shake. “Jumps still getting to you?”

      “Yes, but there’s only six more, right?”

      He winced.

      “No.” I put the shake down on the table before I dropped it. “No. Roan said six. He said we had a four-hour break.”

      “We’re going to need nine more,” a voice came from behind me.

      I turned to see Captain Tyan ni Basl, the head pilot. The older man kept his black hair shorn, which made him stand out against the other Aunare. I’d asked him why, and he said that when he was flying, he had to be ready at any moment, even during the five hours a day he wasn’t actively on duty. Which meant some days—depending on the route and any possible danger—he couldn’t afford the time to take a shower, let alone attempt some of the more intricate braids the Aunare loved so much.

      Shower or no, he always looked clean and put together in my father’s house sigil, a blue shirt with a blue raven on the breast. Tyan had the tall, lean look of the Aunare. His skin was a few shades darker than mine, and his eyes were a mesmerizing golden color.

      Tyan would know best how many jumps we had left, but something had changed. Roan said six jumps. I was tired, but not so tired that I’d mix that up.

      The only reason we’d change routes is because SpaceTech was on to us. “What’s happening?”

      Tyan put an image on the view screen. “These ships followed us through the last jump, which doesn’t make anyone in this room happy.”

      “Who are they?”

      “We’re not sure who they are, but they’re not Aunare or SpaceTech. We’ve confirmed that much. I don’t want to give them a chance to get closer to us. Not given the current situation with our allies.”

      “How would they have found us? No one knows our route.”

      “Unless we have a traitor,” Eshrin said.

      I gave Eshrin a long stare. “Again?” There was no way. Not with all of the interviews and testing and background checks that we put everyone through.

      “Possibly. That’s what I’ve been doing here—going through the list of everyone on board.” Eshrin sighed. “Or I’m possibly paranoid. Maybe they just happened to be in the area and sensed our jump and are curious about who we are. We are a big fleet, and that attracts a certain amount of attention. We’ve been using our stealth mode, but there are a few races out there with technology to see through it. And if they decided to share that tech…”

      I didn’t like that. I didn’t like that at all.

      “They’re gaining on us faster than I’d like,” Tyan said. “Three extra jumps should get us far enough away from them.”

      I stifled the groan. “All right. How much time is added on to the trip?” If he said another day, I was going to scream.

      “Only about an hour.”

      Okay. That wasn’t so bad. “When do we jump?” As I said it, the lights dimmed. “Seriously?” I hadn’t even recovered from the last jump.

      “For your safety,” Tyan said, and I couldn’t argue with it.

      I liked being safe, and I really appreciated that he was looking out for me.

      “Okay.”

      Tyan gave a nod, and the feeling came, snagging my soul in the center of my being and jerking it through space.

      I gripped my smoothie tight—because that’s all I had to hold on to—and when the jump was done, my stomach grumbled. I took a big sip. It suddenly felt like ash in my mouth, but that was just the exhaustion.

      Eshrin and Tyan and everyone else in the room were glued to their stations, scanning the area around us to see if we were followed.

      A few more of my guards entered the bridge, and I knew I wasn’t the only one that noticed the change of plans.

      They made their way down to us and stood silently waiting for Eshrin to give them an update, but they wouldn’t interrupt while he was working.

      “We’re good,” Tyan said.

      A second later, there was a beep and a blip and two ships appeared.

      That was bad. I didn’t need to be able to read the Aunare script on the screen to know that was very bad.

      Damn it. We were going to need a lot more jumps.
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      The energy shifted quickly as the crew on the warship’s massive bridge went from standby to defensive mode, but I couldn’t stop staring at the ships approaching us.

      Two of my guards went to other stations, and then three more came to stand beside Eshrin. I got up from my seat and let them sit down. I wasn’t doing any good there. I couldn’t even read the controls.

      I moved down another row to sit with my smoothie.

      The ships suddenly disappeared from the screen, and I twisted to see Eshrin. “Are they going stealth or did they jump away from us?”

      “I can’t say for sure,” he said without looking up from his station. “If they went stealth, their technology is better than ours. I can’t detect them at all.”

      “We have to assume that they jumped to another coordinate,” Tyan said, not looking up from his desk. “It was likely a coincidence, but I need one more jump to be sure we lost whoever that was.” He conferred with the copilots in Aunare and then the lights dimmed again, and this time, Tyan didn’t wait for me to okay it or even warn me.

      A second later, my head was spinning, and I looked up at the vidscreen to see the ships right in front of us.

      I set the smoothie on the table in front of me before I dropped it. This was not okay. That should’ve been impossible. How could they know where we’d jump to? Coincidences like that didn’t exist.

      I stood. “Who are they?”

      “I don’t know,” Tyan said, his eyes on the screen.

      A message appeared in swirling gold Aunare script.

      Tyan read the message and then grunted. “Whoever it is, they’re now asking to talk to you.”

      Roan stumbled into the bridge a floor above. “What the hell is going on?”

      “We’re being followed,” I shouted up at him.

      “They’ve just sent another request to talk with you,” Tyan said. “This one is more insistent.”

      “If they can follow us with one jump and then anticipate the next, then clearly we’re not going to outmaneuver them.” I stared at the screen. “I guess I’d better talk to whoever it is.”

      “The ship’s com will translate,” Eshrin said from behind me. “We’ve got all known languages loaded.”

      “I’m accepting their transmission now,” Tyan said.

      A face appeared on the screen and I flinched. It was a creature with long, droopy jowls—yet the lips seemed to be sealed shut—a short, slimy snout, and no eyes. And weirdly something about it reminded me of a lizard, even if it didn’t look like any lizard I’d ever come across. But my brain needed a comparison to make this creature make sense, and that’s what it came up with.

      A second, shorter creature with a heavily wrinkled face and two overly large eyes that swirled blue to gray to green in a hypnotizing rhythm came into view. It had inch-long greenish-brown hair that stuck straight up from its head and looked almost like thin, brittle twigs. I honestly wasn’t sure where to look, this creature or the other lizardish one—both were equally horrific—but my eyes kept going back to the swirling gaze of the shorter one.

      “Amihanna,” Eshrin hissed next to me, and suddenly I remembered what Roan had said about my poker face.

      He was right. I’d gotten terrible at hiding my thoughts, and that was especially bad right now because I’d finally figured out who it was, and I was already messing this up.

      Great. Just great.

      The lizardlike creature was Cheztkena the “Exalted” of the Bactah, whose home planet ruled the Naustlic system, and she was telepathic.

      I had to stop thinking of her as a lizard. That was so incredibly disrespectful. And now I needed to come up with a way to properly apologize.

      I decided it was better to be direct and honest about my mistake. “I have to apologize. I promise that any disrespect and hurt or anger you feel from my thoughts were unintentional. We haven’t met before and I’m new to anything non-Earther. I wasn’t expecting to meet you this way, and I’ve just realized how unprepared I am. So, I hope you forgive me.” I waited for a moment in case she wanted to yell at me for being so rude in my thoughts, but both heads bobbed.

      I took a breath. Okay. Maybe I’d repaired the damage a little. “Thank you for your understanding. I believe you must be Cheztkena.” I was ninety-nine percent sure I was right.

      The shorter creature next to her nodded. “That is correct, and I am her speaker.” The ship’s voice spoke in unaccented Earther English, but I was almost disappointed that I wasn’t going to hear what the language actually sounded like.

      “My name is not important,” the speaker continued. “I speak only her words. She is insisting I explain this because of your newness. You are to address her only. I do not exist in the conversation after this moment.”

      Okay. It was hard not to look at someone that was speaking to me, but I forced my gaze away from the speaker and focused only on Cheztkena.

      “I have come to give you information,” the speaker said for Cheztkena.

      The urge to glance back at the speaker hit me hard, but I didn’t let my eyes wander away from Cheztkena. I’d never spoken to someone like this—through another person that was communicating telepathically—but I’d do my best not to insult her again.

      No more mistakes, Amihanna.

      I kept my eyes on Cheztkena. “The universe is facing a very big threat. Any information would be incredibly helpful to me, to the Aunare, and hopefully, to the allies we are en route to meet.” Even if I was confused about why she was here, I couldn’t afford to turn down any advice from our allies.

      Cheztkena usually liked to stay out of any business that didn’t directly involve her people, but maybe I was mixing up my facts. Maybe I should’ve paid better attention to Roan’s quiz—

      “You are not wrong. I traditionally do not stand in the way of others’ fights, but on this, I felt compelled to tell you that you are walking into a trap. One that will lead to the destruction of the Aunare,” the speaker said. I kept wanting to look at him, since he was the one talking, but that was definitely the wrong move.

      I forced myself to keep eye contact with Cheztkena—which was especially hard since she had no eyes—as the speaker continued talking.

      “With the Naustlic system being on the outskirts of SpaceTech’s territory, I am aware that you are the only people standing between us and them. Especially given your background, helping you will help us. I will break our traditions and intervene this one time.”

      I looked at Eshrin, and he started typing on his tablet. He would warn Lorne and my father.

      “Thank you for the warning. I had a feeling that there would be a trap. Do you know any of the specifics?”

      “I know a great deal, but I will only share with you that SpaceTech will be covertly present. Saying more would upset my people too much. I will not act. Engaging in any manner of warfare with our level of psychic sensitivities does great harm to our collective people. It is why we maintain neutrality. The warning will have to be sufficient. However, I will speak with the Yhona. I am angry that they have let SpaceTech get this far. I believe they have forgotten their role in the galaxy.”

      Finally, someone was backing us. This was really, really good.

      She wasn’t going to fight, but that was okay. Because if she would side with us and stay out of it, then others might take her lead. It was enough. It was more than enough.

      “I am glad that you feel this action is sufficient. I saw the videos of you. I saw the suffering you went through, the arena footage, and what you’ve become. I wanted to see what you did when you encountered an unknown enemy.”

      Well, at least she was upfront about testing me. “How did I do?”

      “Instead of firing or fleeing, you decided to speak with me. To see who I was and what I wanted. That takes bravery and diplomacy. You showed it again when you apologized. Most do not apologize for their thoughts, even when they are hurtful. That shows your kindness. I do not want to see your bright light stifled before it fully shines.” The speaker tilted his head to Cheztkena, which caught my eye.

      He was quiet for a moment before turning back to me.

      I wasn’t sure what had passed between the two of them, but they were really making it hard for me to stay focused on Cheztkena. It almost felt like another test.

      “I ask that when all of this is over, you will come visit me. I desire to understand how your mind makes decisions, and I think you might find me and mine interesting, too.”

      “I already find you interesting.” I didn’t care what she looked like or how weird it was to not be able to speak directly to her. She’d just saved our lives. “It would be an honor to learn more about you and your people. This is my assistant, Roan.” I motioned to him. “If it’s all right, he’ll reach out to find a suitable time.”

      “That would be very pleasing to me.”

      The screen went blank.

      Well, that was abrupt, but maybe Cheztkena didn’t believe in saying goodbye.

      It took me a moment to process the exchange.

      A trap.

      It wasn’t a surprise. We knew that was extremely likely, but thinking it was going to happen and knowing were two totally different things.

      Did we go back to Sel’Ani? That seemed like the safest option, but it would make us look like cowards at best. At worst, our allies could take it as an admission of guilt. That it was my fault that we were at war with SpaceTech.

      But if we kept pushing forward, then what were we walking into? Maybe knowing for a fact that there was something that would happen could help us anticipate the trap better? I wasn’t sure how, but maybe it was possible, even if Cheztkena hadn’t given us a ton to go on.

      Was there another option? Something middle of the road. Maybe if we changed the meeting place we could minimize the risk of falling into a trap.

      There were too many options, and I couldn’t afford to make a bad decision. “I need to talk to Lorne. Now.”

      “Working on it,” Roan said. “He’s saying to move to a conference room.” He turned and walked out of the bridge room without saying anything more.

      “Let’s hold here. I’m not sure where we’re going anymore,” I told Captain Tyan, and then I followed Roan out of the bridge.

      I knew what I wanted to do, but I couldn’t do it without checking in with Lorne.

      Damn it. I wish I’d taken him up on his offer to travel with me. That had been another mistake, especially when I knew something like this was going to happen.

      I knew it.

      And I knew that if we didn’t act very carefully, we could all end up dead.
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      Roan, Eshrin, and I waited in the conference room just off the hallway to the bridge. It held a desk and four chairs that faced a vidscreen. It took longer than I wanted to get Lorne and my father to answer our call. I paced back and forth behind the desk while I waited.

      The tension I’d felt when we left the bridge had been a pulsing, thick, suffocating fog. As if the weight of everyone’s eyes on me with every step I took was physically making it harder for me to move, but I knew they only wanted answers. They wanted to know how best to prepare or what course to take.

      I could make that call, but I didn’t want to do it without Lorne and my father okaying it.

      My instinct was to keep going, but there was so much risk.

      And yet, everyone that got on this ship knew it was a risk to be here. That risk was always there. It was part of their job in the Aunare Royal Guard, in the Aunare Armed Forces, in the Aunare Space Fleet, but a couple days ago, that risk was a distant possibility that could easily be ignored. It was that impalpable.

      But now we knew that the risk was real and immediate, and even though the level of danger hadn’t changed at all, that imminent knowledge made it feel like it had.

      I knew I couldn’t keep heading to Telnon like I was before, but I wasn’t sure that turning around was the best idea either. It seemed like no matter what I did, I’d be messing up.

      I needed Lorne. I needed him now.

      What was taking so long?

      There were a few beeps.

      “Call is coming in now,” Roan said. “And I’m using a filter, but it’s the last time I’m covering up for you.”

      “Got it.” I’d find a way to warn Lorne about my health later. Right now, I didn’t care.

      The vidscreen split into two—Lorne and my father. Finally.

      “Tell us everything that she said,” my father said.

      “One sec and I’ll replay it for you,” Roan said.

      “Even better,” Lorne said.

      I couldn’t watch the replay. I wanted to close my eyes and plug my ears or—better yet—leave the room entirely, but I stayed and watched them watch me.

      When it was done, I realized Cheztkena hadn’t given me a lot to go on. Just the warning.

      SpaceTech wasn’t hiding. They weren’t running like we’d thought. They would be on Telnon.

      I wanted to give them time to think, but I wasn’t sure what kind of trap was out there and I didn’t want to find out. “So, what now?”

      “I think we should still go.” Lorne was staring off to the side, as if thinking it through. “Actually, this is good.” His gaze finally cleared and he looked at me. “This is actually fantastic news.”

      He had to be joking. She’d warned us for a reason, and ignoring that warning would definitely be a mistake. “Did you miss the part about the trap? How is that fantastic?”

      “I think I should still go, but you two should head back to Sel’Ani,” my father said before Lorne could answer. “I matter the least of the three of us. If I’m killed, you two will continue leading just as planned.”

      He thought he didn’t matter? Was that my fault? I knew that I had my issues when it came to him, but I didn’t mean to make him feel like his life didn’t matter.

      “I’m old, but that makes me experienced. I have more tricks than SpaceTech could ever anticipate.” He said something quickly to someone out of the view of the camera in Aunare, already giving his orders before I could even begin to think about the ramifications of his decision. “If Cheztkena is going to speak to the Yhona, I need to be there.”

      “And what would Lorne and I do? Go back home? Wait?” That sounded awful. There was no way I was going to let him go alone.

      “Yes,” my father said like he wasn’t completely insane. “I believe that would be best.”

      I wanted to shake my head but wanted Lorne’s honest response more. “What do you think?” I hoped he wasn’t getting any crazy ideas. Apparently my father had lost his mind, because his plan wasn’t happening.

      There was a hardness in his gaze when Lorne looked at me, and I wasn’t sure I liked it at all.

      “I will continue forward, and you and your father should head home,” he said, as if that was ever going to happen.

      My father started speaking up before I could, but Lorne just talked over him. “I’m the High King. I will be the one to talk to Cheztkena and the Yhona.”

      They were both being idiots, and if they were both throwing stupid plans in the mix, what was one more? “If we’re going to argue about it, then I should be the one to go. I’m just a halfer who—”

      My father and Lorne started talking at once.

      “It’s the truth,” I yelled over them. “I’m not as important to the Aunare as their High King or the Hand of the King. I’m just the daughter to one and the shalshasa to the other. Let’s be honest. If something happened to Lorne, no one would want me as their queen.”

      There were some pitying looks from around the room, but I didn’t mean it like that. “It’s okay. I’m okay with who I am. And I’m honestly proud of my heritage. But if we’re playing a game of martyr, then let’s be honest.” My father started to argue about me being queen, but I didn’t want to argue about that. “If something happened to Lorne, I wouldn’t want to be queen. Let’s not go there again. The two of you should head back to Sel’Ani, and I’ll go to this meeting. I’ll answer their questions and say what needs to be said. I’m well versed in covert missions, and no one will fight harder to find any leads on lucole and what SpaceTech is up to.”

      There. One more stupid plan to throw into the mix. Although I had to admit, mine was the least stupid of all of them.

      “No.” Lorne’s gaze grew darker. “There’s absolutely no way I’ll let you go to Telnon alone. You’re unprepared and as good as Roan is as your assistant, you don’t have an advisor with you to guide you through the process of dealing with our allies, which you’d need. Especially when they’re already pitted against us.”

      I stood up straight. He couldn’t tell me what I could and couldn’t do. “I can handle it.”

      “No,” my father and Lorne said at the same time.

      I wanted to scream at them that they were frustrating, but that wouldn’t do any good. I recognized the steely looks that both of them were giving me, probably because I was giving them a similar look back.

      Where did that leave us? From where I was standing, we’d decided on exactly nothing.

      “I got it, Am!” Roan was staring at his tablet.

      “What?” Lorne was confused, but I knew what that meant.

      I turned to Roan. “You were able to decode the message?”

      “Babe. It’s like you don’t even know me anymore.” He didn’t take his eyes from his tablet, but his grin was full of pride. “You bet your ass I decoded it.”

      “What message?” Lorne asked. “Who sent it?”

      “One more second. I need to go to this address and put in a password and…there we go. Moving it on-screen now.”

      As soon as the image hit the screen, I couldn’t breathe.

      I covered my mouth. “Holy shit!” Holy fucking shit. My cheeks were wet and I knew I was crying and I didn’t care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          AMIHANNA

        

      

    

    
      “Holy shit.” The conference room was quiet except for my ragged words.

      I could feel my father and Lorne staring at me. I knew they’d be able to see what I was seeing on my end and were one hundred percent confused, but Roan was right there with me.

      “Hey, babe.” Haden’s gray-green eyes looked down at me. His hair was shorter than when I’d seen him last, and he looked bigger—more muscular. He looked alive, happy, and damned good. “It’s nice to see you, too.” He smiled at me.

      I never thought I’d be so happy to see my ex. He’d been clingy and too much and I couldn’t commit to him even though I had no good reason to reject him, but now I knew why.

      Lorne was it for me. He was everything, and even when I couldn’t consciously remember him, some part of me had. Some part of me remembered and held me back from getting romantically close to anyone else. Because Lorne was it for me.

      But that didn’t mean I didn’t care about Haden. He was good, kind, fun. He’d been what I needed for a very brief second. And right now, Haden was my line to the Crew. If he was okay, that meant everyone was probably okay, too. And that made me very, very happy.

      The fear for them that had been taking bites out of my soul, slowly consuming me with worry that I might never see my second family again… It’d been a lot. Especially the last little while. Scanning all that footage with Roan for that interview with Himani brought so much back.

      My mother was right. The Crew had given me a reason to live when I’d been ready to give up on life. It’d been too hard to keep going alone, but then Jorge found us. And then I met Roan. And everything changed.

      Jorge always said I did too much for the Crew, but he didn’t get it. I would’ve given up without them. I would’ve died. “We’ve been trying to contact you guys forever. How’s it going? How is everyone? Where—”

      “Take a breath, babe. We’re all good. Most everyone is accounted for. There are a few newbies that turned on us, but the rest—we’re safe as we can be.”

      My heart, my breath, every thought in my head stopped for a second as I held on to the hope that he’d just thrown at me with everything I had. “Please. The truth. How is it?”

      Haden’s smiled started to slip, slowly falling and that hope slipped through my hands, too.

      I roughly wiped at the tears that had been slowly dripping down my face. “You’ve never been so hard to track down. We’ve been trying everything for weeks. What’s really going on? No bullshit.”

      “We met up with your guys Declan and Ahiga.”

      Lorne’s sudden sharp breath told me that he’d been as worried as I’d been.

      “We came back to ABQ, showed them our way around the city for a bit, but then—”

      “Are they with you?” I had to talk to them.

      “Not anymore.” The way he said it made everything in me stop. There was too much left unsaid. Too much warning in his tone.

      “Tell me,” I said, and I hoped he’d tell me fast.

      “Everything was going great. We’ve been able to get some great intel on movement of the SpaceTech fleet, where the lucole went, and what they’re doing with it—which is nothing good. I don’t know how much I should trust this line—”

      “It’s secure,” my father said.

      Haden looked past me for a second. “No disrespect, but I can’t afford to take any chances.” He sighed, and the last of his smile disappeared. “Declan and a few of his guys went to go grab some of their people out of one of the colonies a couple weeks ago. Santiago and some of the others went with them. Ahiga stayed with the rest of us to hold down the fort. Declan, Santiago, and the others were supposed to check in with us at 0732 ABQ time every day.” He swallowed, and I knew something bad was coming. “We haven’t heard from them in nine days. We don’t know anything for sure, but…”

      But it wasn’t great. Nine days.

      I tried to think of what could’ve gone wrong, but there were just too many possibilities. It could’ve been that coms to the colony were being disrupted. Or they were deep in hiding somewhere and couldn’t find a safe line to send a com link to Haden. Or it could’ve been that they’d been captured, or worse—they were dead.

      “Can I talk to Ahiga or Jorge?” Either of them would know more because Haden wasn’t giving me enough. There was too much between us, and I wasn’t sure if he was really afraid of the security on the line or if this was some passive-aggressive bullshit because I’d broken up with him.

      “No. I—”

      No? He didn’t get to say no. “Get Ahiga on the line. Now.”

      “Babe.” He leaned closer to the camera, and he was wearing that patient look. I knew it well. It was the one he always gave me when he’d been trying to get me to date him. “It’s not because I don’t want him to talk to you. Ahiga and Jorge left two days ago to find Declan. Ahiga got a message and they took off. They convinced a small unit to go with them. I’m the most senior member of the Crew right now.”

      I wiped a hand down my face. “Shit.”

      Haden was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a leader. He wasn’t a fighter. Not like Jorge or Ahiga. It seemed mean and awful of me to think, but he wasn’t smart enough to lead them. He wasn’t strong enough to stand against the pressure of fighting against SpaceTech. He’d cave eventually. If he was the only one in charge, then the days of the Crew were limited.

      And now I had a really bad feeling about this. A seriously awful feeling.

      As much as I hated the idea of Santiago getting captured—he was too funny and sweet and just awesome to die like that—the thought of Jorge getting captured was worse. He’d worked hard to unite different resistance crews and groups all over Earth. All that knowledge could be twisted against those freedom groups if Jorge was tortured for information.

      And then there was Ahiga. He was Declan’s inside man, coordinating the resistance inside SpaceTech. If they found out what Ahiga knew, then there would be a hunt for traitors throughout the ranks of SpaceTech.

      And if Declan were captured, that was truly the worst case scenario. Not only would it hurt Lorne, but so many Aunare secrets were at stake. So many Earther secrets.

      I didn’t even have words for how bad that would be.

      No matter what had happened or who SpaceTech had captured, I had to assume that the Crew was in trouble. Because there was no way that Declan and Ahiga could keep all their secrets when they were being tortured. Both of them had too many secrets. Too many high-profile secrets. Giving up the Crew would be the least destructive and it would give SpaceTech an enemy to find and destroy. Giving up the Crew would be a distraction to give the Aunare and his SpaceTech spies a chance to regroup. It was the least bad of the worst-case scenarios. And if the Crew were found, then we’d know that it wouldn’t be long before the rest of our secrets were owned by SpaceTech.

      What the hell was I going to do now? Because Haden didn’t seem as worried as he should’ve been.

      He should’ve been terrified, and he’d started this call with a smile. If he really understood what was going on, he’d be running for his life.

      No wonder it didn’t work out with Haden. The guy was an idiot.

      Roan touched my shoulder. He knew. He got it.

      There was a quiet haze in my brain as I tried to force myself to think about what to do next, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t think.

      “How’s the city?” Roan asked, giving me time, but my brain felt like it was weightless and floating through space.

      “Shit. As usual. But things are buzzing here. Ever since your new guy made the declaration of war and check this out—” He aimed the camera outside the window.

      The building across the way had a digital painting of me projected on it. Below it said “Maité Martinez is Amihanna di Aetes. Survivors together.”

      Seeing my face, my names, my motto on the buildings was enough to jolt me. “Did you put that there?”

      “No way, babe. I’m not risking my life to put up graffiti. Even if it’s graffiti of you. I can’t afford the risk.”

      Fair. Getting caught for something like that would be stupid. There was too much at risk. The network that Jorge had been building between cities to band together against SpaceTech was too precious.

      Haden grinned, and it was the grin that got me to go out with him. The charming one. The one that made his clover green eyes glitter. “It’s amazing. We don’t know who’s doing it, but they’re all over the place. Not just in the ABQ either. Some are projections, some are hacked into digital billboards, and some are just a small bit of printed material slapped to the side of a building or a bit of sloppy painting, but no matter how sloppy, we can always tell who it is. It’s not just the Crew that are shouting for you to come back. It’s every resistance group all over Earth. Two colonies revolted. They’ve gone dark. We’re not sure what’s happening on any of the other colonies—we never trust what the news is saying and we can’t get a link on our insiders there—but you’re our rallying cry, babe. Declan helped, too. Whatever he was doing here, he got SpaceTech scared. Which gave us the window to start revolting, and that’s just what we’re doing.”

      I turned to Roan, and he stepped closer to me, gripping my hand. I saw in his eyes the same thing I felt in my soul.

      We had to go back.

      There was no more debating it. We had to go back. Soon.

      “Is there any chance that you’ll come home? Because we all saw what you did. We saw you on top of that ship blowing everything up. We saw you in that mall thing last week. I always knew you were bad ass, but fuck it. You were majorly holding things back. The whole damned time.”

      I licked my lips trying to find a way not to fully commit even when I wanted to with every bit of my being.

      My father might have doubts, but I knew that I could make a difference if I went back. I wasn’t doing anything here but sitting in meetings and training. And while the training was fun, it didn’t mean anything unless I actually did something with that training.

      But I couldn’t make a promise to Haden. Not yet. Not until I talked to Lorne.

      “But you know what, babe?” Haden said.

      “What?”

      “Now I know why you couldn’t really give me a chance. I didn’t stand a chance against that guy.”

      My eyes darted to Lorne, who gave me a sly grin. I knew he probably wasn’t happy that I was taking a second to talk to my ex in the middle of all this chaos, but my past mattered. And the people from my past that had helped me live? They mattered more than I could say.

      “How’s SpaceTech doing?” Roan changed the subject and I was glad for it. “What’s the feeling out there on the street?”

      “Who knows really?” Haden shook his head. “Word is that SpaceTech’s freaking. Lotta big guys came in a few days ago. We’re swarming with them. They’ve got special patches on the right leg of their pants, and they’re carrying some special guns. The casing that holds the bullets is clear. Inside is a gray dust.”

      “Lucole.” If the guns were meant for the Aunare, why were they carrying them on Earth?

      Because they thought we were coming back to Earth to fight.

      “Yeah. We haven’t been able to get our hands on any of it, but that’s what the word is. They know our connection to Amihanna, and they’re looking for us. So far, we’re managing to stay ahead of them. But if you come here, they’re armed to take you down. They’re hoping you come here, and I have to say I want you here, but also, maybe don’t come yet. Maybe give us a second to revolt.”

      Shit. This was exactly what I didn’t want. “Are you safe right now?” For the first time I tried to see where Haden was, but I didn’t recognize his surroundings. There was no one with him, when there should’ve been.

      “Eh. I’m as safe as I can be. A few of us are holed up together, but I wanted to take the call alone in case the signal got tracked. Calling deep space was too dangerous to do with everyone else. But the Crew is scattered around the city in different hiding spots. We move around a bunch. None of us staying in one spot for too long and never all of us in one place. There are too many of us now, and crowds draw too much attention.”

      “Shit.” If they were moving around a bunch, staying in small groups, then that meant that SpaceTech was on to them. If they got caught, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to help them.

      But I wasn’t sure I would be able to stop myself from trying.

      “We’re hanging though. We definitely feel like we’re in a pressure cooker and there’s some fear going on with what the Aunare—what your people—will do when they catch up with us.”

      I couldn’t ignore the hint of hurt in his voice. “Look. I know I lied—”

      “Stop. I knew. I think we all knew. Some of us tried to reason away some of what you did, but deep down we knew. No way some little girl beats a grown man in a fight. And when I saw your tattoo, I knew what it meant.”

      I felt a frequency shift and glanced at Lorne again. His skin brightened for a moment before he tamped it down.

      Lorne knew exactly where my tattoo was—just beside my hipbone, low enough that the only way Haden could’ve seen it was if I hadn’t been wearing any clothes. Which meant Haden had been with me intimately. We hadn’t crossed those lines—and Lorne knew that—but from the way Lorne’s eyes were closed, I knew he was fighting against his feelings.

      I wanted to ease his mind, but I’d have to do it later.

      “Where are you staying?” I asked Haden.

      Haden shook his head. “I won’t tell you that. Telling you a location wouldn’t do any good anyway because we’re changing where we are on the regular, but if you come here and can’t find me in any of the usual spots, send word. Now that I know you’re looking for me, I’ll be sure to check for any messages from you.”

      “Got it.”

      There was a siren, and Haden looked out of the window.

      “Shit. Must’ve found the signal.” He looked at the cam. “Gotta run.”

      My heart started to race and I wished I could jump through that screen to help. “Stay safe.”

      “Doing my best.”

      The line went dead, and I gripped Roan’s hand tighter. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked him.

      “Always. We’re always on the same page.”

      “What?” My father asked. “What?”

      Roan gave my hand a squeeze before letting go. “If they’re using her as their rallying cry, how much more could we do if we were there on the ground with them? I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again now. She can have that planet revolting against SpaceTech in no time.”

      “She can’t go back right now,” Lorne said before I could process any of what Haden had said. “For so many reasons.”

      “I know.” Because I did know. I understood all the reasons I shouldn’t go back.

      I was the future queen.

      I had a duty. A destiny. A future with the Aunare.

      But what good was ruling if I couldn’t save the people I loved?

      I closed my eyes. Now more than ever, my gut was screaming at me to go back to Earth.

      God. I never thought it would come to that.

      I never thought that I’d ever want to go back.

      But now I knew I had to.

      Now or later, I knew I’d end up there.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Lorne said.

      “And informative,” I said. “It’s good that the Earthers are revolting. Knowing that SpaceTech has lucole on the ground—specifically the same weapon that Officer Hill shot at me just days ago—means that they’re expecting us to go there.”

      I glanced at Roan. I knew he wanted to head there now. I knew he wanted to head straight to Earth and join the fight. I knew because I wanted it, too. I wanted it so bad.

      But I couldn’t.

      That wasn’t my mission. As much as I wanted it to be. Because now I knew what my mission was.

      Take down SpaceTech.

      I needed to do whatever was going to help that mission the most.

      I knew what I had to do.

      “We stay the course,” I said to Lorne.

      “Yes. I agree, but we meet up now. You stay there and we’ll complete the journey together. I’m not walking into a trap without you.” His tone dared me to say no and see the level of fit he’d throw.

      But I wasn’t going to say no. I was just glad he was done being stupid about playing martyr. “Good because this being apart thing is completely iced. I hate it.” I turned to Roan. “Ask Tyan to send his pilot our coordinates.” I was sure Lorne knew where I was, but I wanted to be sure since we’d made all those extra jumps.

      “Done,” Roan said.

      “Go back to Sel’Ani, Rysden,” Lorne said. “Be prepared for an attack there. They’re going to want to retaliate, and we know that SpaceTech doesn’t do just one thing.”

      “They do three,” I said. “Always three-pronged. It’s their favorite. They’re going to have a force on Earth, waiting for us to come. They’re going to have a plan for the meeting with the alliance. And they’re going to be poised to attack us at home.”

      My father considered for a moment. “But you won’t go to Earth. Not without me.”

      I couldn’t make that promise. “Not yet. First, we’re going to do what we planned. We’re going to try to rally the allies, and we’re going to find out about the lucole. There’s just too much we don’t know about their new favorite weapon.”

      Lorne let out a low hmmm, as if something was bothering him.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing.”

      I gave him a look.

      Lorne sighed. “You’re going to get the wrong idea from this, but I just find it very interesting that your ex got through to us right at this point. Today. Now.”

      That had me pausing. “What?”

      Lorne pressed his lips together and shook his head. “I know how this is going to sound, but we haven’t heard from Declan or Ahiga in weeks. And right at this moment, right after we run into Cheztkena, we find out information from your Crew on Earth? It’s too convenient. It’s almost as if SpaceTech planned it. Like they’re trying to lure you back to Earth.”

      “Could that be the trap?” Rysden asked. “Maybe this is exactly what Cheztkena was talking about.”

      “Cheztkena wasn’t very specific about what the trap might be, and SpaceTech always has three plans. But even if this was part of their plan, this wouldn’t be all of their plan.” That was absurd. “It was probably just a coincidence.” As I said that, I wasn’t sure I believed it. “We don’t know that Haden finally getting through to us has anything to do with Cheztkena’s warning.”

      I didn’t think Haden was a good leader for the Crew, but I didn’t think he was a traitor to the people who’d kept him alive for the last decade of his life. My father didn’t know Haden. He didn’t know Haden’s past. He didn’t understand how unlikely it would’ve been for Haden to outright betray the Crew like that.

      I started to argue, but my father held up a hand. “There’s no point discussing it right now,” my father said. “It doesn’t change anything. We have our plan, and this conversation with your friend from Earth isn’t changing it. Correct?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      My father was right. It didn’t matter if it was coincidence or planned that we heard from Haden now because we were going to Telnon regardless of what we’d learned. Haden’s information didn’t change our course. I didn’t believe that it was designed to influence me, but even if it had been, it didn’t work.

      “How long before you get here?” I asked Lorne.

      Lorne turned to his pilot, and then back to the screen. “Three hours.”

      “Good.”

      “We’ll take a more direct route from your location to Telnon. It’ll have us arriving fourteen hours before we stated.”

      “Arriving way before expected is a fantastic idea.” I nodded. “Okay. We have a plan.” I looked at Lorne. “See you soon.”

      “Thank the Goddess,” I heard Fynea’s voice from behind Lorne. “I cannot take his moping anymore.”

      I laughed and gave the nod to cut the call and turned to Roan. “I know you want to go to Earth.”

      “I really, really do.” His smile was gone, and I could see the need in his eyes. He wanted to already be there, and I more than got it. I felt it, too.

      “But I don’t think now is the time.”

      “I don’t think so either, but babe, it’s going to happen. I can feel it. We’re going to need to be there.”

      “I feel it, too.”

      “When the time comes, you won’t be alone. You’ll have an army.” Eshrin motioned to the door. “You already have one right out there.”

      That made me feel better about going back there, but still, it was going to be hard.

      And yet, it was hard to wait when I knew there was a revolution happening and my face was rallying them.

      That wasn’t something I ever thought I’d see. Not in a million years.

      But I’d seen it, and now I wondered how long it’d be before I ended up back on Earth.

      First, Telnon. Then we needed a plan. Because SpaceTech had a plan. They had a big plan. Running around dealing with threats wasn’t a plan, and that’s what we’d been doing.

      Not anymore. That was changing now.

      This visit to Telnon wasn’t just for our allies anymore. It was for us to plan and coordinate our attack.

      For the first time in forever, I knew I could help. I’d felt so out of my element among the Aunare, but seeing what was happening on Earth changed my perspective in a massive way.

      For the first time, I thought I might actually be a decent High Queen to the Aunare. I might even actually be good at this job.

      For the first time in a long time I had a mission other than surviving.

      I was going to win this war.

      That was my mission.

      That was my destiny.

      And I wasn’t going to quit. Not ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          LORNE

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t take long for my fleet to reach hers, and still, it felt like an eternity. I wanted to be with her instantly. Unfortunately, travel across that much space took time even with our ability to jump across wide swaths of space. Not a lot of time, but enough.

      I was pacing back and forth on the observation deck of the large docking bay, waiting for Amihanna’s transport ship to come aboard with her guards. Fynea made fun of me for my frantic pacing, and I knew I was being insane. It should’ve been humiliating, but the tension among my guards was ramping up. They’d been growing more nervous by the day, and for good reason. They knew what would happen if I lost control.

      Being away from her meant I was on edge. Being on edge was bad. Dangerous. Deadly.

      I didn’t like that about myself. I was the Aunare High King, but I was far from perfect. Light-years away from perfect.

      It was a good thing to know what my weaknesses were. I’d agreed to this form of travel because that was what procedure decreed, but I’d be hard pressed to do it again.

      Fynea muttered something in Aunare that I didn’t quite catch, and I knew it had to have been insulting to me.

      I turned to her. “I’m doing the best I can—”

      “No, you’re really not,” Fynea said, sounding more than a little annoyed with me.

      My guards lining the walls stepped forward, ready to help her if I lost it.

      Goddess. What was wrong with me? My own guards were afraid I would lash out at my closest friend because she was annoyed with me? This wasn’t normal.

      I dropped my chin to my chest and closed my eyes. This had to stop. I was moments away from gaining my balance back. I held up a hand, fingers spread wide, telling everyone that I was okay. I wasn’t going to lose control.

      “Look. Here she comes, Lorne.” Fynea pointed to the docking bay. “You can calm down now.”

      I quickly moved to the window.

      The small transport ship approached our dock, and for the first time in days, I could finally breathe again.

      Her ship landed, and as soon as the warship airlock was sealed again, her transport ship’s door opened.

      Now. It was time to go. The panel next to the door turned blue to allow entry. I pressed my hand against it, and the glass door slid open. I took the stairs down and started walking across the bay just as the first person stepped out.

      Eshrin.

      With Amihanna and Roan following close behind.

      There she was, and I could finally breathe again. The frantic panic eased just enough to let me breathe.

      It might not be healthy to have someone be your whole world, but she was mine. It only took seconds of being together again for me to realize that I could do the job everyone needed me to do. I could fight this war, rule these people, but I could only do that if I had what I needed. Her.

      I’d refused the throne for years. I could’ve challenged my father and won, but I didn’t let myself. I knew Jesmesha said I wouldn’t be able to withstand the political pressure and responsibility of the position if I didn’t have her. I trusted our High Priestess implicitly and part of me understood and remembered how vital Amihanna had been to my life. I thought I got how right Jesmesha was when I saw Amihanna again, but I didn’t.

      I didn’t truly understand how vital she was to me until I watched her ship take off two and a half days ago.

      Even on days when I didn’t get much time alone with Amihanna, she balanced me. Just being next to her while she slept was enough. A simple brush of her arm against mine as we passed each other during the day helped me stay centered. I hadn’t even noticed how much we were around each other until she was gone.

      Never again.

      Amihanna looked at Roan and laughed at something he said, and I started walking faster.

      Eshrin said something without turning to her, and she peeked around him to grin at me.

      “You’re so obsessed with me,” she said with another laugh.

      “I am.” And now I was home again. “Marry me.”

      She held up her hand with the ring. “I already said yes.”

      I stopped in front of her. “Right now. Marry me.” Because it was the only way I could make sure she didn’t ever leave me again.

      Fynea let out a screech. I felt her coming for me, so I darted forward, jumping behind Amihanna.

      Fynea held out a finger. “No. No. You cannot do this to me. I’ve moved everything up just as you asked, and it’s already not enough time.” Fynea stared at me for a second, and then looked at Amihanna. “Please tell me you retained your sanity during the two days you were apart.” Then she gave her a worried look. “You’re thinner. It’s only been days. Are you sick?”

      I spun Amihanna around and looked at her, truly looked at her.

      Goddess take it all. I’d been so happy to see her that I hadn’t noticed at first, but Fynea was right. She was absolutely right.

      My skin lit and I knew—I knew—this was why I’d been panicking for days. The separation had been bad, but it didn’t make sense how little control I had. Every part of me screamed that I needed to be at her side.

      “You… Did this just happen?” I ran my thumb gently over the dark circles under her eyes. “We talked every day. I saw your face only a few hours ago. I don’t understand.”

      She shook her head. “I just…” She glanced at Roan.

      “Tell him.” Roan didn’t sound happy with her.

      I glanced between them. I’d never seen him mad at her before. They joked around a lot, but never fought. “What? Tell me right now.” Because I was panicking, and unless I was mistaken, her shoulders felt bonier, thinner, more fragile than they had two and a half days ago.

      Amihanna was looking everywhere but at me. “I used filters to hide.”

      I was going to be sick. “You lied?” I wanted to shake her, but I was too scared I’d hurt her. “You told me you were fine, but you clearly aren’t fine. You lied.”

      She looked around at everyone, but if she was searching for an escape, she wasn’t going to get it. Amihanna wasn’t going anywhere until I had some answers. “I honestly didn’t mean to lie, but you were so upset and not handling the separation well. I thought this—” she waved her hand across her face “—would make it worse.”

      “You’re damned right it would’ve. I would’ve come to you immediately. I would never let you suffer alone.” I took a breath. I was hurt that she’d hidden this from me, but she’d been trying to help me. That eased a tiny, minuscule bit of the hurt. The rest…

      “I tried to get her to eat as much as she could stomach, but she’s had some trouble keeping food down.”

      I glanced at Roan, thankful for the explanation.

      “I offered to sleep in her room with her, but she kept refusing.” He stared at Amihanna as if he didn’t know what was wrong. He had to know what was wrong. “The jumps seemed to hurt—”

      “I know,” I said, looking back at Amihanna—who still wasn’t looking at me. “It’s harder on Aunare with a lot of power, which she has plenty. But that doesn’t explain this.” I dropped my hands from her shoulders and took a step back to look at her fully.

      And now I was totally and truly worried. I needed to get her in a pod. She’d fight me on it, but if I could get some food into her, then the healing would go better.

      I cupped her face. “Some food and sleep will help.”

      She smiled up at me. “I’m fine. Honestly. Audrey came and did some scans. I lost a few pounds and a little sleep, but she said I was okay. I’m sure I’ll be fine once we get to Telnon.”

      If she truly believed that, she hadn’t looked in a mirror. I’d seen her look much, much worse. I’d seen her nearly die. But her coloring was pale, the circles under her eyes almost looked like bruises, and she was back to being so, so skinny. I wasn’t sure how it’d happened so quickly. It didn’t make sense.

      I’d find an answer. The chief medical officer would figure out what was wrong or I could have Audrey transferred back to this ship. The lab was now part of our joint convoy.

      But even as I stared at Amihanna, my constant panic finally made sense. I wasn’t going crazy. I wasn’t weak. My shalshasa was in trouble, and I’d ignored my instincts because of protocol.

      Goddess take it.

      I needed to keep a closer eye on her. I never should’ve let her to travel alone. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. “You’re drained, exhausted, and you’ve lost weight.”

      “I’m exhausted, but I could still take you down in a match,” she said the words, but she didn’t believe them enough to make me believe them.

      I wished she had.

      I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close to me. She leaned heavily on me, and I bent down to rest my cheek on the top of her head. “We have a few hours before we reach Telnon.” I straightened and pulled away just enough to lead her back to my on-ship suite. “Let’s get you some food and then rest before we get there. Maybe just a little bit in a healing pod—”

      She pinched my side. “Not happening. Not again. Only way to get me in one of those is when I’m unconscious.”

      “Fair enough.” Then I guessed I’d wait until she was asleep to take her to the pod. She owed me that much after lying.

      Filters. Unbelievable.

      It didn’t take us long to get back to my suite on the ship. I was pretty sure she was asleep before she hit the bed. I wanted to wake her up—she needed food—but she needed the pod more. I’d wait until she was truly asleep and then transfer her.

      She mumbled a little as I settled beside her, and she moved closer until her head rested on my chest and one of her legs was thrown over, and the other, under mine. She let out a sigh, and I felt something deep inside my soul shudder and sigh with her.

      This. This was why I didn’t want to be apart. Not because we couldn’t be apart if we had to, but this damage to her had been unnecessary.

      Another mistake.

      Another idiotic mistake.

      I wished I could stop making them, but they seemed to be a part of my life now. Even when I was trying my best to make the right choices, I still made the wrong ones.

      But things would be different. I knew I kept telling myself that I was going to do better, but I kept failing.

      And now I was wondering if we should be going to this meeting at all. Should we be going to Earth instead? That’s what Amihanna had been preparing for, and it’s where I knew we’d end up eventually. I just wasn’t sure when. The timing needed to be right, especially with the verification that lucole weapons were on the ground. I couldn’t risk Amihanna getting shot again. I wasn’t sure she’d survive it a second time.

      I didn’t want to admit it to Amihanna—I was sure she’d misread it as jealousy because it partly was—but I agreed with Rysden. It was interesting that Haden chose that moment to contact Amihanna. It was so much of a coincidence that I had a hard time believing any of what he’d said. But I also wanted to murder that man on the screen.

      He’d seen her tattoo.

      He’d seen her tattoo.

      It wasn’t rational or fair of me to hate him so much. I knew she hadn’t really been with anyone aside from me, which meant I shouldn’t ask Amihanna for more details about their relationship. He didn’t matter. But I desperately wanted to ask.

      I wished I could find Declan. He could tell me if we should trust this man. But if what Amihanna’s friend had said was true, then Declan was in trouble at best. Dead, at worst.

      I wasn’t sure if I believed that. The connection that Declan and I had should’ve alerted me if something dire had happened to him, but I hadn’t been paying attention and it was broken. I hadn’t realized. I hadn’t been paying attention. I’d been beyond livid with him ever since I realized he’d found Amihanna and hadn’t told me. That he’d allowed her to be thrown in jail. That he’d allowed her to be sent to a prison camp where she’d been tortured via a faulty suit on a volcano planet and almost died.

      That was a betrayal that I wasn’t sure I’d ever get over.

      There was so much I’d done wrong, and I wanted to start doing the right things. I knew I was on the right path. I’d declared war. I’d finally gotten our allies to meet. I’d gotten Amihanna to agree to marry me.

      The last was the most important.

      I settled in to relax for a single moment of quiet with Amihanna. As I lay there with her tucked into my side, I realized that I’d made another mistake.

      I’d been trying to rule alone. I’d been trying to take on the weight of it alone. I’d been doing it because I wanted to spare Amihanna the burden. I wanted to give her time to have some peace before I pulled her into the chaos of politics and war. I wanted to be able to save her from it, and in doing that, I’d pushed her away.

      The truth was that I couldn’t rule alone. I could try, but I would keep making mistakes. It was only with her that I could truly become a good High King. Because she was my shalshasa.

      I should’ve been pulling her in to every meeting and call I had.

      I should’ve been there when she decided to start training for invading Earth.

      We should’ve made that choice together.

      Because I’d not only asked her to marry me, but to be my High Queen. To rule beside me. When she woke up, we’d talk about it.

      But there was this worry now. She’d faded far too fast while we were apart. It’d been less than three days, which meant it couldn’t have been those jumps that had weakened her.

      My wrist unit buzzed, and I looked down. Fynea.

      When is she going in the pod?

      My friend didn’t need me to tell her what was going to happen. She knew. I’m giving her a few more minutes to fall soundly asleep, and then I’ll carry her to the med bay. I answered her.

      We’re here and ready outside your doors. I already had Audrey transferred over. Do you think it’s the lucole?

      My whole body went cold.

      It was impossible. She’d been scanned over and over and over again. We’d run every test imaginable before we left Sel’Ani, and Amihanna said that Audrey had come to her ship and done a few more scans. If there was some poison still in her body, we would’ve found it already.

      But what if it was the lucole?

      I was done waiting. She was asleep enough. I slid off the bed and gently lifted her in my arms.

      She was too light, and now I was scared. Truly terrified. Because if something was wrong with her that our pods couldn’t detect, then how could we heal her?

      The Goddess wouldn’t do this. She couldn’t give Amihanna back to me only to take her away.

      I exited my rooms and saw Fynea waiting for me. Amihanna’s guards were also there waiting.

      I gave each of them a look to tell them that she deserved better. They were supposed to be protecting her, in any form that took. We would have words before this was done.

      Fynea placed her hand on my shoulder, guiding me down the hall. “Come on,” she whispered to me. “Audrey is getting set up right now. Let’s get her to the pod. It will be okay. We’ll fix her.”

      Would we?

      I prayed as I walked.

      I wasn’t going to lose her now. Not like this.
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      We’d ended up taking another three full days to get to Telnon. Not because that’s how long it actually took to get there, but because that’s how long it took me, Audrey, and an entire team of medical staff to convince Lorne that I was fine. Since Lorne refused to continue our journey to Telnon until I’d been cleared for anything and everything, we were officially extremely late to the meeting. The man refused to see reason when I told him that we couldn’t keep our allies waiting, but he didn’t care.

      Was I sick when I got to Lorne’s ship? Yes. I felt like death, but I wasn’t actually near death. I was just exhausted.

      The final decision from the medical staff on board—plus Audrey because she’d come right over when she heard I needed the pod—was that the lucole had left some lingering side effects in my system, but that I had no actual poison in my body. I just needed more time to heal and balance my body. It was unusual for an illness to linger like this after so much time in a healing pod, but not unheard of, especially when dealing with something completely new to the Aunare. They hadn’t fully figured out a standard treatment protocol, which meant it would take a little time for me to recover fully.

      That diagnosis was a massive relief.

      The doctors said I’d probably been too weak to travel when we started our journey, and if I’d stayed on Sel’Ani another day or so, I might have gotten through the jumps just fine. Yes, I would’ve felt them more than the average Aunare, but they shouldn’t have made me so exhausted and nauseated. They shouldn’t have even made me sick. I should’ve only needed some extra nutrients, which was why Plarsha had stocked the fridge.

      They tested and scanned and monitored me during long training sessions to make sure I was totally okay. I passed every single one. So, Lorne finally gave his captain the go ahead to make the final jumps to Telnon.

      Now that I was rested and well fed, the jumps weren’t that bad. If I’d had my memories, I would’ve known something was wrong with the way I’d been feeling—that the extreme reaction to the jumps wasn’t normal for me—but now I knew. I wouldn’t let myself get that drained again.

      The only good thing that came out of the delay—besides getting a little time to recover—was that Lorne finally let me in on his plans for the meeting and his list of friends he wanted to coordinate meetings with. We made plans based on what we thought we might get from each, and two more backups. It had been a lot to figure out, but I was more determined than ever to find a way to take down SpaceTech while on Telnon.

      After days of planning, I could almost picture the path we’d go down to win, but I couldn’t fully envision winning yet. It was a good start though. Hearing from Haden wasn’t the only thing that was fueling me. It was that I knew where this war was going to end up. Lorne and I officially decided that we were going back to Earth. We weren’t sure when or how, but it was happening. And I was ready for it, even if the fear of being on Earth—in that dangerous environment again—was there in the back of my mind.

      I wasn’t going back to Earth how I left. I was going back stronger.

      I was a warrior.

      I was a leader.

      I was the person that was destined to take down SpaceTech.

      Lorne and I stood beside each other on the bridge of his warship in front of the massive view screen which showed us Telnon. It was red and brown and green with swirls of their atmospheric weather churning. Our support ships surrounded us, making sure that if SpaceTech decided to show up for this meeting of the alliance members, they couldn’t approach. They wouldn’t stand a chance.

      In a moment, we’d make our descent and leave my warship, all but one of the support ships, and most of the fighters in orbit. We weren’t allowed to land very many ships on Telnon, but those that stayed in orbit were under the protection of the Yhona.

      Still, it seemed like a good idea to stick around in orbit for a few minutes to make sure no other foreign ships moved toward us.

      I glanced at Lorne after a few minutes, and he nodded. No one was coming. We were safe to make our descent.

      He turned to his head pilot—a woman named Captain Zaeshel ni Eiloa. She pressed her fist to her heart, and started to give commands in Aunare.

      I inched closer to Lorne, linking our hands together, as the ship sped closer to Telnon’s atmosphere. Lorne gave the Yhona our changed arrival date when I was in the pod days ago. We were arriving late to the summit, but we were still hours ahead of when we told them we’d be there. If there’d been an attack planned for us, hopefully our early arrival threw things off.

      Fynea and Roan were in an office by the ship’s exit, along with a couple of Lorne’s other assistants who’d come along for the trip. They were all working together to coordinate the schedule. Since we were late, we’d missed part of the meeting, but there was a dinner tonight and a few one-on-one meets to confirm. The most important of which was today’s.

      Lorne stood beside me. His crown was on his head—a simple, thin band of gold that fit just perfectly across the middle of his forehead. He’d wanted me to wear one too, but I’d refused just like I had every other time he’d asked before. I didn’t actually hate the idea of wearing a crown anymore, even if it felt weird to think of me wearing one. Maybe it was stupid, but it felt too much like a lie. We were engaged, not married. I was the future High Queen. Not the actual High Queen. I didn’t want to give the impression that I was something that I wasn’t.

      Except if this whole not-married-yet turned into a problem politically, I was going to piss off Fynea a lot. I would marry him today. Right now. I would do it just because that’s how much I wanted to marry him—I didn’t need Fynea’s big show of a wedding—but if being married gave me an added bonus to get the information we needed, then I’d do it. No hesitation.

      I hoped I didn’t have to marry him sooner for any other reason than because I wanted to. I didn’t want anyone to think I was using our marriage for anything other than what it was—two people who wanted to spend their lives together in every possible way. But I would do anything to protect our people. And more than that to protect Lorne.

      As we neared the surface of the planet, two ships approached ours and hovered in front of us. They didn’t engage or attack, but they made me nervous.

      “Who are they?”

      “It should be a welcoming party, but we’ll see.” Lorne pointed to the vidscreen, which had swirling gold Aunare written on it. Lorne said a few words in Aunare, and a large middle section of the vidscreen switched away from Telnon to show a man.

      His pitch black hair was disheveled and he looked like he had a fine sheen of sweat on his face. I wasn’t sure if that’s just what someone from Telnon looked like or if he was actually nervous. “Welcome, High King ni Taure.” Our warship’s translator kicked in automatically, voiding over the man’s audio with the ship’s computer voice. “In case you don’t remember me, I am Beta Omo Sha Yhona, assistant to Supreme Leader Melina Ze Eta Yhona. I’m sending a message to the guide ships in front of you. They will escort you to the correct landing pad. Please follow them.”

      No sooner did he say the words than the ships flipped away to lead us to the right and dipped below the clouds.

      Lorne gave his head pilot a nod and the warship started to follow.

      Beta Omo fidgeted with his hands a little and then finally spoke again. “I have to apologize. We’re not quite ready for you or your entourage yet. We were told you wouldn’t be here for hours.”

      Ah. Yeah. He was sweating because he was nervous. He had the Aunare High King here and he wasn’t ready. Whoops. That must’ve been embarrassing.

      Lorne met the man’s nervous gaze with his steady, emotionless kingly mask. “I’m early. Is that a problem?” The edge in Lorne’s voice had me turning to him.

      Lorne gave me a slow look, and I had to smother the smile. I dared this guy to tell Lorne that it was a problem. I wasn’t sure what Lorne was thinking right now, but I was curious enough that I wanted to find out.

      “No. Not at all.” Beta Omo sputtered, but from the way he was wiping his brow with a cloth from his pocket, it seemed like it actually was a pretty big problem. “The thing is… The thing is that your rooms aren’t ready. The Supreme Leader Ze Eta Yhona isn’t prepared to receive you yet either. She—”

      Oh boy. This dude was really going to get it.

      “We are not staying in the city. We’ve made other arrangements, which I’ve already sent ahead.”

      Beta Omo kept opening and closing his mouth, as if he had no idea what to say next, but this shouldn’t have been news to him.

      “Don’t worry yourself with what we do from now until Ze Eta Yhona is ready to meet with us. I assume I won’t see her until the dinner tonight. We will entertain ourselves in your capital city until then.” There was a warning in Lorne’s voice. A dare. “Unless there is a problem?”

      Oh yeah. That was Lorne asking Beta Oma for a fight.

      I wanted to cross my fingers and hope this Beta Oma dude would take the dare and we wouldn’t land. I wasn’t sure what Lorne would do or what protocol would allow, but I was curious enough to want to find out.

      “Yes, of course. You’re more than welcome to make use of all of Telnon’s many lovely features. I can send someone to escort you—”

      “I’ve been here before. I know my way around, and I have my own guards. Unless there’s some other danger I should know about?”

      I glanced at Lorne. Okay, now I knew something was going on. First the king mask, then the dare, and now he was being cold?

      Lorne wasn’t usually so gruff with a person. Granted the guy sending fighter ships at us and then sputtering and sweating was annoying, but the ice that was starting to punctuate Lorne’s sentences was a little strong for him. Which meant there was a history here that I didn’t know about.

      “No, your majesty. I merely mentioned it because your father enjoyed having an escort, but you are of course more than welcome to explore our capital city as you see fit. I’ll be at the landing pad to formally accept you and your guards under our protection per our usual agreement. Once that’s done, you have only to reach out on my personal number with any needs you have, and I will see to them.”

      “Good.” Lorne gave his head of coms a look and the transmission ended. No goodbye. No thank you. No nothing.

      “What was that all about?” It wasn’t like Lorne to be so outwardly rude.

      “I hate that little man, and the feeling is mutual. He’s made it his mission every time I’ve visited to belittle and undermine me. Except now I’m the High King. I don’t think he ever thought I’d get my position. He preferred my father and the lazy type of ruling.”

      I wanted to say that it was surprising to hear that someone didn’t like Lorne, but I wasn’t sure that was true. From the way everyone in the alliance was waiting to meet before backing Lorne, it made sense that this assistant to Ze Eta Yhona was missing Lorne’s father.

      “Plus, I don’t want anyone connected to Ze Eta Yhona around right now.”

      “Why not?”

      He gave me a sly look. “They might try to come off as neutral, but I don’t know that they are. I don’t want anyone around our meet with Vyic.”

      “Noted.”

      If we couldn’t truly trust the Yhona, then I didn’t want them around either. This Vyic we were meeting was Gsvinaish, from all accounts a very unique long-lived race. Vyic’s father had been ruling the people of Gsvina for centuries and had been dealing with SpaceTech ever since they’d come to power. Vyic was his father’s heir, but it seemed unclear when—if ever—Vyic would take over. His father had already lived for centuries, and when I asked Lorne about it, he just shrugged. He said to trust him. That I’d understand better when I met Vyic.

      I trusted him in all things, but I was curious. Very, very curious.

      The ship landed a few minutes later. The area around the landing pad was a dense forest. So dense that I couldn’t see beyond the first row of trees. The air was hotter, wetter, thicker than on Sel’Ani. I knew places on Earth had that wet heat, but I’d never been to them. For most of what I remembered, I’d lived in the dry heat of the desert.

      I shouldn’t have liked this heat, but the moisture in the air seemed to open my lungs, my pores, my soul.

      I took a deep breath in. Was the air sweet? Is that what I was smelling? It smelled good and I couldn’t figure out why.

      I turned to Lorne, who was watching me closely. His skin was glowing. Not brightly, but enough that I was surprised. He wasn’t glowing a second ago, and I hadn’t done or said anything. Nothing had happened.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      He was quiet for a second, as if he were thinking about his words. Measuring each one to make sure it was the right one. “There’s a bit of a chemical in the air. It’s naturally occurring, so don’t think it’s meant to purposefully manipulate you, but at the same time, it does exactly that.”

      “What?” Was that why I liked the heat here? Because I hated the heat. Especially after Abaddon. I took cold showers after really hard workouts just to cool myself down.

      “It makes people calmer. It’s not a sedative exactly, but it can dull the senses.”

      “What?” Why had no one warned me?

      Lorne started to smirk, as if my outrage was somehow making him happy.

      If I were him, I wouldn’t be smirking because I was about to be super undiplomatic to the people of Telnon.

      “It’s why the conferences usually take place here, especially when things are tense. It’s another layer of protection that Telnon provides. Just by breathing the air here, the meetings go a little smoother.”

      Protection? I wasn’t sure I’d use that word. I didn’t like being chemically altered, even if it was naturally occurring. I wanted to think and feel and be what I was without any restrictions. I’d been afraid for years that I would be discovered as a halfer. I hadn’t even been allowed to be who I was or say what I wanted because anything even slightly derogatory toward SpaceTech meant prison or death. To show my face fully in public meant risking execution.

      I’d been oppressed, and this—this felt like a violation.

      My skin lit instantly. I was ready for a fight.

      Lorne grinned down at me. “And this is why I love you.”

      “What?” I had no idea what he was talking about. “Because my skin is glowing?”

      “No. Because I told you that you were being altered without permission and you fought. You’re burning off the chemical with your power. Even if you didn’t realize what you were doing. You’re doing what all of our guards are doing right now.”

      I looked around us—Ashino, Eshrin, Ginu, all the other guards—and he was right. Lorne was right. All of them were glowing. Not bright. But enough.

      “Won’t that make us stand out?”

      Lorne shrugged. “We stand out anyway. We’re taller than most of the other races. People know exactly what I look like. Exactly what you look like. They know our skin glows. It’s up to our guards to keep us safe, and—” Lorne motioned to the craft approaching us. “It’s up to them to make sure we’re safe.”

      A foreign ship approached us slowly, then barely stopped in front of us before Beta Omo Sha Yhona stepped from the craft. His foot caught on the edge of the door, he stumbled a step, then looked back at the craft as if he were upset that it had tripped him. As if it were the ship’s fault.

      Weird.

      This guy either wasn’t very smart or wasn’t on his A-game today. It was too early to tell which was true.

      He bowed deeply and then rose. He started speaking in a quick language that I didn’t understand.

      I patted my pockets and realized I didn’t have a translator. Dang it.

      A light tap on my shoulder had me turning toward Eshrin’s outstretched hand. A small device was cradled on his palm. My translator.

      I took it and mouthed a thank you to him, and quickly popped it in my ear. The device chimed softly in my ear as it activated, and a fraction of a second later the translation started.

      “…our pleasure to welcome you to our home planet, Telnon. As usual, while you are here, you are to start no fights. To only act in defense of yourself. If found doing anything that could be seen as an act of war—even while actively in war with another alliance member—then you will be declaring yourself as against our alliance. Immediate expulsion from said alliance will occur, as well as the remaining members of the alliance joining forces with your opponent. It is strongly suggested that no fighting or disagreements occur—”

      Yeah. No shit. What was this nonsense he was yammering on about?

      Suddenly, coming here felt like a very, very bad idea. If SpaceTech showed up, a fight was inevitable. How could we prove that they were at fault when they’d managed to make an art out of twisting their lies so much that it felt like the truth to outsiders?

      We’d already declared war. That was a fact. But now we weren’t allowed to act against SpaceTech at all, unless in defense.

      I’d heard enough, and turned to look for Roan, but he wasn’t there.

      Damn it. He was still coordinating with Fynea, but I was going to need one of his cameras. Not one of the flying ones, but one of the really tiny ones that disappeared to the eye.

      I usually hated cameras. I’d had enough of them. They’d invaded my privacy and disrupted my safety too many times. But there was one thing that I’d learned that I would never forget.

      It was better to cover your ass at all times than be caught unprepared.

      If these people were so against anything disrupting the peace of this meeting—a meeting about the declaration of war that we’d made—then we needed to make sure we were preparing for any and all types of fights.

      That meant burning extra power to counteract the natural drug in the air.

      That meant recording every second we were on this planet.

      That meant making sure that we didn’t get caught trying to get as much information on SpaceTech as possible.

      Because this was war, and I wasn’t going to play nice just because the sweaty-assistant dude said so.
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      I hated Telnon. I hated the heat and the drug in the air and the fact that the alliance was trying to police what I said and did. And I hated that I was still standing on the landing pad, dealing with Beta Omo Sha Yhona.

      Sending this underling to tell me what I could do or not do was low and completely unlike Melina. The Yhona were actually a pretty bold people, despite how much they say they’re neutral and want only peace. They have a lot of lines they’ll cross to make sure no one disobeys their neutrality laws. The fact that they’d terraformed this planet, which led to an inhibiting drug being “naturally” released into the air, never really sat well with me.

      The drug in the air took me by surprise my first visit here. I’d been warned, but I told myself I didn’t feel the effects. I didn’t try to focus my powers which would’ve counteracted the drug. I’d liked it. I’d liked it because it numbed the feeling that I was missing a huge part of myself. It masked the fear I felt from Amihanna through millions of light-years of space. I’d ended up coming back here for vacations and holidays again and again just for that feeling.

      It wasn’t until I got myself into trouble here that I realized how dangerous it was.

      The Yhona liked to play at being neutral, but there was a malicious undertone to them that everyone liked to ignore. I’d never fully trust them or their motives again. I always came here ready for a fight, even if we were supposed to remain neutral while on Telnon.

      But I was going to pretend I was neutral this time, no matter what speech Beta Omo was rattling off.

      Declaring war was the least neutral thing a king could do, and I’d done that. He needed to understand where both I and the Aunare stood.

      He finally finished the last of his speech and waited for my agreement.

      He wasn’t getting it. Too bad for him. “You’ve just read off a questionable, modified version of the usual contract for mutual protection, and I won’t agree to it. Not this time.” This man was the worst of the Yhona. He was the one who had gotten me into trouble before, and I would never agree to anything he’d just laid out. “Your leaders knew before you invited me here that I declared war with SpaceTech. You were told to keep SpaceTech away, and that was the sole reason that we came. If they show up or we find them here, I will assume that you are formally siding with them, I will declare the Yhona my enemy, and defend myself and my people as I see fit.” I stepped closer to him. “I answer to no one. Especially not you.”

      Some of the nervous, sputtering assistant facade slipped, and the ugly beneath it peeked through. “That is unacceptable. If you break our agreement, you’ll answer to Supreme Leader Melina Ze Eta Yhona.” His haughty tone grated.

      “No.” I let power seep out of my skin until I was almost to the point of flashing. “I am the Aunare High King, and I swear on all that is good that if SpaceTech shows themselves, that I will act as a High King would when faced with their enemy. I will not hide behind lies, false claims of neutrality, or sniveling assistants.” I itched to take out my faksano as I stepped toward him. “Scurry back to Melina and let her know what I’ve said.” I stepped around the little man, not caring what he said or did next.

      He would never act aggressively toward us, but he would keep arguing forever. Which meant dismissing him was the best option.

      We’d brought our own on-planet vehicles. In the time that he’d wasted reciting his idiotic speech, my ship’s crew had unloaded a few of them. The small, short-range ground ships were deceiving. They looked as if they’d need to hover close to the ground, but they could get us off this planet and make a few jumps to safety before running out of fuel.

      I led Amihanna to one and pressed my hand along the side of the ship. The door slid open, and I let her get in first. I wanted to be by the door, just in case anyone decided to try to shoot through the window. Not that anything could penetrate it, but I needed to be able to aim and defend.

      Ashino took the pilot’s chair while Eshrin slid in on the passenger side. I preferred my captain—Zaeshel ni Eiloa—to pilot any ship I flew in, but these were small. They couldn’t fit guards, us, and a pilot, so Ashino took pilot duties for me. There were two benches facing each other in the back of the on-planet vehicles, plus room for three up front. It maxed out at nine passengers, but was more comfortable —and quicker to maneuver—with six.

      Usually, I’d have a couple of guards in the back with me, but not today. I wanted a moment alone with Amihanna. I’d told Fynea as much, and she’d hustled Roan off the bridge earlier, saying that they had work. Today, it was just four of us in the vehicle, and that was plenty.

      Fynea, Roan, and the rest of our guards would meet us at the house we’d secured for our time on Telnon after Amihanna and I were done with our first meeting.

      As soon as Ashino got word that all the other on-planet vehicles were ready, we took off.

      “Are we allowed to stay on Telnon?” Amihanna asked softly. “I thought you had to formally consent to terms with the alliance meeting or leave the meeting venue immediately.”

      That was technically correct, but this wasn’t an ordinary meeting. “We’re here per their request. We didn’t have to come.” I glanced at her, and noticed her unease.

      I hadn’t told her my history with Beta Omo. I honestly didn’t expect to see him, especially given our past, my current rank, and knowing that we had already declared war against one alliance member.

      I wasn’t sure what Melina was thinking, but it wasn’t her best call. “I left out some past disagreements with Beta Omo because I didn’t expect to see him. He’s not a good man, and I don’t trust him. They knew we were at war when they arranged this meeting. I couldn’t have been clearer. If Melina thinks that the Yhona can invite SpaceTech here openly and have us swear to be civil and defend ourselves in the least aggressive way, then she’s lost her mind. Or maybe not since she didn’t show her face today.”

      Where in the great beyond was Melina?

      The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. “This was absurd and insulting. If I didn’t have meetings already scheduled, we’d be getting back on our ship right now and leaving.”

      She was quiet for a moment, and I wondered if she thought I was overreacting. I didn’t want her to think I was being overly aggressive but the fact was, we were at war.

      Melina should’ve greeted me personally as she had always done for my father. She also should’ve understood that I’d never agree to that idiotic, modified version of the contract.

      “Actually, I’m with you. The more I think about it, the more I think that Beta dude was actually incredibly insulting and that contract thing that he read was infuriating,” she said finally.

      “Hmm.” I agreed. Completely. But I needed her to talk me down from being so angry.

      “We’re past being civil or using lesser means to defend ourselves.” There was a bite in her tone that resonated in me.

      “We’re eons past that.”

      It seemed like we were both angry now. There was no doubt. In my mind, we’d passed that point thirteen years ago. That’s when this war should’ve started. That’s when this alliance should’ve backed us. But that’s not what happened.

      Melina clearly thought that I was my father. Maybe I’d gone a little overboard with her assistant, but they’d learn who I was quicker this way.

      It didn’t take long for us to reach the outskirts of the Shops at the Gardens. It was the Yhona’s version of Ra’mi market. We drove by little cottages set up as shops in a rolling hillside outside of Yhonie-atala, the capital city of Telnon. Painstakingly maintained gardens with flowers and little trees made the market seem like it was something out of a storybook. I could spend hours just wandering through, seeing what was being sold inside each of the cottages. It was one of the things that had drawn me back so many times to the planet.

      Throughout the gardens were stands of food and beverages, with enough variety to make visitors and natives alike feel at home, at peace, and relaxed. That was the Yhona’s spirit. Calm. The very air they breathed made people feel at ease. It’s why so many came here for vacations and reprieve from their daily lives.

      But ever since I saw the other side of it, I questioned the Yhona’s motives. And I’d only just touched on the ugly beneath the surface. There wasn’t this much peace and calm without a high cost. Who was bearing that burden?

      Amihanna leaned forward in her seat, staring out the front window.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think fairies live out there.” She pointed out the window to one of the cottages.

      I laughed. “Fairies?” That was something I never, ever expected her to say.

      “Yeah. I read this story once. About these tiny little flying mischievous fairies.” She snapped her fingers. “Pixies. They were pixies. Anyway, I loved it. I mean the pixies were supposed to be the bad guys in the stories. Always causing trouble and being snarky and doing magic that caused everyone else a whole hell of a lot of trouble, but man, they were fun.” She turned to me with a small smile on her face.

      I would do anything and everything to keep it there. “Okay. So, pixies live here?”

      She laughed at my skeptical tone. “I know it’s silly, but I mean look at the cottages. The soft grays, whites, blues. All sitting in a sea of wildflowers and trees and flowing paths.” She finally leaned back against her seat and twisted to look at me fully. “It’s just all so peaceful and beautiful. I know that my father’s gardens are amazing, but…”

      “They’re nothing compared to this.” It was a shame I couldn’t fully enjoy it anymore, but I was glad it brought her joy. “It’ll be nice to take a walk outside after so many days on board. Also, it’s a good place for a meeting.”

      Ashino pulled into a waiting block of parking spots, and our other vehicles with the rest of our guards pulled in on either side of us. The sign across the spots had my name written in a few different languages. Beta Omo must’ve been tracking us and called ahead, which was fine and to be expected. I’d have preferred to stay a little more low-key, but it was already done.

      I looked over and saw a similar situation for Vyic, sign included. He must’ve been so angry when he saw it. The spot was still empty, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t here. I could see him parking somewhere else, or moving through Yhonie-atala via his very unique means of transport.

      Altaestvyicolopanai—Vyic to anyone he enjoyed spending time with—hated anyone knowing where he was going or what he was doing. Which was a hard way to be when you had any sort of power. People always knew where I was, what I was doing, where I would be tomorrow. There were too many people coordinating my schedules, security, and transportation to have anything be much of a secret. Vyic was in a similar place, but he wasn’t ruling yet. Which meant he ended up lying to most people all the time to get around anyone having his precise location at any given time, and he didn’t have any guards to keep track of him.

      There were times I understood his caginess, but sometimes it felt too close to deceit. If he was that way with other people, he could be that way with me. But that was the nature of politics.  Twisting truths had been a necessity in his life. A necessity that was about to pay off for us if everything went as it should today.

      And it would. I needed information. Something was off with Amihanna. I watched her on the last few jumps we took, and I was convinced something was still wrong. It was nearly imperceptible, but it was like a thorn in my side that ached off and on, warning me to keep an eye on her. The lucole had done something to her—she felt fragile to me in a way she hadn’t before—and I hoped it wasn’t permanent.

      I held her hand as we made our way through the garden with our guards. The air was richer, thicker, warmer here, and I longed to be closer to Amihanna. That was something I could fix. I tugged her hand until she walked pressed against my side. Her frequencies strengthened a little when we were together, and until she stayed stronger, I was going to stick very, very close to her.

      Three cabins down, past the second hill, on the right, was a pale yellow cottage with chimes hanging in the trees surrounding it. That’s where we were meeting Vyic. The wind blew past us and the chimes let off a symphony of twinkling tones. Some soft. Some low. But all seemed to go together in a harmonious flow.

      My guards moved ahead with a few of Amihanna’s to make sure the cottage was safe. While we waited, Amihanna tugged me closer to a low-hanging tree branch, and lifted her finger to tap a chime. It set off a melody that had Amihanna smiling.

      “You like it?” I already knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it anyway.

      She nodded, still looking at it for a second before turning her soulful brown gaze to me. “I do. They’re all beautiful, but this one has four layers of chimes and look at that glittering sculpture that’s hanging in the center.”

      I had to bend down a little to look. Sculpture wasn’t really the right word for it, but I understood why she used it. There must’ve been some invisible strings that were holding it together, but there were coils of clear iridescent swirls that spun, glittering in the wind. As they spun, it looked like they were exploding outward, but they hadn’t in fact moved.

      The illusion was as beautiful as it was hypnotizing.

      “Your majesty,” Ashino said.

      I straightened. “Yes?”

      “The cottage has been cleared. Altaestvyicolopanai is waiting for you in a cafe in the back of the cottage to the right of the entrance. Although cafe is a big word for what is merely a kitchen with a couple of small tables. Only one of us will fit in there with the two of you.” He pressed his lips together, and I knew there was a warning that he wanted to say but didn’t.

      “Yes?” He wasn’t going to be okay until he got the words out, but something was holding him back.

      “You didn’t fully agree to the terms the Yhona set, and I have concerns that they aren’t as calm and peaceful as they seem. The cafe is small, and I’m concerned about properly protecting both of you.”

      Ashino had been my head guard for long enough that I didn’t like to dismiss his worries, and he was probably right to be concerned if the space was small enough that I could get cornered and taken or killed. But I was aware of the problem now, and there was no way I would miss this meeting.

      “I’ll be careful,” I said to him.

      “Thank you, your majesty.” Ashino led the way back to the cottage, going inside first to lead the way.

      I went in next, taking in the room for any danger before letting Amihanna enter. Just because I was okay walking in on my own didn’t mean that I was going to risk Amihanna.

      The inside of the cottage went off in two directions, but the entire place was filled with a light smoke. The scent was meant to ease the weary edges of a person’s soul, but I didn’t need easing. I let my skin brighten a little more, and turned to Amihanna to tell her to do the same, but she was already doing just that.

      Good. That was really good. There’d been a time when she would’ve struggled to pull on her power that quickly, but she was getting better at it these days. She still struggled with it in a fight, but right now, she used it like a protective layer. She was alert and that’s exactly how it should’ve been.

      Just that one little thing gave me hope that everything could be fixed.

      I moved around the room to the right, and then ducked through a low doorway to another room.

      Ashino was right. There was a sign declaring this was a cafe, but that was a strong word for this place. The small room had a tiny kitchen—one burner, a countertop cold box, and a sink. A little drying rack next to the sink was completely full with exactly three tea cups and their delicate saucers. In the center of the room, there was enough space for both of the two two-foot diameter tables, and the two squat, tiny folding chairs at each table, but barely. I wasn’t sure that all of those chairs could be used at once.

      Vyic was leaning back in one chair. His long, lanky frame had his legs sticking out under the chair across from him. “Good morrow, my friend.” He picked up a tiny cup from the saucer in front of him and lifted it to me. “Come. Have a drink and be well.”

      If he’d stood, Vyic would have been a little taller than me, and much, much thinner. His hair was long, falling down his back in a pale white sheet. His skin was not as pale as his hair, but still lacked color. But it was his eyes that stood in stark contrast.

      They were black as the dead space between stars. If I looked directly in his eyes for too long, there was this funny sensation that I was being sucked in, almost as if they were portals to another place. A dark, empty, airless place that would eat my soul.

      I’d once confessed to Fynea how I felt when I looked into the eyes of a Gsvinaish. She’d laughed and said I was being dramatic, but then she’d shuddered and wouldn’t meet my eyes. Which meant she agreed.

      The Gsvinaish were terrifying.

      They were bloodthirsty, loved power, and had few to no morals. Which was why it’d been shocking to find Vyic actually cared. He had a sense of humor, and at first, I thought it’d been a lie to ease me into a state where I might give up information. But years later, I realized that Vyic hated his father as much as I hated mine. Which meant we could come to an understanding, and eventually, a friendship.

      “Come now. You’re not still scared of me.” He grinned and it did nothing to ease the effect of his eyes. “It’s been so long since that run across the uncharted regions.” He held the cup higher.

      I’d agreed to go with him on a mission once, and it’d given me night terrors for years. “Let’s not talk about that.” I waved the drink away. There wasn’t a chance that I was going to have anything from any cup in this place. They were already pumping so much mood-altering substances into the smoke in the rooms, and I didn’t want to test my limits.

      I lifted the chair off of his feet and set it down against the wall, making enough room for Amihanna to sit down, and motioned her forward. “This is my wife.”

      Amihanna froze halfway to the chair and looked up at me. “No, I’m not.”

      “Formality.” I winked at her, and she huffed a laugh.

      I grabbed a chair from the other table and attempted to sit. “Goddess. How are you supposed to fit in one of these?”

      “I’m managing just fine.” Vyic took a delicate sip from his handleless cup and then set it down on the equally tiny saucer.

      I tried to stretch out my legs a little, but there was no space. “So, what do you have for me?”

      “So soon? No, how are you, Vyic? I’ve missed you so much, Vyic. My, you’re looking handsome today, Vyic.”

      I laughed. “Of course. How rude of me. We could pretend I asked all of that.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m actually surprised you came. I thought you hated Telnon.”

      I did. I truly did. “The lure of trying to get the alliance to side with me against SpaceTech was too great.”

      “You’re wasting your time there.”

      I raised a brow. I knew I was, but I was a little surprised that he knew. His father might lead the Gsvinaish, but he spent as much time with his sire as I had with mine. “What’s SpaceTech up to? What are you hearing?”

      He turned to look at Amihanna and I waited for her to jolt with the same shock that I felt when I first met Vyic. The pull of his empty eyes was as equally mesmerizing as it was terrifying. It took years for me to be comfortable around him.

      But Amihanna never paused. She didn’t jolt or flinch or react with anything other than a grin. A real grin. Not one of those horribly put-on ones.

      “I’m Amihanna di Aetes.” She reached out her hand in a very Earther gesture. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Vyic. Likewise.” He leaned forward, taking it, holding it for a moment before letting go. “I have to admit, you’re the reason I reached out to this one.” He nodded toward me with his head but didn’t look away from Amihanna.

      “Really?” Amihanna propped her elbow on her knee and rested her chin on her fist, leaning forward to look deeper in his eyes. “Why?”

      What was happening? Why wasn’t she feeling the pull he had? It was incredibly disarming, and yet, she showed nothing. How? Why? I didn’t understand.

      “I was curious what you would do when you saw me. Curious what I would see in you when you looked into my eyes.” He grinned and every instinct I had went on high alert. “I like what I see.”

      Amihanna tilted her head. “Don’t try to make this creepy.”

      I studied Amihanna like she was a stranger because in that moment, she was. At least a little. “I’m sorry. Try to make it creepy?” It was already creepy. Vyic made everything creepy. He was a friend, and even I could admit that. He’d taken some getting used to.

      Vyic made a sound that must’ve been a laugh but I wasn’t quite sure. It made me hold my breath as I waited to see what might come next.

      “She doesn’t think so,” Vyic said, still staring at her. “Do you?”

      Amihanna was quiet for a while, and I honestly had no clue what she was going to say.

      She reclined back in the tiny chair, and something shifted and changed in her frequency. It was subtle. But I knew she was about to reveal something and I had no idea what it was going to be.

      “I died a little while ago.”

      Okay. That wasn’t even on my list of what she might say.

      “I died and for a second I saw the other side.”

      “Ah. That’s it. My question answered and so easily. Usually there’s a fight before I get my answer.” His eyes seemed to get even darker—as if that were even possible—while he studied Amihanna. “What did you see?”

      “I’ve almost died multiple times. I’ve been in pain and suffered, but that? That was different. It was…” She bit her bottom lip and I could almost feel her struggling to come up with how to explain what she’d seen.

      “I wasn’t sure I wanted to be back when I woke up,” she said, finally.

      All the air went out of my lungs. I hated that. We’d talked about it, but briefly and not for very long. I’d brushed that aside—too focused to help her move forward and heal—but now I had questions.

      Vyic gave a small smile. “You went to His Kingdom.” He gave her a once-over. “Of course you did. I see that now. And if you went there, why would you ever want to leave?” He slapped a hand softly on the table and leaned away from her, finally. “But good for you. It’s so hard for mortals to achieve a spot in His presence these days. It makes me want to spend more time with you. I have questions about you, your life, what happened while you were in His Kingdom, how you came back. We need time to discuss everything.”

      “Okay, but maybe today isn’t the day for that discussion.” She glanced at me, and gave me a look that said I’m okay, and I let out a long breath.

      She turned back to Vyic. “But can I ask you a question today? Since I answered yours without a fight.”

      “Only if I can ask another of you.”

      She gave him a nod. “Are you a wraith or death or just an agent of death?”

      “That’s quicker than most catch on, but you’ve been more of a surprise so far than anyone I’ve encountered in years.” He grinned, and I had a feeling he actually, truly liked Amihanna. Vyic and I were friends and allies, but I knew if it came down to it, if we were in trouble, he would choose himself over me.

      I wasn’t sure he felt that way about Amihanna, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about him feeling that way either.

      “To answer your so very astute question, none of the above.” Vyic waved his long-fingered hand through the air quickly. “Or maybe a cousin of all of them.”

      “What does that mean?” Amihanna asked, and I wondered the same. I’d known Vyic for years, and I didn’t know anything about him being a wraith or death or whatever.

      How did Amihanna know this?

      “My home planet is unusual. We exist in the space between planes, flowing between here and there, existing everywhere and nowhere. It’s why we’re powerful even though there aren’t very many of us. Our nature can be useful in many different situations. It’s also why SpaceTech has been working so close on building a relationship with our people. They want the secret to our means of travel, but they wouldn’t like it if they tried it.” He grinned, and it chilled my soul. “My turn?”

      She nodded, as if Vyic’s grin wasn’t horribly creepy. “Sure.”

      “Do you know you’re on death’s door?”

      She froze.

      I froze.

      What?

      I wanted to scream no. He was wrong. But fear’s ice coated my skin because I knew he was right. I knew it because that’s exactly what I’d been thinking before we walked into this cottage.

      “It’s the lucole?” I asked, but I knew it was. That was the only thing that made sense.

      He gave a slow nod, eyes never leaving Amihanna. “Three hits, my new, sweet friend. Three tones, and you’ll need one of mine to collect you.”

      Three hits?

      Three tones? What did that even mean?

      I needed to know more because I wasn’t going to let Amihanna die. “What do you know about the lucole poison that they’re using?” I asked.

      “I know enough, but not a lot.” He finally looked at me. “I know that they used it on her, and I’ve seen what it can do. It’s a quick, easy, efficient way to mass slaughter a people. You dust them with this lucole. They inhale it. Then, a device like a tuning fork is used to activate the poison. It can be a tiny, targeted device, or a larger, mass-killing device. First hit activates it from the neutral state. A second hit, makes the poison volatile.”

      “And a third makes you dead,” Amihanna finished for him.

      “Exactly.”

      Amihanna huffed. “Feels familiar.”

      “Makes your kind sick in the process, too. They’re not sure how long the poison can stay in your system, but it’s looking like months at least. They haven’t had much time to do complete testing, so it could be longer. And while it’s there, it weakens you.”

      That felt painfully accurate. It’s what I was seeing in her, but it didn’t explain why none of our scans were able to find it in her system. We should’ve at least been able to detect it.

      This was a nightmare. A complete and total nightmare.

      Amihanna reached over, placing a hand on my arm, calming me as she stared into Vyic’s eyes. “What about an antidote? SpaceTech wouldn’t use a weapon that they couldn’t fully control.”

      “They did this time. SpaceTech pushed this poison out before it was fully studied. They’re too scared of Lorne and you together. They’ve heard of your High Priestess and her prophecies. I thought they were stupid for believing in them, but now that I see you two together, it wasn’t stupid at all.” Vyic turned his dark gaze on me. “Your prophecies might not usually reach other worlds, but everyone knows that the two of you together will rule not just the Aunare, but everyone. Or you could if you were so inclined. I’m not sure that you are, but that’s not something that the evil souls of SpaceTech could ever understand.”

      Goddess. This was bad.

      Amihanna’s hand tightened on my arm. “You wouldn’t ask us here if I were a lost cause. You see death. I know because I see death in your eyes, and I’m sure a lot of people are scared of you for that. But I don’t fear death. I want to live. I will fight until I have no more breath. But when I can’t, when it’s the end, when I die, I know that God is on the other side. And that’s a very good thing.”

      He grinned. “Your soul is such a slippery thing, and I’m finding it most interesting.”

      What?

      Her soul was slippery? What did that mean? How could I know and not know my friend?

      “It’s beautiful? His Kingdom?”

      She nodded. “I was only there for a second, but I hope I’ll end up back there when my time runs out.” She shrugged. “But by the Grace of God go I.”

      I looked at her, not quite knowing what she meant by that, but Vyic whistled and gave a soft slow clap.

      He turned to me then. “You’re a good man. A very good man. I see it in you, and it’s why I’ve worked to maintain this friendship. You’re powerful and fearsome when the need is there, but generous and kind. And yet, even you are not worthy of her.”

      That I understood. “I’m aware.”

      He tilted his chin. “I don’t know that you do. I don’t know if it’s the darkness that she’s faced that has made her soul shine so bright or if she was just made this way, but…” He paused and then nodded, as if coming to some conclusion. “I wasn’t sure how much I was going to help you. I would’ve helped you a little because, even if my father does not see treachery toward the Gsvinaish people in Murtagh’s eyes, I know it is there. If they manage to destroy you, then they will start taking out the next biggest threat. And that is us. No one wants to see us on a battlefield.”

      He was right. They were next. There were a million Gsvinaish—give or take—but their unique powers would call out to SpaceTech. They’d want the power of the Gsvina for themselves.

      “Who did they test the poison on?” I asked. They would’ve tested it, and depending on the results, maybe it could help us find an antidote.

      “Oooh. Good question. Point for you. The Zktra system is quiet these days.”

      That made a sick kind of sense. If I’d been thinking hard enough, I probably could’ve guessed it.

      The Zktra system wasn’t large. It had three planets, but only one of them was partially habitable. The others had been used for various resources on them. There were a variety of people that used the uninhabitable planets for various hiding points. Eventually, people fleeing found refuge there. No one went to the Zktra system. No one really cared about them. The only reason to go there was when you had no place left to hide.

      I’d been there a few times before and—like most people who’d ever visited—I didn’t care to go back, but that didn’t mean that I wished them harm. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the toll?”

      “Complete.”

      That wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

      “Everyone? Not just Aunare who are hiding there?” Amihanna asked. “No survivors?”

      “None. The Aunare seem to get especially sick from it, but the poison works on anyone who inhales it. The crystals are superfine, but if you breathe in enough of it, then it’s enough. Get a group of infected people together then hit the vibration three times, and...”

      “And they’re all dead. Like the people of Zktra.”

      Amihanna finally looked at me. “All right. So, we need to get this shit out of me. Thoughts?”

      “I’m terrified.” That was my only thought.

      The fear was so real, so raw, that it pushed out everything else. There was a hum in my brain that I couldn’t silence. The beat of my heart urged me to move into action, but there wasn’t anything I could do.

      Nothing that I could fix.

      Goddess. What was I going to do?

      Amihanna placed a hand on my cheek and stared into my eyes. As she took a breath, I took a breath, and the panic died down just a little bit.

      She leaned forward, brushing her lips softly against mine. “No time for that,” she whispered as she pulled away. “I learned a lot about lucole on Abaddon. I mined it on Apollyon. This isn’t completely unfamiliar to me. Right now we can assume it’s in its neutral state in my body. Even if someone gets close enough to activate it once before we take them out, it should only stay active for a day. So, I stay careful for that day. And if I get hit twice, then I’ll stay in my room on the ship for three days until it’s inactive again. We have time to figure out how to get rid of the lucole lingering in my blood now that we know it’s there. We can fix this.” She turned to Vyic again. “Can I fix this?”

      The panic started to rise again, but Amihanna reached her hand to me, closing her fingers around my wrist.

      He watched the motion—studying how her fingers wrapped around my wrist—before meeting her gaze again. “Most problems are fixable as long as you’ve the money to fix it. And I believe you’ve got more than plenty. Though it will take more than money to fix this particular problem.” Vyic paused. “I have some leads to share with you.”

      She nodded and just like that, I was on the same page as her. I leaned forward, meeting his eyes, forcing him to focus on me and not caring that he was messing with my soul.

      Nothing else mattered.

      “Tell me everything,” I said.
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      I should’ve been scared by what Vyic said, but I wasn’t. After the meeting, we messaged Audrey. She and her team of lucole specialists were working on landing their ships so that they could run more tests on me. Apparently, only a few ships from every visiting alliance were allowed to land. The rest were supposed to stay in orbit. Getting hers down here without telling everyone that I was vulnerable was a thing.

      For now, I had to wait. For Audrey. For more information. For samples of the isolated poison so that we might be able to start working on an antidote.

      Waiting should’ve been painful—and for Lorne I was sure it was excruciating—but there was this calmness inside me that felt almost outside myself. Like the problem was separate from me. Maybe because fear of death was something that I’d mostly conquered. That didn’t mean I wanted to die. My life wasn’t exactly ideal, but I had Lorne. I had my mission. I had a lot to live for. Which was exactly why I was here, shmoozing up this idiot.

      We’d decided to come to the welcome dinner, even though it was the last place Lorne or I wanted to be. The meeting with Vyic ended up lasting much longer than we’d planned, which meant that we didn’t have time to go to the house we rented to get ready for the formal dinner. Instead, Fynea and Roan had met us outside the meeting with our change of clothes. God forbid if we weren’t correctly dressed in expensive, silky clothes made to fit us personally and highlight our fao’ana, but Lorne seemed to care. So, before entering the party, I changed into a pair of silky dark green high-waist pants, with a matching cropped vest that buttoned up my neck and had a long, gossamer train in the back.

      There were a few people here that Lorne wanted to make contact with, just in case they had information on how to get our hands on some lucole-based weapons—ideally one of those bullets with the dust in it. That was important enough that I’d agreed to come, even if I hated this type of party. Or really any party. But I would’ve stayed at this one until it was over if it meant we could get something even remotely useful.

      A waiter with a tray of food walked by and from ten feet away I could feel Lorne giving me the eye to eat something. I glanced over my shoulder at him and shook my head. I didn’t know what was on that tray. It’d been weird—strings of yellow and green and purple all in a nest with something mushy brown on top—and I wasn’t in the mood to put anything I couldn’t properly identify into my body.

      Wasn’t my poor body already trying to filter out enough poison right now? Couldn’t I just eat when we got to wherever we were staying? Because I knew that we had a chef and three kitchen maids with us who were setting up in the house we’d rented. I was sure they could fix me something after this.

      Lorne gave me one more look that said try to eat, and then focused back on the man he was talking to.

      Which meant I should pay attention to the man I was talking to—or attempting to listen to anyway—but I made a mental note to keep an eye out for something edible on the next tray.

      The translator in my ear was seamlessly working to make sure I understood what this man was saying in his guttural language. I nodded like I’d heard him even though I’d completely tuned him out the last couple of minutes.

      Whoops.

      Committee Person Grugitrg was from Brgu, and I was trying to squeeze any little bit of information he might have out of him. He was maybe the most Earther-looking from the bunch here tonight. His arms were a little long and his face a little smooshy, but his hair fell in greasy ringlets. For that alone, I didn’t trust him. Shiny hair usually meant trouble. Although right now I was beyond my instant mistrust of the man. His well of information was about as deep as a brief afternoon rain shower’s puddles.

      This was such a waste of time.

      I searched the room for someone else to talk to. Someone that might actually have something helpful to me.

      The ballroom wasn’t as big as the one in my father’s estate. Instead of small, tall tables filling the room, like my father’s staff usually set up when having a formal yet “focused on mingling” dinner, this room had tiny short tables, each with two chairs. People were supposed to have intimate chats while they sat in dim lighting and nibbled on bites from the passing trays and sipped sickly sweet drinks that hid all the lies floating through the room. Somehow all of that was supposed to help strengthen the friendship between alliance members, but I found the whole thing so phony and annoying. All I wanted to do was sit next to my fiancé.

      Lorne sat across the room at a squat table with a simple stone top identical to mine. He was talking to someone from Planet Letaroniq. Vyic said that they might have something that could help neutralize lucole. Letaroniq had some naturally occurring lucole, although a much, much smaller quantity than on Apollyon, but they were at least familiar with it.

      I wasn’t sure gaining a solution for this poison would be as easy as having one conversation with a random dude, but I also didn’t like the idea of trusting anyone unknown at this point. I wanted to be there to listen in, but there was no room at Lorne’s table for me. I didn’t like that. I didn’t like anything about this.

      My health was something I liked to control. I liked to know what I was putting in my body and what it would do. I liked being able to make my own choices, and I didn’t think that was wrong. That was a right. It was a basic tenet of freedom. Anyone who altered my body in any way without my permission was violating me. And I hated it.

      I hated that I had millions of microscopic bombs in my blood. I couldn’t feel them, but I knew they were there.

      Three chimes. Three hits. Three tolls from a tuning fork device, and I would be dead.

      Unless I could figure out a way around this.

      Which was exactly what I was going to do.

      The ballroom was filled with people from the alliance. Everyone seemed to know each other except for me. I was the odd one out. Gowns and finery went wall to wall and it all felt fake.

      Or maybe I was the fake.

      I leaned forward to give the impression that I was interested, and then I smiled. The man’s yammering stopped.

      Shit. I really needed to learn how to smile on cue.

      “So, you do have a relative who moved to the Zktra system, but you haven’t heard from him?” This was the only reason I was talking to him. I wanted confirmation about what happened on Zktra. I didn’t want to believe that SpaceTech had wiped out everyone there, even if I knew they were capable of it.

      On the way here, I’d messaged Roan to find me anyone with a connection to Zktra, and this is who he said to talk to. It had taken me a painful twenty minutes to ease our conversation to Zktra, but if I got my answer, then it will have been time well spent.

      “No, I haven’t heard anything from my cousin or anyone from Zktra, but again, it’s not unusual to go long lengths without hearing word.”

      This man was useless. I started to get up, but he spoke quickly.

      “The Zktra system is remote and unique in its political alliances, but they sent a representative to the meeting for lunch yesterday.”

      Wait. Did he just say he’d had lunch with the Zktran rep yesterday? On Telnon? I sat back down in my chair.

      If there was a rep from Zktra here, then they were either phony or somehow spared from the attack on their planet. Either way, I wanted to meet this supposed rep. “You met with the rep from Zktra yesterday?”

      “Well, yes. Many representatives prefer to meet for smaller, informal discussions since it’s impossible to meet with everyone at events like these and…” A bead of sweat rolled down Grugitrg’s ringlets, plopping down on the table.

      I watched, sick-fascinated at the sweat plop-plop-plopping down on the table. Gross.

      I forced my gaze away and turned to scan the room. “That’s interesting. I would love to talk to the Zktran rep. I didn’t think they usually came to these sorts of things.” I didn’t think they did because they didn’t. Thanks to Roan and his stupid quizzes, I knew that for a fact.

      Zktra was a lazy member of the alliance, and in all the years of the alliance, they had only shown up when the purpose of the meeting was focused on something they cared about—like keeping everyone out of their business. This war between us and SpaceTech wouldn’t warrant their presence.

      “Oh. Well. I’m not sure if… I don’t know if… They might not have come tonight.” The sweat picked up speed, dripping down onto the table faster.

      I thought about handing him a napkin, but would that be insulting? I wasn’t sure.

      And still, I couldn’t stop staring at the drops. It was kind of gross, but also a little mesmerizing in a disgusting way. Where was all this sweat coming from? I’d spent a lot of time in the gym, but I’d never seen sweat fall like that. Not from me and definitely not from anyone I knew.

      Wait. Was it even sweat?

      It had to be. If it wasn’t, then what could it be?

      Oh God. My brain was coming up with all kinds of awful things, and I wanted this conversation done. Fast.

      “I thought everyone attended the dinners. Do you know if the Zktran representative is ill?” I asked, but I knew if they’d been around for other stuff before we arrived, then the chances were that they didn’t come because Lorne and I were here tonight.

      I didn’t know Vyic, but when he’d looked into my soul, I’d seen some of his nature. I didn’t think he was lying. If he said everyone in the Zktran system died, he meant it. He’d know that better than anyone.

      So, who was this rep and why did they not want to show their face around me and Lorne?

      I focused on Grugitrg. “If they’re ill, I’d love to send a selection of my favorite remedies. Do you know where they’re staying? I could have my chef send something.”

      “I-I-I’m not s-s-sure.”

      “Could you set up a meeting with me and the Zktran? Maybe we could all go to lunch together. I’m sure Lorne would love to join us, too.”

      “Oh… I wouldn’t… I-I-I… not a good idea.” The sweat fell faster, and a puddle was now pooling on the table.

      He was freaking out, but I wasn’t backing down. “Why not? I thought Zktra was allied with everyone here in this room? Which includes the Aunare.”

      “Oh, sure.” He cleared his throat. “Yes. That is true, but what good would it to do meet with them? It is a completely insular place. Although they do have some incredible resources and experimental procedures that might skirt the lines of what would be morally and ethically acceptable. Mostly it’s a place to avoid.” He grinned, but I winced at it.

      This man was about as good at fake grins as I was.

      “You wouldn’t want to meet with them. It would be a waste of your limited time on Telnon.”

      I’d just met Grugitrg. I’d tried to overcome my instant mistrust of him, but now I really didn’t like him. He couldn’t tell me what I did or didn’t want to do. No one told me what I wanted to do, except me.

      I took a careful minuscule sip of my too sweet drink before answering him. I wanted to make sure I had the exact right tone.

      Screw it. If I’d learned anything at those pointless Aunare High Council meetings, it was that I was as bad at faking tones as I was at faking smiles. “Maybe that’s true, but I always like to consider my enemies.”

      “Oh, but Zktra is a part of the alliance. They’re not an enemy. There’s no need to meet with them.” He reached out, touched my arm, and my skin brightened a few notches brighter than where I’d been keeping it since we arrived.

      I didn’t have to look away from him to know that my guards had taken a step forward from their stations at the wall. I didn’t need to look behind me to know that Eshrin’s hand was now on his faksano. I saw that clear enough on Grugitrg’s face as he froze, hand still on my arm, eyes wide, unsure of what to do next.

      I picked up the cuff of his sleeve and moved his hand to the table.

      It took him a second, but then he visibly shook and another hideously fake smile—which had to be more phony than mine—appeared on his face. “The people of Zktra are hardly worth thinking about.”

      “I disagree.” This man was going to tell me where I could find the fake rep. I wasn’t going to give him another option. “The Aunare are at war with SpaceTech. Nothing will change that fact. By the time we leave Telnon, sides will be chosen by each and every alliance member. You can say that you met with the Zktran rep—and I can pretend to believe that lie—but why pretend? We both know there isn’t a Zktran alive to come to this meeting.”

      Ignoring the now steady stream of sweat from him, I leaned closer. “Which means you have a choice to make right now. You can either choose our side or theirs. Choose wisely, Committee Person Grugitrg. You know you don’t want to go against the Aunare. We’re stronger, better, and it sounds like our prophecy has spread. Lorne and I will win. So, what will it be? SpaceTech or the Aunare?”

      I’d thought he looked terrified when he touched me, but that fear was deeper now. His gasp was tiny and reedy. It was a long moment before the man took a full breath, and still he stayed silent, but I could wait. I had time, but I wasn’t backing down. I continued leaning forward, pressuring him to say more without saying or doing anything more.

      While Lorne was busy trying to find a way to fix me, I was trying to find out what SpaceTech was up to here. Because too much was lining up.

      I was poisoned.

      We declared war.

      The formerly silent alliance decided to ask for an Aunare audience.

      Too many things were happening at once, and I had a feeling we were still SpaceTech’s puppet. We were stuck in a cycle, constantly reacting to their moves instead of making moves of our own. That had to change.

      Grugitrg was quiet, but I’d definitely hit some of his buttons. I just needed to find the right one. Just a little more pressure. Even if it meant using some strategic guesswork.

      “I know that SpaceTech is at this meeting. They wouldn’t be able to stay away. If you’ve met with them, I understand. Maybe you thought they were from Zktra at first, but at some point, you learned that they were SpaceTech. I’m sure they scared and intimidated you in some way because that’s what they do. I know that. I know it personally.” I hoped the sincerity of my tone helped him find his voice again. “And I understand that you’re a rep for your people and you have to be sure to keep their best interests in mind, but SpaceTech doesn’t care about you or anyone. They only care about themselves and their profits. They rule with fear and intimidation, and anyone else not kowtowing to them, they slaughter. I know you’re scared, but it’s not too late to do the right thing. Spies are here, and I know they want me dead, but help me. All I need to know is where to find them and I will take care of the rest—”

      The man stood so quickly that the squat chair toppled over, hitting the ground with a clatter.

      All talking in the room stopped.

      The man made a few jerky movements before bowing. “My apologies. I am suddenly unwell and am retiring to my room.” He spun, knocking into one of my guards. He took a few stumbling steps before changing to an all-out sprint.

      I caught Lorne’s glance. He raised a brow at me as if to say what did you say to the poor man?

      Shit. I’d just iced this completely. I’d pressed him too hard. Grugitrg was a politician, not someone I could interrogate into telling me the truth.

      The man was scared, but running out of here like that was a bad move on his part. He was going to get himself killed, and it was going to be my fault.

      I rose from my chair and moved through the room flanked by Eshrin and Ginu.

      In one smooth motion, I tapped my left shoulder once and, ran my hand across my chest to my other shoulder, made a fist and held it out at a forty-five degree angle.

      I’m leaving. Follow me. Be on alert. Moderate potential danger.

      I might have been fudging it on the last sign, but it might not be more than moderate danger. Grugitrg didn’t come off as a fierce warrior, and I wanted to follow him, not attack him. It didn’t have to be a fight unless he turned it into one.

      When I got outside, Telnon’s star was setting, giving the street a pinkish-purple hue. I reached into the hidden pockets in my pants and slipped out the faksano. I flicked them open as I moved down the street, watching for any sign of Grugitrg.

      “What’s going on?” Eshrin said as he walked beside me, faksano already in his hands. Ginu was on my other side. The rest of my guards fanned out in a formation around me.

      “I pushed him too hard. He pretty much flat-out admitted to me that he met with a SpaceTech spy yesterday. I asked him to set up a meet or to give me information on where to find the spy. I said that he had a choice to make—us or them—and he ran off. He’s going to get himself killed. If he runs to warn the spy then—”

      I heard a strangled noise, and I took off at a run, pausing at the end of the block. Waiting to hear or see a clue.

      And then I saw him.

      He was behind a tree halfway down the next street, struggling with another man, who looked up at me and grinned.

      I didn’t recognize him from this far away, but I didn’t need to.

      One look and I knew. SpaceTech.

      And then he set off a device in his hand.

      I didn’t hear anything—no detonation or boom or shot—but there was a sudden stabbing, throbbing pain in my head that forced me to my knees.

      A body hit mine, forcing me all the way to the ground. The vibrations of the street under my cheek reminded me of an explosion but there hadn’t been any destruction that would’ve gone along with a blast. No broken glass. No falling debris. No heat of fire brushing along my skin.

      And yet, there was a soft, high-pitched ringing in my ears, and it was getting louder.

      I moaned, and the body on top of me lifted, but I couldn’t see anything.

      Someone slapped my cheek softly, and I realized I’d closed my eyes at some point.

      I opened them to see Eshrin hovering over me. His lips were moving, but the ringing was too loud.

      He swiped his thumb under my nose, and it came back red, and I knew what had happened.

      One hit.

      The lucole in my body had been activated, and there was no denying the fact that I was in trouble.

      I was in very big trouble.

      Eshrin was asking something, but I pointed to my ears and shook my head. I couldn’t hear anything but the ringing. “Where’s Grugitrg?”

      Eshrin pointed behind me, and I sat up to see.

      Where Grugitrg had been was now a pile of blood and bits. It looked like he’d exploded from the inside.

      Shit. He’d been poisoned by lucole, too. I wasn’t sure if he’d been poisoned before he met with the spy or after, but either way, he was dead now. There was no coming back from that.

      Eshrin motioned to Grugitrg and to me, and I was confused until I looked back at the bloody pile that was left.

      Oh shit.

      It looked like I’d used my power on him.

      Oh shit.

      Oh fucking shit.

      I was going to get blamed for this. Everyone saw me run after him. Everyone knew what I could do.

      Lorne was going to be so pissed at me if I got arrested again.
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      I didn’t have to stay behind for questioning because everyone was afraid of me. Afraid of Lorne. Afraid of people that had already declared war on one member of the alliance and supposedly thirsty for more blood.

      They blamed me for Grugitrg’s death. Normally, that would’ve bothered me, but I knew they were going to blame me. I knew the second I’d seen his dead remains on the street. The only thing that might save this from turning into something big was the fact that on the top button of my vest was a hidden camera. Roan put one that looked like a tiny flake of glitter on my vest, and he was currently downloading the clip of what happened in the streets of Yhonie-atala. It wouldn’t matter what proof I had. SpaceTech wouldn’t waste such a good opportunity to cause trouble. Something was coming because of Grugitrg’s murder, but I wasn’t going to wait around for it. I needed a plan. Especially now that the poison in my blood had been activated.

      The ringing in my ears died down after a few minutes, but the headache was lingering. Eshrin scanned me twenty times before letting me get in the on-planet vehicle. I crawled into Lorne’s lap once inside and closed my eyes as soon as the ship was moving, but I didn’t say anything. Neither did he. I was pretty sure we were both in shock. It was one thing to know that I was poisoned. It was an entirely different thing to see my reaction to the poison and what the end result could be—a bloody, gruesome, instant death.

      We needed to get to a quiet, private place, and we’d have that soon as we got to the house Lorne had rented. Roan and Fynea were there waiting for us with the support staff, but the guards wanted to check the house themselves before we went inside. Which was fine with me. If there was a hidden device somewhere in the house that could set off the poison again as soon as I was in range…

      I didn’t know if that was even possible—if a device like that even existed that could sense the presence of a poisoned person—but I could imagine any number of awful scenarios right now, and that wasn’t helping anything.

      When I felt the ship start to slow, I tried to slide off of Lorne’s lap, but he held me in place. It felt like it took minutes to get there, but when I looked at my wrist unit, it’d been over an hour. I didn’t think I’d fallen asleep, but I must’ve at least drifted for a bit. Which was probably a good thing. Sleep was healing, and the pounding in my head told me that I needed lots of healing.

      As soon as the house came in view, I decided “house” was the wrong word. Palace? Castle? I wasn’t sure, but it was smaller and much more rustic than my father’s estate. Lights hung from trees surrounding the massive cottage. The design of the cottage reminded me of those at the Garden Shops, except a much, much larger version. Big enough to easily house all of the Aunare that came off of Lorne’s ship with us—which were mostly our guards and some support staff. It would also hold Audrey and some of her doctor and scientist coworkers whenever we got clearance to land one more ship.

      I wasn’t sure if tonight’s events would affect that negotiation, but I had a pretty strong feeling it would. I had little hope that Audrey would be here anytime soon, and now that I needed her, I was getting impatient.

      I’d started a countdown on my wrist unit. One day until the lucole in my system would become neutral again, which was a massive assumption on my part. That’s how long the lucole on Apollyon would stay active, but the little bits in my blood could stay active for longer. Or—if I was lucky—maybe shorter. Either way, I hoped that being active meant that the lucole poison could be detected by our scans. That would make this whole thing worthwhile. Possibly.

      It was a thin hope, but I was holding on to it with everything I had.

      Lorne opened the vehicle’s door, and I slid out to take in the house.

      I approved of the location. The road to the house wound up a hill so tall that I wasn’t sure if it was still considered a hill or a small mountain. There was a flat space at the top next to the house that had plenty of room for our ships to land and take off, even if it was technically illegal for them to bypass the official landing zones. The city lights glimmered far off in the distance, but here it was only the stars, the lights scattered in the trees, and the lights inside the house that lit the night.

      It honestly checked all the boxes for me. Outside of the city on a hill. Lots of room. It would be easy to defend, easy to flee. Which seemed incredibly important given recent events.

      I turned to Lorne. “Who found this place?”

      “Fynea and Ashino. I’ve stayed here before, but it’s usually booked up in advance.”

      We didn’t have a ton of advance notice before booking before this trip. “It wasn’t booked up this time?”

      “No.”

      That didn’t make me feel great about staying here. “Coincidence or…?”

      Lorne suddenly looked tired. “If you’d asked me a few hours ago, I would’ve said coincidence for sure, but now I’m not sure.”

      We watched as our guards exited the vehicles to search the grounds. Some had small devices in their hands. Others had faksanos ready to strike anyone attempting to hide. They moved methodically around the exterior of the property before moving inside.

      “How long does this usually take?”

      Lorne leaned his hip against the vehicle and looked down at me. “Depends. Sometimes a few minutes. Sometimes a while. The place has been cleared already, but I think our guards are going to be extra thorough tonight.” He brushed his hand down my face. “How are you?”

      “Fine,” I said, but it was more of an automatic reply than an accurate one.

      He studied me for a second. “Are you sure? You were very quiet on the trip over here, and I couldn’t tell if you were actually asleep.”

      “No. I’m not sure if I’m fine at all.” He wanted more—I knew he did because I could feel his worry—but I honestly wasn’t feeling anything. Or maybe I was feeling too many things. But I didn’t want to talk about any of them.

      Lorne tugged me closer, until his arms wrapped around me. I felt like if I leaned into him, that I would lose some of my strength, but I couldn’t help it.

      I relaxed against him and took a deep breath. His hand rubbed up and down my spine, comforting me.

      “How are you feeling?” He asked, gently urging me to tell the truth.

      I wanted to lie so that he wouldn’t freak out, but all I had left in me was the truth. “My head hurts, but the ringing is gone. That was the worst part. I can hear now, so that’s better. And my nose isn’t bleeding anymore. So, I guess I’m better than I was?” I wasn’t sure that was right, but I hoped it was true.

      His fingers tangled in my hair as he held me to him. “I have no idea what to do. I feel like I should send you away, but I’m terrified of what might happen to you if I let you out of my sight again. I think we should leave immediately, but we desperately need a sample of the poison—which means we should stay until we have it.” He pushed me away just enough to look down at me. “Tell me what to do because I’m not seeing a lot of good options here.”

      “That’s because there are no good options, but it’s my life that’s in immediate danger right now, so it’s my choice? Right?”

      He nodded. “It’s yours. I don’t think I can handle making this decision. For once, I just want someone else to make it. Please.”

      This was one decision I was happy to take from him. “I vote we stay until we get a sample, but I need Audrey here. I know Eshrin ran scans but—”

      “He’s been extensively medically trained because that’s what it takes to be head guard, but I agree. That’s not his talent.”

      I shivered, but I wasn’t cold. Just tired and stressed and possibly shaking from the shock of everything that had happened today.

      Lorne ran his hands up and down my arms, easing the shivers a little. “We need Audrey. If we can’t get her down here within the hour, then I think we should go into orbit tonight. I don’t like that you’re shaking.”

      That felt like a weight lifted, which meant it was the right choice. “I’m going to be okay. I know that. I keep telling myself that I’ve been through worse, but yes. Going to Audrey if she can’t come here would be good.”

      “As soon as the house is cleared, let’s get you resting and comfortable and find you some food. We’ll see about Audrey, and then either wait for her or head to the official landing pad and meet her in orbit.”

      A plan. I liked it. “Agreed.”

      “Good.” He tugged me against him again. “I’m sorry about Grugitrg, but I hope you’re not taking his death on you.”

      “I’m not. The guy was clearly into something bad. Maybe I pressed him too hard and I should feel some portion of guilt for his death, but life is dangerous. Especially now. The one thing I’ve tried to remember is that I can’t take responsibility for someone else’s actions. He made his choice, and unfortunately, that choice wasn’t a good one. It got him killed. If he’d stayed, talked to me, maybe we could’ve helped him.”

      “That’s incredibly insightful. I kept waiting for you to break down or be upset, but you aren’t.”

      It wasn’t that his death didn’t matter. Lives mattered, but this man’s choices in life led him down a certain path. I wouldn’t take on the guilt for his choices, especially those taken long before I’d ever met him.

      But I didn’t want Lorne to think I didn’t care. I did. It was just different for me. “I’ve seen a lot of death. A lot of awful, painful, pointless death. Grugitrg wasn’t an innocent. That made it easier than a lot of other deaths I’ve seen.” I leaned back a little so I could study him, and he looked down at me. We usually understood each other well and thought similarly about a lot of things, but he still was coming to terms with the reality of my past.

      But I couldn’t keep things from him. Not anymore. I’d lied while I was on the ship by using those filters, and I wouldn’t do that again. “I’m scared. I’m not making light of what happened to Grugitrg or that I have activated lucole in my blood right now. It’s a lot. But I’ve also faced a lot, and this poison and Grugitrg? Those are just two more things.”

      “I hate this.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment before opening them and staring down at me. “This is my fault. I should’ve blown up that gun as soon as I saw it, and now you’re—”

      “—not dead yet.” I laughed at the look of horror on his face. “I’m sorry. I have to laugh and make fun of this or I’ll freak out, but I won’t let you take any blame. Especially because I’m going to be okay. This isn’t good, but we’ll figure it out.”

      He looked like he was going to argue with me, but he didn’t. “I really do feel like this is my fault.” His words were soft and heartbroken, and it made my own heart ache.

      “It’s not your fault, Lorne.” He didn’t look like he believed me, so I decided to explain it another way. “If you’d blown up that gun, you might have poisoned that child, whose little body might not have been strong enough to fight off the poison at all. It could have killed her instantly. How would you feel about playing a part in the death of an innocent little girl?”

      He looked off into the night. His already glowing skin brightened a half a shade more.

      Exactly. “I know you believe in your Goddess, but I have absolute faith in my God. There is absolutely no reason I should still be alive right now unless it was in God’s plan. How was it that no one found me in that dumpster? How did Jorge find me right when I was about to give up on life? How was it that another halfer was on Abaddon with me? One with the medical expertise to help keep me alive when I needed it most? It doesn’t make any sense when you think about it.”

      It really didn’t. It was beyond luck. “The odds were against me every single day, but if I couldn’t survive on my own, then the right person always appeared at exactly the right time to save me. Just like you did on that day when I was dying on Apollyon. You got there right on time. When things are hard, you have to focus on the good parts and hold on to them. We have a lot of good right now. If I hadn’t been poisoned, we wouldn’t know it existed, what it could do, that SpaceTech had murdered everyone in the Zktra system, and all the other things we know now. And because it’s in me, we have a chance to come up with an antidote before we make our move against SpaceTech. That could ultimately save countless Aunare lives. So, stop focusing on the bad.” I turned to Fynea, who had been waiting with Roan by the entrance of the house for a report from the guards. “Fynea! Can you come closer?” I yelled at her.

      She started making her way toward me with Roan. When she was close enough so that I didn’t have to yell, I asked my question. “Is Audrey coming? Because if it’s not soon, I’m getting back in that vehicle and going to her.” We’d waited long enough for approval.

      “She just got clearance to come with two others on a small, short-range vessel. She should be here within the hour.” She scrunched her nose for a second. “I hope you don’t mind but I might have fudged a little to make that happen.” She looked sorry, but not that sorry for whatever she’d done.

      I glanced at Roan, but he just gave me a smirk. If I was reading him right, he thought whatever Fynea lied about was funny.

      I probably wouldn’t mind whatever she’d said, but now I was curious. “Fudged a little?”

      “I might have implied that you were with child and might need your special halfer medical expert after the excitement of tonight’s events.”

      I groaned, which made Roan laugh. “Great. Fantastic. I’m looking forward to that getting out in the news.” But whatever. So people would stare at my stomach for a while and speculate if it was true or not, but at least Audrey would be here soon.

      I turned to Lorne. “When Audrey messaged me, she said she was going to bring two other Aunare lucole experts who have been studying this, and Tyler because he wouldn’t let Audrey go without him. And now we know they’ll be here soon. We have a few leads that we’re going to pursue. And I have a fuckload of royal guards forming a line between me and anyone that could hurt me. This is honestly not that bad.”

      Lorne still wasn’t looking at me, but he brightened a little more.

      Okay. That tactic wasn’t working at all. I needed to change the focus of the conversation. Quickly. “The important thing is that we keep taking action.” I spotted Eshrin and Ashino coming out of the house and started toward them. “Tell me what you learned from your meeting at the welcome dinner.”

      Lorne shoved his hands into his pockets. “It was a lot of nothing, except for one nugget. Declan took your friend from Abaddon, and we need to find him.”

      “Who?” I was confused. What friend? “We need to find Declan?”

      “No. Your friend from Abaddon.”

      What friend from Abaddon? I was so confused. My friends from Abaddon were Audrey and Tyler, and they were currently on a ship about to land on Telnon. Who was he talking about?

      And then it hit me.

      Audrey and Tyler weren’t the only people that left Abaddon with me. There were others. Those who had been secretly stashed away on Sel’Ani when I first got there. But Declan had given them a choice to go with him to Earth. And they’d all left.

      Matthew.

      Matthew was the one he was talking about.

      Matthew was the one who used to coordinate all of the supplies out of Abaddon. He knew where things were going, how much, what exactly it was and what it could be used for. He had all the specifics on everything.

      He was right. We needed Matthew.

      Damn it. How did we keep messing things up?

      “Have you heard from Declan?” I knew the answer—I knew what Haden had said about Declan being MIA—but I had to ask Lorne just in case he’d forgotten to tell me while I was in the healing pods or taking one of the million tests they put me through the last few days.

      Lorne shook his head, and any hope I had disappeared.

      “I’ve been trying, but he’s either not getting my messages or…”

      “Ice it all. We need Matthew.” He’d know everything, and I’d never even questioned him. I’d never even seen him since we were on Lorne’s ship speeding away from Abaddon. It never even occurred to me to ask him about what supplies went where.

      “Why did we let Declan take Matthew?” I whispered more to myself than to anyone because it was my fault. I should’ve paid attention, but I was so busy with my own shit and adjusting to life on Sel’Ani that I might have just screwed up big time.

      “What reason did I have for detaining him?” Lorne’s words were brittle and defensive.

      “We didn’t. Unless we made a case that he was a SpaceTech operative, had been in their elite forces with Ahiga before working on Abaddon, which meant he had the highest clearance and you probably didn’t know any of this.” I squeezed my eyes shut, and I knew this was my fault.

      “No. I didn’t. And no one told me. Not Declan and not you.” He was pissed.

      To be fair, so was I, but this was also not his fault. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should’ve told you who everyone was and we should’ve talked about it, but I wasn’t in any shape to do anything but try to heal.” I was quiet for a second as I thought through that mistake and came to terms with the choices that I’d made. “We didn’t have any legal reason for keeping him. If he wanted to leave, then there was nothing you could’ve done, but I wished we’d asked him a few things before he left.”

      We couldn’t change the past. We could only move forward.

      Matthew—along with any information he knew—was gone.

      Where did we go from here?

      That’s a question that I asked myself all the time, especially when things got really rough. It was the best way to start a plan. And a backup plan.

      Things always changed, adjustments would have to be made, but how I planned never changed.

      I am here.

      Where should I go next? And after that? And after that?

      That was exactly what I was going to do now.

      But first, I was going to start with Lorne’s plan. Get inside, rest, eat, and wait for Audrey to arrive.
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      I was exhausted, the pounding in my head was getting worse, and my legs felt too heavy for my body, but if I said any of that aloud, Lorne would lose it. Instead, I kept that to myself and steadily made my way through the twinkle-lit garden to the cottage.

      Eshrin stood by the door, watching me carefully, and I wondered if he saw more than Lorne did. Or maybe he saw me differently. “There’s a living room off to the right with a comfortable couch. They’ll bring food in there. Rest.”

      I nodded. “Thanks. I will.”

      He pressed his fist to his heart.

      I stepped through the doorway, and noticed a slightly rosey and woody scent in the air. The inside was rustic and felt old without being dirty, rusty, or rundown. There were knickknacks here and there, and a painting of a forest with little, large-eyed beings peeking around the trees but nothing made the cottage feel like I was stepping inside someone’s private home. Everything inside seemed to make it feel more homey and welcoming, even the scent.

      The Yhona seemed to be a people of comfort. Not necessarily luxury but the type of comfort that soothed the soul like a solid hug from someone you loved. Except something about it felt a little fake.

      No one had actually lived here and none of the things in the house really meant anything to anyone. It was all staged.

      I shook my head. I was exhausted and finding hidden evils everywhere. I needed a nap and some food.

      Just as Eshrin said, I spotted a living room to the right and veered that way. I’d look around the house later.

      There were two steps leading down to the living room. The couch had too many pillows and patterns—geometric mixed with floral and two distinct color palettes that should’ve clashed but somehow didn’t. A low, wooden coffee table with a silver bowl full of dead dried things on it took up the center of the room. There was a lit fireplace to the right of the couch with two chairs on either side of it, and armchairs opposite and to the left of the couch. The walls were all built-in shelves—some of them held books, some knickknacks, and others were empty. It was odd, but what did I know about decorating a place like this.

      I collapsed onto the couch and found it to be softer than a cloud. I picked up a green and blue round pillow, hugging it to my stomach. My eyes grew heavy and I knew I didn’t have time to sleep. Not yet.

      The only way to stay awake was to start making a plan for what came next. “What did you learn tonight?” I asked as Lorne settled in the armchair next to me.

      “I learned that SpaceTech has a number of weapons that we cannot yet detect.” Lorne scooted his chair just a little so that he could stare at me, and then propped his feet on the low coffee table. “They have already begun to infiltrate our cities, and in a matter of days to weeks, they could use these bioweapons—which this classifies as because lucole in this form is a toxin to the Aunare—to murder millions of Aunare in their hometowns.”

      Okay. That sounded freaking horrible.

      “There has to be something we can do to stop this. Like finding an antidote. That should be our priority. That and finding the spies.” I turned to Roan, who had settled into one of the armchairs across from me. Fynea stood beside him, reading something on her tablet. “I have no idea what time it is on Sel’Ani, but I need to talk to Captain ni Eneko and the men I’ve been training. They’re pretty good at spotting SpaceTech spies now, and they need to spread what I’ve taught them, concentrating on wherever SpaceTech might hit first.” I sighed. I knew where they’d gone first. “Send them to Sem’ansh, Hemt’alan, and Veyet.”

      Lorne dropped his feet to the floor. “You’re right. I don’t know how they got ships to the surface of our colonies undetected, unless—” He huffed, and it wasn’t because he thought this was funny. “—the ships at the borders were a distraction.”

      That’s exactly what they were. “They still have protection there, right? The ships my father sent.”

      Lorne nodded. “Yes. Of course, but it won’t do them any good against this poison.” He looked at Fynea. “Message Rysden for me. Loop him in on everything so far, and tell him we’re working hard to find something to help Amihanna and the rest of the Aunare. I’ll call him when I can. Keep him up to date because Goddess knows I don’t have time to.”

      “Of course, your majesty.” She settled down in the chair next to Roan and immediately started typing on her tablet.

      “I’m on it, too.” Roan was already typing on his tablet. “It’s the middle of the night on Sel’Ani, but if my messages don’t wake ni Eneko, I’ll find someone to bang on his door until he answers.”

      Good.

      I turned to Lorne. “What do you want to do? Is staying here worth it? If our colonies are truly in danger, should we leave?”

      Lorne put his feet back on the coffee table and leaned back in the chair, staring up at the ceiling as he thought. I wanted to push him, but I also wanted his honest answer, even if that meant he needed to think about it for a bit.

      “I wanted to leave tonight, but then the poor man died in the streets,” he said finally. He glanced at me, then there was anger in his eyes. “Now all I care about is finding the device that activated the lucole in your body and a sample of the poison. One day of searching might make the difference between neutralizing this bioweapon and millions of deaths. The first one being yours. So we stay. For one day. We can’t stay longer. Too much is happening, and I don’t like being away from the Aunare right now. It feels like we’re being baited here, and I don’t like that. Especially given what Cheztkena said.”

      I didn’t like it either. Any of it. “One day,” I muttered. There was an unease growing in me.

      He turned to me. “What?”

      I shook my head, trying not to get overwhelmed. “It feels like we have a lot to achieve in one day, but I’m never one to back down from a challenge.” I tried to categorize every idea I had into two sections. Biological weapon or warfare strategy. We needed information on both of those things before we left here.

      One day. It seemed like no time and too much time, but I didn’t have a better plan.

      “Vyic doesn’t have a sample, but we need one.” Where, though? This was an alliance, but so far, it didn’t feel like any of the people here were actually our allies. “If the Yhona invited us here for this meeting as a ploy to get us away from Sel’Ani, then that would mean they were working with SpaceTech. Which means they could have one of the weapons. Where on Telnon would they keep—”

      An alarm sounded and suddenly there were guards filling the room with us.

      My gaze found Eshrin in the living room doorway. He made a signal.

      Two signs.

      Enemy. Approaching.

      Someone from SpaceTech was here? Or someone else?

      Ice it. I needed more information.

      “Who?” The word was half out before I realized it didn’t matter.

      What mattered was that we were here together—Lorne and I. And I had an activated biological weapon in my veins that could kill us both.

      My first instinct was to tell Lorne to run, but he wouldn’t. Just like I knew I wouldn’t either. I couldn’t back down from a fight.

      I rose—moving toward the doorway—and pulled my faksano from my pockets. Lorne did the same as he rose to stand beside me.

      Because that was right. That was us.

      We’d live or die together.

      I flicked my wrists, lengthening my faksano and waited. Whoever was intruding on my planning session was going to find out what everyone else who’d gone against me knew.

      I was damned hard to kill.
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      There was a quiet pulsing in the room that seemed to scream a warning.

      Here they come.

      Here they come.

      Here they come.

      Guards stood between us and the door, the windows, any entrance.

      It wasn’t until I heard the approaching ship that I really believed there was any danger. I knew that sound. I knew it well. I’d grown up hearing it. And most recently, I’d ridden in a ship that sounded just like that.

      SpaceTech.

      Lorne said something in Aunare, and a few of the guards cleared out, one of them typing on his wrist unit.

      “Should we go out there? Blow it up?” I asked.

      “Not until they exit the ship.”

      My face should’ve shown exactly what I was thinking. Why the hell not?

      “The second they leave the ship, we attack, but they haven’t landed, which means they’re not in our embassy territory yet.” Lorne glanced at me. “We should’ve snuck you out of here.”

      “Too late now.” But I wouldn’t have left.

      “No. It’s not too late.” Roan stepped toward me, gripping my arm. “Come on. We’re getting you out of here, and—”

      “It’s too late,” I said slowly.

      He knew me well enough to know when I wasn’t backing down. His fingers loosened their grip, and I pulled my arm free. “I’ll be fine. I can take one more hit, but then I’ll need to go in orbit for three days.”

      “You say that like it’s okay, but that’s not okay.” Roan turned to Lorne. “Do something.”

      “She’s not getting hit again,” Eshrin said as the guards filed in, forming a wall. “Anyone that comes inside is as good as dead.”

      “Good,” Lorne said. “No mistakes.”

      That was something I completely agreed with. We couldn’t afford any mistakes.

      I desperately wanted to go outside and destroy the approaching ship because I could. I knew that I could, but I also knew that I shouldn’t.

      Being a responsible leader right now could get us killed, but it was the right thing to do.

      Eshrin turned to me and watched for a second. I wasn’t sure what had clued him in to the fact that I was ramping up to blow, but it didn’t take long for him to close the distance, retracting his faksano as he moved. Without saying anything, he pulled my bracelets from his pockets, efficiently placing them on my wrists.

      Lorne muttered something softy to him in Aunare, and Eshrin gave him a small, short bow before silently taking his position again, faksano in his hands, ready to sacrifice his life for mine.

      There was a series of hand signals among the guards, most of which moved too fast for me to follow. A quick glance at Lorne told me he had.

      Ashino looked at him, and Lorne nodded.

      What was happening? I hated not knowing. I needed to know what to prepare for.

      Before I could ask, there was a blast and the door flew from the hinges.

      Windows shattered.

      Darkness plunged into the house, invading every corner.

      The fight happened quickly. I moved to Roan and Fynea who were both standing beside the fire. They didn’t have weapons, although I wasn’t sure Fynea needed any. But I wasn’t letting Roan get hurt. I wouldn’t be able to live with that.

      But I shouldn’t have worried. I wasn’t even going to break a sweat tonight.

      I stood there watching a fight between SpaceTech and the royal guards, and not a one got through the line.

      I knew my guards were good, but I didn’t realize that they were this good. It was still dark in the house, but my guards were glowing, giving me more than enough light to see by. I watched, waited, ready to defend myself or explode any device that might activate the lucole in my blood for a second time. But I didn’t need to. My guards moved like liquid fire flowing over their enemies and destroying everything in their path.

      More men invaded, but our guards held a firm line.

      It took minutes, and the fight was dying down. No more SpaceTech operatives showed up.

      “Is that it?” Only five remained fighting against all of the guards. Eighteen on the ground.

      One of Lorne’s guards signaled that there were no more coming from the ship.

      Good.

      One more hit the floor. Now only four were left fighting. Soon, there would be none left to fight.

      Wait. That wasn’t right. Four and nineteen wasn’t the right number. We were missing one.

      And then the last one walked through the door, a gun raised in his grip.

      I pulled on my power, hoping that I could aim through my guards and hit this man before he could fire the weapon. I might not be able to hit something as small as his gun, but I could definitely hit the man.

      But then he aimed, and I froze.

      He pressed the gun an inch from the head of one of the four still fighting and fired.

      Blood splattered the room as the bullet went through his brain.

      He aimed again.

      Bam.

      Again.

      Bam-bam.

      All four shot within a heartbeat of each other.

      He’d done it so quickly, so efficiently, that the fight was over before the first body he’d shot hit the ground.

      My breath flew out of my lungs in one harsh rasp.

      What the fuck?

      Our guards had neutralized the SpaceTech officers stupid enough to enter our house, but I was pretty sure most of them were still breathing. Maybe they had some broken bones or a concussion, but I was pretty certain that most of the nineteen on the ground would live through the night.

      The room was suddenly quiet again. The sound of the gunshots had frozen everyone in the room, not just me.

      The man strode through the room like an angel of death. He pointed his gun at a fallen SpaceTech officer.

      Bam.

      Two more steps to aim at another. Bam.

      A turn to get to one more. Bam.

      He was going to murder every fallen SpaceTech goon that had entered the house.

      No one was stopping him.

      Why was no one stopping him?

      Fuck that. I was stopping him.

      Bam.

      I pushed power to get in front of him before he could get off one more round. I dropped one of my faksano and put my hand over his, gripping it and moving the gun down and away from me. “Not one more gunshot or you die.” It’d been maybe two or three seconds since he’d entered the house, and he’d already killed so many.

      There was a click. I’d felt his thumb move, and I knew he’d moved the safety in place.

      “Give it to me.” My words were coated in ice as I stared him down.

      I saw the debate in him while he decided what to do, but I would’ve fought him for the gun. He must’ve seen that in my eyes because he handed the gun over and raised his hands in the air. “That was the one weapon I brought in.”

      “Good.” I passed it behind me, not caring who took it. “But you’ll have to excuse me if I have my head guard search you.” I took a step back and waved Eshrin forward.

      Eshrin flicked his wrists as he moved toward me, retracting his faksano. He put them away, and then systematically started searching the man for weapons.

      It only took a second, and then Eshrin stepped back from him. “No other weapons.”

      “Thank you.” I focused on the man in front of me.

      “You don’t want me to kill the people that came here to kill you?” He said it like I was the crazy one. Like I’d lost my mind.

      I could feel Lorne standing behind me, but I couldn’t look away from this man. Not until he understood. “Not like this. Not while they’re down. This is cowardly. They made a grave error and they would’ve paid, but not like this.”

      I studied the killer in front of me. His hair was cut close to his scalp. He scanned the room, up down, left right. His shoulders were stiff as he turned and met my gaze. His eyes were a light stormy color—not quite blue, not quite gray—but there was a darkness inside him. I saw the absence of a soul in his eyes. There was death there, but not like in Vyic’s eyes. This man in front of me had seen too much, done too much, and lost track of what was good and what was evil. Everything was gray for him, and that was dangerous.

      This man was dangerous.

      Lorne stepped forward, putting away his faksano, resting his hand on my shoulder. “This is Caleb Brown. He’s been working with Declan for nine years, running the resistance inside SpaceTech.”

      Okay. Now it was starting to make sense. If he’d been working both sides—SpaceTech and the resistance—for so long, everything would be gray to him. “You can’t kill everyone.”

      “I have to kill everyone here. Especially now. They know for sure I’m a traitor. So, they either die or my part in the resistance dies.”

      I suddenly saw it from his perspective and it sickened me. This was so messed up.

      “If they live, they’ll know that I came here to give you some information and a warning. It’s my life or theirs. I handpicked this group to come here because they’ve raped, murdered, tortured and felt nothing about doing any of it. They deserve to be tortured awfully for the rest of their lives, but I can’t do that. I don’t have time for it. Instead, they’re my buffer. They deserve to die, and now their deaths will mean I can keep fighting for what’s right on Earth.”

      I understood. I completely got his reasoning and why he was okay with murdering these men, but it was still murder. I wasn’t sure I could let him kill all the rest of the SpaceTech officers in front of me and still be who I was. It would cross a line that I never wanted to cross.

      The SpaceTech officer on the ground rolled over, pulling out a device.

      Caleb squatted down and slammed the man’s head into the ground, knocking him out. He pulled the device from the officer’s hands. It was a slim, small square, no bigger than the palm of my hand. It only had one round button on one side. Other than that, it was all black. No writing or words or way to identify it at all.

      Caleb held it out in front of him. “This is what you need to watch for. There’s another version of it. Same mechanism, but it’s bigger—two inches by five inches, and nearly an inch thick.” He balanced the device between his thumb and pointer finger. “This little, pocket-size one is short range. It needs to go off within five to ten feet of you. The bigger one can hit you from about twenty to thirty feet away. They don’t have anything that will get you from farther than that. At least not yet.”

      He held it out to me, but I couldn’t take it. I didn’t trust myself. What if I hit the button? What if—

      Lorne reached around and took it. “Ashino. Take this and put it somewhere safe.”

      Ashino came over and held out his hands. He cradled it carefully and walked slowly out of the room with it like it could go off at any second and kill me.

      Which was probably accurate.

      Caleb pulled something else from his pocket. “Proof that what I said about these men is true.”

      “What?” I was too busy thinking about how small that device had been. Anyone could have one in their pocket.

      “Declan said you’d be the kind that needed proof despite all the torture that SpaceTech has done to you. I wish I still had those morals, but I don’t. Lost them years ago. But it’s a good thing you do.”

      He handed a small vidscreen device to me, and I watched things that I could never unsee. The scenes were familiar because I’d survived on Earth and I knew—I knew—that this kind of evil was common. But even knowing it, living it, I couldn’t watch it. Thirty seconds was all it took.

      “Take it.” I shoved the device back at him. He’d killed four of the nineteen on the ground so far—plus the four that had still been fighting—but now I was really, truly sickened. “They’re awful, and now some of these men are dead, but—” I squeezed my eyes shut for a second as I tried to find a way to be okay with killing the rest of the men because I understood his reasoning. But I couldn’t let him do it. It wasn’t okay.

      There was nothing that could save the ones that were already dead, but I could do something about the ones that were still alive.

      “I can’t let you kill them.” I opened my eyes. “Eshrin.”

      “I’ll do as you will,” he said, fist pressed to his heart.

      “They need to be searched, scanned, and their trackers destroyed. It needs to appear like they died.”

      Eshrin nodded. “I know what to do.”

      “When Audrey’s ship comes, have someone—any of the guards—put these men on board. But I don’t want you to leave.” Eshrin was stuck guarding me forever.

      “We have a lot of military here. Someone good will take care of it.”

      I let out a breath. Okay. This I could live with. “Send them directly to my father. They need to go to a secret jail. If he doesn’t have one already, then make one. They get no trial. No logging in. No leaks. This man’s life depends on it, and we need him to stay alive.”

      “Of course. Consider it done.” He turned and nodded to a few of the other guards, who started restraining the officers. “If I may ask you to leave the room though. We have a well-guarded safe room cleared for you over here.”

      I glanced at Lorne, and he nodded.

      I turned back to Eshrin. “Okay.” Okay. Eshrin was handling this, and I trusted him to do it right. Which meant I could focus on finding out whatever else Caleb knew.

      He’d already told me about the device, but I had more questions about the poison and SpaceTech’s plans and how I could destroy both without dying.

      The adrenaline from SpaceTech invading the house helped burn off the last of my headache, but I knew the poison was still active. It was there and primed to kill me. But I wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. Not when I had so much to accomplish before I was done with this life.

      And then there was Lorne.

      We had to find a way to counter this poison because I already knew I needed time in a healing pod again, which was insane. I’d spent so much time in a pod before we came here, and now I had to go back in?

      Suddenly, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep up this fight.

      I needed an antidote and fast.
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      We wove through the fallen SpaceTech officers strewn all over the floor of the cottage—some were waking up now, one shouted at me but Roan kicked him on his way past—until we reached another room, a hallway, another turn, and then into another room. Every inch of the wall was surrounded by guards, shoulder to shoulder.

      Okay. So, it looked like we brought a lot more men off the warship than I’d thought. Also, Eshrin wasn’t messing around with the whole well-guarded safe room thing.

      There was a couch and a table and some chairs, but I didn’t really see the room beyond knowing that the guards were spread along every wall and had now filled in the doorway. Eshrin was taking the spot in the center of the now-closed doors, and I trusted that I was safe here.

      Roan, Fynea, and Lorne were all standing behind me, but I was focused on the man in front of me.

      All I saw was Caleb. He had to know what SpaceTech was planning, and I needed him to tell me everything.

      As I looked at him, all I could see was him putting his gun to the back of that first man’s head and pulling the trigger. I would never forget that, and because of that, I would never really trust Caleb.

      A man that would kill in cold blood—no matter the reason—was never worthy of my trust.

      Caleb watched me just like I was watching him. He was assessing me as if he wasn’t sure that I was the same woman he’d seen in all the vids. I knew I was thin and probably looking a little frail at the moment, despite the constant dim glow to my skin, but I wasn’t backing down from his stare.

      My spine grew straight and I raised my chin, daring him to try me. Just once. Even though I was exhausted and I could feel the lucole in my blood making me weaker, I was still so much stronger than Caleb.

      Lorne stepped up next to me and placed a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it once before letting his hand drop. “You’ve had word?”

      Caleb’s gaze darted to Lorne, ending the silent confrontation we were having. “No. I was hoping you would’ve heard.”

      “No.” Lorne’s voice was firm and clear and yet not antagonistic. Almost as if Caleb were a friend.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about Lorne being friends with this man, but I also knew how many hard choices Caleb had to make to stay on as a spy within SpaceTech.

      “We haven’t heard from Declan since he left Sel’Ani,” Lorne said. “Although we did recently hear from one of Amihanna’s friends that Declan was missing.”

      Right. Declan. I should probably pay attention to what they were talking about, but I was still trying to wrap my head around who Caleb was. I felt no click with him. If anything, I felt the opposite.

      “Declan is missing. I have more on that, but first, I came to warn you.” He set his dead gaze on me. “I didn’t explain why the device was important. The way this went down threw me, so you might be confused. I came to tell you that you’ve been—”

      “—poisoned. I know.” Lorne might know this man, and he might’ve been Declan’s friend at some point, but that didn’t mean I needed a lecture. “It’s already been activated once. Tonight.”

      Caleb’s eyes widened, not much, but enough to tell me that he didn’t know. “Why are you still here?” He quickly turned to Lorne, and I wondered how much Declan had told Caleb about me. It was at least enough to tell him that arguing with me wasn’t going to work.

      “She needs to go back to Sel’Ani,” Caleb said to Lorne. “There are spies on all of your planets—especially your home world—but you can protect her better there.” He rubbed his hand over his head, back and forth a couple of times before turning back to me. “I wish I had a sample to give you, but I don’t. They’re tracking it too closely—at least they are when it’s not on Earth. They’ve given some to a few allies, but not much. They don’t want anyone replicating their formula.” He stared off into space, and I wondered how much longer this man could keep working for SpaceTech without getting killed.

      “I think my higher-up knew that we’d all die if we came in here. We were authorized to bring two small detonation devices—to use on you—but no actual lucole bullets. It didn’t make sense to me before, but now it does. They wanted you dead, and they didn’t care if everyone here died accomplishing that task. But they didn’t want you to have any samples. I have no doubt that if you get a sample, then you’ll find an antidote. You have the tech and the people to make that happen. Getting a sample of the poison is the only chance you have of getting rid of the lucole in your blood before it gets detonated, but your chances are better if you go home. So, go home.”

      He had no right to order me anywhere, but I knew I should leave. But I needed that sample. I couldn’t leave without it. “You said allies had it. Do you know which ones? I’m hoping to get a sample of the poison before we leave, and most of our allies are here right now.”

      “No. If I did, I’d tell you, but I’m not at that level to know who was given what. I do know that this attack isn’t the only thing they have planned for Telnon.”

      I laughed. I wasn’t new. “They always have three.”

      Caleb’s gaze narrowed at me. “How do you know that?”

      Roan snorted from behind me, which told me Roan hated Caleb. “Everyone who’s lived around SpaceTech long enough knows that. We’re not morons just because we don’t submit to SpaceTech’s rule.”

      Caleb pressed his lips together as if to stop himself from arguing with Roan.

      I crossed my arms, mimicking Lorne’s pose beside me, and stared at Caleb. The man must’ve been so conflicted because he looked like he was going to argue with us about SpaceTech, and yet he was a double agent.

      I just… I didn’t understand, but it reminded me of Declan. He reminded me of Declan. Of the way Declan tried to work within the system. But the system was corrupt. The only thing it was good for was destroying.

      “Fine,” Caleb said finally. “The other thing I came to tell you was that I came with Jason Murtagh.”

      I thought watching him shoot a man point-blank was going to be the worst part of the night, which was already filled with death, but it could always get worse.

      Life could always get harder, and it did. Always at the most random and awful times.

      Lorne’s skin brightened, but it paled in comparison to my glow.

      “He’s here personally to see that everything goes through according to his plans,” Caleb said.

      “Where?” All I needed was a location.

      Killing that particular man wasn’t something that I’d ever regret. Not ever.

      I didn’t care if he was unconscious on the ground in front of me. I’d do it cowardly or I’d do it in a fight. I didn’t care. As long as Jason was dead.

      In that moment, I realized the darkness I saw in Caleb existed in me, too. I hated knowing that it was in me, but I wasn’t strong enough to fight it.

      I wanted Jason dead. Not just because he hurt me, but because he’d been responsible for so much suffering.

      For everyone else to live, he had to die.

      “Jason is orbiting Telnon right now, waiting for permission to land. Melina’s assistant is giving him some grief about maintaining the peace, but Jason is pushing back on that. He won’t agree to their terms of peaceful attendance, especially when Melina herself isn’t present. They’re at a stalemate. They decided to allow some of the smaller ships to refuel, which is how I ended up here. Jason ordered me to come here with this team and kill you. I’m due back up soon. I have minutes.”

      Then I wouldn’t waste any more time.

      “What’s the next plan for Telnon?” Lorne said before I could ask the exact same question.

      “There should be two more parts, but I only know one of them. Jason is going to show up at the meet tomorrow. Get her—” he motioned to me with his chin, “—really upset. Then, two tones and she’s a weapon. That bullet that she was shot with was more potent than usual. It won’t just kill her. It’ll kill everyone within fifty yards of her.”

      “That’s not what happened with Grugitrg.” It hadn’t even killed the person who had detonated him, and that man was standing inches away.

      His gaze narrowed at me. “You’re not Grugitrg. You’re infinitely more important, so they shoved a lot more lucole into that bullet. Because taking you down will take the Aunare down.”

      He was insane. I wasn’t the one holding everything together. I wasn’t even the High Queen yet. “I don’t have that much power.”

      Fynea muttered something, and I turned to her. “What? I don’t.”

      “On the off chance that Lorne isn’t with you when you blow, they assume that he’ll do something stupid to get himself killed,” Caleb said before Fynea could answer me.

      “Exactly,” Fynea said. “You don’t think highly of yourself, but you need to change that. You’re not some homeless child on the street anymore. You’re as good as the High Queen.”

      Maybe, but I didn’t feel like I was.

      Why did everyone want to talk about either me or Lorne dying? Before we left Sel’Ani, my father brought it up. And now Caleb?

      I turned to Lorne because I needed to make one thing clear. “If something happens to me, don’t do something stupid or I’ll haunt you.” Part of me was joking, but I knew part of me would never be able to let go of him. Even in death.

      “No need to haunt me,” Lorne said without looking at me. His focus stayed on Caleb. “You die, I die.” He said it so matter-of-factly that I knew we were going to need a long talk about it later.

      “And everyone knows that. The next biggest target is her father,” Caleb said. “The hope is that since she’s been on Sel’Ani for so long, that he’ll lose it as well. They’ve got enough poison to wipe out all the Aunare now, and they’re hiding out in systems neighboring Sel’Ani and your colonies. The hope is to use the lucole strategically enough to take out anyone of power—high or moderate—leaving only the weakest and most malleable Aunare alive. The High Council will find a way to reinstate themselves or will work behind the scenes to help SpaceTech. And, if luck is good, Lorne’s father will become the High King again. With all of that in place, Murtagh can complete his infiltration, exploitation, and slow slaughter of the Aunare without anyone standing in his way.”

      That sounded like a worst case scenario for us, but I saw the logic in it. I could see it going just that way.

      Lorne turned to Fynea, who was sitting in a chair behind us. “Are you informing Rysden of this?”

      “Of course. You asked me to keep him up to date, and that’s what I’ve been doing,” she said without looking up from her tablet.

      Lorne glanced at me, and I could see the worry on his face. This night was getting worse and worse.

      Knowledge changed everything. Now I needed more. “What’s Plan B?” I asked. “What happens if I don’t go to the meeting?”

      “I don’t know.” He held up his hands when I tried to push him for more. “I swear if I knew I’d tell you, but my rank isn’t high enough for me to know anything except what directly involves me. Which is another reason I’m here. I can’t find Declan, and that’s very, very bad for all of us.”

      Damn it. If the Crew couldn’t contact him and neither could his own operatives, then I had no hope left for Declan. He was either captured or dead. “How long since you talked to him?”

      “Five days, which I know isn’t long. But for what he was doing, it was long enough. He’s been checking in every day, sometimes multiple times a day.”

      Okay. That was a bad sign. “What was he doing when you lost contact with him?”

      “This is the bad part.”

      We were at war. I’d been poisoned. There were dead bodies in the house. All the parts of this were bad. But I didn’t say any of that aloud. That wouldn’t have been helpful.

      “His father knows what he is—a traitor. He lost all SpaceTech clearance ten days ago and went on the run. But before he did, he got word that there is an antidote to the poison in the SpaceTech’s HQ on Earth. He was—”

      “There’s an antidote?” Lorne said the words like he’d been given a lifeline.

      Hope bloomed bright and I glanced at Lorne quickly. He reached out, taking my hand in his.

      If there was an antidote, then we needed to be searching for it. We could give it to every Aunare. The lucole poison wouldn’t be a threat. It was almost too good to be true.

      “I don’t know if there’s an antidote.”

      Right. It was too good to be true.

      “It could’ve been a ploy to draw in Declan, but if it’s a lie, it’s a good one. SpaceTech doesn’t release any weapon that they can’t properly counter. It’s not just a rule or a policy—it’s a law. Murtagh’s too scared to use any type of weapon without a way to defend against it.”

      I hoped Vyic had been wrong about there not being an antidote. This gave me a tiny sliver of hope. It made sense to me that they had developed one, but it also made sense that SpaceTech would use that to lure their opposition into a trap. I wasn’t sure which was true.

      “If Declan hasn’t made it back to you—which I know was a stupid hope, but I had to hold on to something—then I have to believe he was caught,” Caleb said. “We better hope he’s dead.”

      The thought made my stomach knot. I pressed my fist against it, trying to ease the pain. I didn’t want Declan dead, but I didn’t want him spilling everything he knew. It was way too much. He knew everything.

      As awful as it was, Caleb was right. We should hope that Declan was dead.

      I remembered sitting next to him on the balcony of my apartment on Earth. It felt like so long ago, but it hadn’t been long. Months really. His smile had given me hope. He had given me hope. Even when I was mining for lucole on Apollyon, it was his voice that kept me going.

      And now he was probably dead.

      “Why would you hope for your friend’s death?” Fynea was looking up from her tablet, appalled by the man.

      I swiped away a tear. I hadn’t even realized I was crying, but I felt the wetness rolling down my cheek. “Because—” I answered before Caleb could. If Fynea was going to think awfully of the man for this, then she had to know I was thinking the exact same thing. “—if SpaceTech has him, then they’ll torture him until they’ve learned every single bit of information that he has about his operatives, about the resistance on Earth, about Lorne, and me, and the Aunare. Then, they’ll strip him of everything that he is and if he’s still somehow managed to survive through all of that, they’ll find a way to use him as a weapon against us. Most likely to lure us to some place so that we can be captured. Because everyone who knows anything about Lorne knows that Declan is the brother of his soul.”

      Fynea seemed shocked that I knew so much, but this had been my life for so long. “When you’re locked behind enemy lines for thirteen years, you get to really understand them, their motives, and what they might do in any given situation.” I looked at Caleb. “I was horrified by what you’d done here—” I didn’t need to say it, he knew. “—but I get it.”

      “I did it for a reason. Your life and my life or theirs. It’s not a contest. Especially not with these men.”

      “I know.” Because I did know. I understood the necessity of it, even if I didn’t like it.

      “No. You’re also a master strategist,” Fynea said. “That’s why you know. That’s why you survived. That’s how you understand all of this.”

      Maybe. Maybe not. I wasn’t sure how I’d ever know, and it didn’t matter why I survived, just that I did. “I don’t know what being a master strategist really means, but I know I learned a lot about SpaceTech over the years. Capturing Declan would be a massive coup for them. The antidote would’ve been too big of a lure for him to ignore. I’m not sure if that’s a lie or not—if it exists or not—but if Declan was stupid enough to try to enter their HQ to steal it, then…” Shit. If that’s what happened, I truly hoped Declan was dead. “Using him as bait after bleeding him for information is a solid plan for SpaceTech. Absolute shit for Declan. But a good use of a single human. A human that could take down the Aunare.” I looked at Lorne. His skin was bright and I knew this had to be hard for him. Declan had been like a brother to him for most of his life.

      “Jesmesha was right,” Lorne said, his voice was quiet and rough with grief. “It’s the three of us together. We either win the war as one or we lose.” Lorne looked at me with heartbreak in his eyes, and I knew what he was going to ask. I didn’t want him to ask it, but I knew he would.

      “How do we get him back?”

      Yep. That was the question, and he wasn’t going to like my answer.

      It was the same answer that had been given to my father and Lorne when I’d disappeared on Earth, but that didn’t make it any easier. Especially since I had a chance at surviving. I hadn’t been caught. And I’d bet good money that Declan Murtagh was at his family’s mercy now. It was too late to try to help him now.

      A familiar Earther frequency ran though the room, making my teeth ache. Caleb started waving his fingers through the air.

      “I know what he’s doing, but it looks silly now,” Roan said.

      I laughed, and glanced back at Roan. He gave me a grin, but it wasn’t his usual megawatt one but it was enough to ease some of the ache in my heart.

      Caleb froze and looked at him. “Silly?”

      “Yeah.” Roan dramatically rolled his eyes at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh again. “I mean you just drifted off there, and I know you got an alert on your implant and that you’re messaging someone back, but just standing here watching you, it’s… weird.”

      “It’s no different than you zoning out to that tablet or wrist unit.” Caleb froze again.

      No. No, it really wasn’t the same.

      “They’re looking for me and trying to find out how it went.” He turned to the wall of guards blocking the door. “Just a few good punches. That’s all I need.”

      I was confused for a second, but Ginu wasn’t. He quickly stepped forward and hit him so fast I didn’t understand what was happening until it was done.

      Five hits. Two to his face, one on the arm, two in the gut. Caleb stumbled and gasped for air, and I wasn’t sure how much of that was fake or if he was actually hurt. I’d have to think hard about if I cared or not, and what that said about me.

      But not tonight. Later.

      Tonight, I was exhausted. So much for rest and food while we wait for Audrey.

      Ginu took Caleb by the arm and led him out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

      When the sounds of Caleb’s ship faded, I finally forced myself to think about the dead bodies in the other room. “So, do we turn in the bodies or make them go away?”

      “If I know my men, they’ve already been destroyed by now.” Lorne’s tone was cold and angry. He was so beyond pissed, and I completely agreed.

      There were so many reasons that his anger was justified. I was poisoned. Declan was missing, and at best giving away every secret we had. At worst, he was dead. And there were bioweapons on every Aunare owned or inhabited planet in the universe.

      I only had one question to ask. “Where do we go from here?”
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      There were no more threats—aside from the men already restrained—but I couldn’t stay in this house. Even in a safe room with enough guards to cover every inch of wall space and more to fill in the door. Even with more guards outside the room. Even if the entire Aunare military were outside this door, I’d still want to leave.

      Now that Caleb was gone, I wanted my go-bag, and I wanted to run.

      I’d never faced SpaceTech like this and stuck around to wait for another attack. They could come with reinforcements at any moment. The urge to run was beating hard in my heart.

      Melina’s assistant—Beta Omo—might have only given approval for a few of SpaceTech’s ships to come down to refuel, but SpaceTech wasn’t known for following rules. Especially when those rules got between them and something they were hunting.

      Right now, that something was me.

      I kept staring at the floor, trying to know what to say or how to even wrap my head around what had just happened so that I could say something—anything—but I couldn’t. There was nothing.

      I’d asked where we went from here, and no one had given me an answer. Which meant no one knew.

      I was going to wait another thirty seconds, and then we were going to leave and—

      Another alarm went off. The steady whomp-whomp-whomp was taunting me.

      Another attack? Already?

      I knew they’d come again, but already?

      “No fucking way. No fucking way.” Roan said with outrage and anger and all kinds of things that I was also feeling but still couldn’t find the words to say. “What? They think that twenty-four men down is nothing? Why not send a couple more units? Or a couple more after that? All those SpaceTrash officers gonna get themselves dead, and it’s going to be their own damned fault. Can someone give me a gun? Because I’m not doing this again unarmed. That shit was fucked up.”

      Roan was rambling all kinds of things that I’d been thinking, but he knew exactly why he didn’t have a gun. “We’re going to need our go-bags.” He could focus on that and forget about the stupid gun. “We should get the hell out of here. Right now.” That was the most important thing right now.

      “No shit.” Roan was on his wrist unit. “I’m right there with you. This shit is deeply iced.” Roan moved toward the door, but froze when no one followed him. “You heard her. Let’s get the hell out of here. Shoulda already fuckin’ left.”

      I was glad that I wasn’t the only one who was itching to run.

      “We should wait here for more information,” Lorne said in a voice that was way too calm. “It’s not the right alarm. It could be someone friendly approaching.”

      “You’re crazy. Staying is a bad idea. Especially since it seems like we’ve got no friends here.” Sometimes Roan really got me. He glanced at his wrist unit again. “Wait. The readout says there’s no ship, but that alarm is still going off. What the fuck is up with that?”

      “Your friend’s language really goes downhill under stress.” Fynea set down her tablet on the chair and walked to one of the guards surrounding the room. She held out a hand, and he passed her a weapon.

      Oh no. She wasn’t really going to—

      She walked to Roan. “It’s not an Earther gun. Be careful.”

      Yep. She’d really done it. “Bad idea,” I murmured.

      Fynea turned to me. “Why?”

      “Ignore her. This is a good fucking idea. One hundred percent frost.” Roan took it and studied the gun in his hand. “What do I need to know?”

      This wasn’t going to end well. There was a reason why Roan hadn’t really trained with any Aunare weapons.

      I glanced at Eshrin who was still standing in front of the door, guarding it from anyone who might try to enter. He was watching Roan carefully as he moved the gun from hand to hand—wincing while he watched.

      Roan had talked him into one lesson. It lasted for about ten minutes—give or take—before Eshrin called it. He said that I had enough guards and Roan was usually with me, which meant he was protected. Any more training was unnecessary. He’d been polite about it, but he’d realized what everyone else in the Crew knew—Roan and guns were a bad, bad idea.

      It was unlikely that we’d get in another fight tonight, and even if we did, we had too many guards on alert. He’d never get a chance to fire that gun.

      Tomorrow, I’d take it from him, and everything would be fine.

      I shrugged, and Fynea started to give him the walk-through on how to use the weapon.

      I reached inside my pockets for my faksano. I was feeling trapped, but Eshrin and Ginu were now discussing the alarm and what we’d be walking into if we left right now. Smart. Probably smarter than my instinct to run, but it didn’t make me feel better.

      “I take back what I thought about this house.” I said the words to no one really, but they had to be said. “I hate it. I hate it so much.”

      “I’m having the other assistants assess alternate lodging right now, but it would be best to head back to the warship.” Fynea stepped away from a now-armed Roan. “It would be the safest place for everyone.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I’d come through one attack just fine, but the lucole in my body was active now. It was wearing on me—and would keep that up until it went back to its neutral state—but I wasn’t going to tell Lorne that. He’d flip. The best way to avoid another attack was heading to our ship. It was the best, safest option, and I wasn’t against it.

      Eshrin gave a sign. It was one I’d just learned on the trip to Telnon.

      Intruder.

      My guards were still pressed against every wall in the room, but as one, they flicked their wrists, giving a loud snap as their faksanos lengthened. They hit them together—clack-clack—and then moved into a defensive posture, ready to strike anyone who entered the room.

      Except it wasn’t anyone who came in first. It was a wisp of smoke.

      It flowed under the door, between the legs of the guards blocking the entrance, weaving around them and into the room. And then it stopped right in front of me.

      Damn it. I could fight a lot of things, but not smoke.

      There was a loud pop and an explosion at my feet, and I jumped back.

      “What the fuck was that?” I yelled.

      “Sorry,” Roan said. “My bad.”

      I turned to look at him, and then at Fynea. “Bad idea,” I mouthed to her.

      I glanced at the smoke, which had now all pooled at my feet and was rising from the ground, growing tall—taller than me or Lorne.

      It took about three heartbeats for the smoke to take the shape of a thin man. A very tall, thin man. Another five heartbeats and the form solidified into someone I recognized.

      I lowered my faksano immediately, retracting them and slipping them into my pockets.

      Vyic.

      “Someone really knows how to make an entrance.” The alarm immediately shut off, and I relaxed a little. But I still wanted to leave this house.

      “And someone here really knows how to slaughter people.” Vyic looked at me for a second as if it was me that killed the men.

      “Thankfully, I haven’t slaughtered anyone today.”

      He looked at me as if he wasn’t sure I was telling the truth.

      This room hadn’t seen any action, but I knew the signs of the fight we’d left behind in the other room. Broken windows. No door. Furniture scattered. Blood.

      I looked into his dark, flat eyes and felt like I was falling. It wasn’t uncomfortable to meet his gaze, but I could see how others might not like it. “How did you know to come here?” I asked, even if I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

      He raised a snowy brow. “Please.” He looked a little disappointed in me, but I wasn’t sure why. “I was drawn to the sound of souls leaving this plane. So many near me and all at once. One right after the other. But I didn’t know who would be here when I arrived.”

      He looked at Lorne. “Really?” I guessed since I didn’t confess to having killed them, he’d moved on to assuming Lorne had done it.

      Did Vyic really not see all the guards with their weapons drawn? Any one of them could’ve done it?

      And why was he assuming that only one person did the killing?

      That question in my mind had me freezing and thinking it through again.

      That was accurate. It had been only one person. But how the hell did he know that?

      Okay. Vyic was really starting to creep me out.

      Lorne shrugged at Vyic’s assumption, but said nothing. He didn’t even give a hint at what had happened here. Not a single word. And he never met Vyic’s gaze.

      Lorne didn’t kill anyone tonight—it was all Caleb—but he wasn’t telling Vyic, which was very interesting.

      It meant that we couldn’t trust Vyic with the truth about Caleb and what had happened here—which was fine, whatever, I barely knew Vyic—but I thought Vyic was one of Lorne’s friends. I thought we could trust him.

      Apparently friends was a stretch.

      I watched Vyic to see what kind of read I could get off of him, but I didn’t have a clue what the man was thinking. I wasn’t sure anyone could ever know.

      The man turned into smoke and knew when souls left this plane. I wasn’t sure what he saw when he looked into a person’s eyes, but I knew something happened.

      What else could he do?

      And did I really want to know the answer to that question?

      “I was on the prowl tonight because I found someone so intriguing that I actually wanted to help her,” Vyic said, finally. He turned to me. “And I found myself at a nice little black market.”

      “A black market?” Fynea said. “On Telnon?” Her voice grew higher in pitch as if she didn’t believe it.

      There were tons of black markets on Earth, and I knew there were a couple on Sel’Ani. I’d never been, but I knew Roan had. He was too curious not to. But the point was—wherever there were banned goods, black markets popped up. It was almost a rule. What was so surprising about one being on Telnon?

      I glanced at Roan to see if he knew why this was so confusing, but he shrugged. Good. Because if the guy that spent days quizzing me about all kinds of trivia about our allies didn’t know, then it wasn’t my fault that I was clueless.

      “Explain,” I said to Fynea.

      “The Yhona don’t have a lot of laws because they don’t like to have to hold anyone accountable,” Lorne answered before she could. “If they had more rules, they’d have to police more and have more confrontations, which goes against their supposedly peaceful, neutral nature. There are surprisingly few rules about what is and isn’t allowed here. Which means there should be no need for a black market.”

      “Actually, they do have one rule about goods being sold here,” Fynea said.

      “What’s the rule?” I asked.

      “Nothing harmful can ever be sold.” Fynea paused. “The only things illegal are things they’ve deemed harmful—which doesn’t cover as much as it should. Only the obvious things like weapons and—”

      “Lucole poison,” I said. “Caleb said that some allies had them, and even if he thinks SpaceTech keeps close track on it, that might not be accurate. A black market during a meeting of allies might be our best shot at getting a sample.”

      “No,” Fynea said. “That’s much too dangerous. We should hunt down the spies on our planet and—”

      “But this is here and it’s easy enough to go check. It’s not like we don’t have the manpower to keep us safe.” I motioned to the four walls of guards surrounding us.

      “I agree,” Lorne said. “It’s the quickest way to find a sample of the poison. If it’s on Telnon right now, it’ll be at a black market.” Lorne finally looked at Vyic. “Where is the black market exactly?”

      “No. Absolutely not. This is a terrible idea,” Fynea said before Vyic could answer. “We’ve already had two run-ins with SpaceTech tonight. One that activated your lucole, and another here, just moments ago, that nearly activated it again. Not only that, but our future High Queen is involved in a scandal and—”

      A scandal? What scandal?

      Because of Grugitrg? If that’s what she was talking about, Fynea was being seriously dramatic. “I wouldn’t call finding a dead body a scandal.” It’d been a little more than just finding a dead body, but whatever. That’s essentially what it boiled down to.

      “It’s a little scandalous.” Roan was still focused on the gun in his hand, but apparently he was still listening.

      Roan was on Fynea’s side? “Seriously?” I hadn’t done anything wrong except maybe scare Grugitrg enough that he ran into an early death.

      “You were talking to a guy who then tore out of the room, you chased after him, and then he blew the hell up.” Roan put the gun in his pocket, and I glanced at Eshrin. We were going to need to steal that back. Soon.

      “I’ve already got a massive list of messages to answer and calls to return,” Roan said, finally looking at me. “Every reporter in the known universe wants an official word on the incident. Something doesn’t get that hot that quick if it’s not even a hint of a scandal. Add in the baby thing.” He gave me a smile that told me exactly how funny he thought the last part was. Which was pretty damned funny.

      Great. Just when I thought I was cool with the reporters—that everything was chill—now I was going to have to do damage control?

      Screw that. I didn’t have time to give official statements. I’d been poisoned. Nothing else mattered but finding the antidote and taking SpaceTech down. I didn’t really care which came first, but both needed to happen. Talking to the media was so far away from anything close to a priority right now.

      Lorne turned to Fynea. “Find us alternate housing or ready the ships. I don’t care which, but we’re not coming back here when we’re done at the market. Please stay here and coordinate the transfer of everything we have here to the ships.”

      Fynea sputtered for a second, but Lorne didn’t listen to any of her objections. “Everything, Nea.”

      He meant the SpaceTech officers that were still alive.

      That had her pausing. “Right. Of course, your majesty.”

      He said something in Aunare to the guards, and then started out of the house.

      He paused before he got to the door, and then turned to me. “Are you coming?”

      Yes. Yes, I was definitely coming, but I thought he was going to put up a fight about it. I had active lucole poisoning my blood. Two more hits, and I’d detonate.

      I caught up with him in a few long strides, and then I heard Roan curse.

      “You’re not having all the fun without me, that’s for damn sure.”

      As we walked to the on-planet vehicles, two more pulled up.

      We all froze, but then the guards started signaling. All clear.

      We waited, and then Audrey stepped from one of the vehicles, with Tyler right behind her.

      All the breath in my lungs ripped free with relief.

      Thank God. I started walking toward her, so thankful to see her face.

      She looked at us and then the house. “Is the door missing? And the windows? What the hell happened here?”

      Man, it was good to see her. Her red hair was piled in a bun and she was wearing the traditional Aunare medical jumpsuit. She had a bag slung over one shoulder, and I hoped she had a miracle inside it.

      “Can I just say that it’s been a really long night?”

      Tyler tugged me to his chest, thumping my back with his massive hand before letting me go. “You look like you’ve been rode hard and put away wet.” Tyler said as if that was a perfect description of me.

      And you know what? He was kind of right. Possibly, although maybe not. It’d been a hard night, and I wasn’t sure what the hell he was talking about.

      Audrey stared at the vehicles. “Wait. No. You can’t leave. I just got here, and I have tests to run.” She patted the bag at her hip. “And you’ve got active lucole poison in your blood.” She pointed a finger at the house. “Get back in the—”

      “We were attacked in the house, so going back in there is a hard pass for me. But Ashino has one of the detonation devices, and we might have a lead on getting some of the lucole poison and—”

      “That’s amazing.” She lowered her hand. “A clean sample is everything and having that device… Okay. I can work with this.” She glanced at Tyler and then quickly back at me. “We’re coming with.”

      A couple of Aunare—two women in jumpsuits that matched Audrey’s—came from the second vehicle, and Audrey waved them over. “I’m going to take a few samples from her now, and then you can go run some tests on that in the lab while I go with her. The lucole is active and one of the guards will bring you the detonation device for you to work with.” She let out a breath. “I’ll do some tests while we travel with them and send you the results, but they have a lead on a clean sample and I want to make sure we properly transport it. So, I’ll go with them.”

      The other lab techs’ skins lit.

      One stepped forward, fist to her chest. She turned to Lorne and bowed, speaking something in quick Aunare.

      He said something back, and I was too tired to mess with finding my translator. “What?” I asked.

      “She doesn’t speak Earther English, but she’s wearing a translator. She says she’s honored to be helping us right now. That the team on the ship are working around the clock to find answers for us.”

      I turned to her. “Peshameho ah.” Thank you. I wasn’t sure I’d said it right, but I’d been working on it.

      She grinned, and I hadn’t thought her pretty before but she was. She glanced back at Audrey, and then at me. “You are wel-come.” Her accent made it hard to understand even with her sounding out each syllable separately, but she’d tried, and I loved it.

      Audrey moved in front of me. “Sit.”

      I was too tired to do anything other than obey her. So I plopped down on the grass. She sat in front of me and opened her bag. A few minutes later, she’d run a few scans, spoken to the other two women, asked me some rapid-fire questions that I wasn’t sure I’d fully answered, and then handed them two vials of my blood.

      Audrey packed up her supplies, and then rose. She reached a hand down to me. “How do you feel?” she asked as she pulled me up.

      “Honestly?”

      “Always, especially right now since I’m the one that’s supposed to make you feel better if you’re not doing well.”

      I took a breath and glanced at Lorne, who was watching me very carefully. He probably knew already. He always knew how I was doing, sometimes even before I did.

      I turned back to Audrey. “I’ve been better.”

      “I’m sure you feel like garbage. Drained. Exhausted. Low energy, and you’ve dropped more weight. Your body is fighting all that poison and it needs fuel. When did you eat last?”

      I started to answer, but came up empty. I wasn’t sure when. I was supposed to eat at the house, but I hadn’t gotten that far before the attack. I hadn’t eaten at the dinner. Or at the meeting with Vyic. Which meant it’d been hours ago. Eight? Ten? I wasn’t sure. “I guess before we landed.”

      Lorne groaned. “It’s my fault. We were supposed to have time, but a meeting ran late and then it’s just been—”

      “Let’s get in the on-planet vehicle, and then I’ll give her something for the energy and some nutrients. But she needs a meal. She runs thin. She can’t afford to skip.”

      “I know. I’ll do better.” Lorne shouldn’t have to. I should be able to keep track, but I just forgot.

      Audrey sighed. “All right. Get in.” She motioned to the vehicle.

      “Okay.” I didn’t want her coming to the black market with us—it was too dangerous and she’d had enough of that—but I didn’t have time to argue with her.

      I wanted to get what we needed, and then I wanted to go back to the warship where I could relax and sleep. Hopefully on our way back to Sel’Ani.

      I had this anxious feeling in the pit of my stomach, and I was pretty sure I was homesick. It was a bittersweet feeling for me because I didn’t like it, but it was also amazing. I’d never had a home before. I’d thought I’d felt homesick for Earth in this sick, messed up way before, but it wasn’t like this. This was different. Because Sel’Ani had become my home, and I wanted to go back.

      I wanted to sleep in my own bed, in the place I felt safe, with the gym and Plarsha’s smoothies and walks through the garden to that fountain when I needed a second to breathe.

      If I could have anything in that moment, it was to go home, curl up with a blanket on the bench by the fountain, and fall asleep to the soothing sound of the water flowing through it.

      I wanted to go home right now, but I had more to do before we could leave. So, I’d do it, and then I’d go back.

      We filed back into the vehicles—Lorne, Roan, and I, on the forward-facing bench, with Audrey sandwiched between Tyler and Vyic on the bench facing us. Eshrin and Ashino got in the front seats of the vehicle. More guards were in the vehicles in front and behind ours. Once we were settled, we started back to the city.

      The sun had set hours and hours ago, and I knew there wasn’t a lot of night left before it would turn to day again.

      I wasn’t ready for that. I needed sleep. My body was aching for it.

      My skin started to dim, but Lorne brushed a hand on my arm. “You can’t let your guard down here. If enough of the Telnon drug gets into your system, then you’ll get slower, weaker, and I’m not sure what that will do to you when your body’s already fighting so hard.”

      Fine. He had a point, even if it was exhausting.

      “I don’t think that it’s intentional. I think she’s running out of energy. I’m going to help.” Audrey moved to sit at my feet on the floor of the vehicle between the two benches that faced each other. She placed something on my wrist, and I closed my eyes.

      I needed sleep, but depending on how long this took, I wasn’t sure if I’d have time before tomorrow’s alliance meeting. If we were even going.

      To be fair, I was rooting for it to be cancelled. Judging from the dinner, I wasn’t sure anything would be gained by us staying. But I wasn’t the High Queen. Not yet. And if Lorne thought it was important to stay, then I would stay with him.

      But this was starting to feel like a massive set-up and I wanted to leave.

      Now.

      I wanted to go home.

      I wanted my fountain and my bench and my blanket.
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      Vyic led us deep into Yhonie-atala. A part that had no lights, no hope, and too many people lying on the ground. It was completely at odds with anything I’d seen on Telnon before.

      The Yhona built their planet for relaxation and comfort. They didn’t have tall, cloud-scraping buildings. They had lots of regulations about the footprint of anything built and the green space that had to be nurtured to offset the damage of the building. Everything had a certain homey, welcoming look similar to their Garden Shops. Amihanna was spot on with her comparison to a child’s fairy book. That’s the Telnon I knew.

      But that wasn’t the Telnon I was seeing now.

      This part of Yhonie-atala was hidden behind a dense forest with trees so tall and thick that it blocked the view of a sea of cloud-scraping buildings—all made out of the cold materials, like cement and metal, that weren’t allowed in the rest of the city. If someone had asked me an hour ago if something like this existed on Telnon, I’d have said they were crazy, but I would’ve been wrong.

      It wasn’t that I hadn’t seen homelessness or desperation on the streets before. I explored the outer reaches. I’d been to colonies where people had been left to rot. I’d been to places torn by centuries of civil or interstellar war. But it was the contrast between the Telnon everywhere else and this hidden part that made it worse. It didn’t fit with the Yhona, and yet, it did.

      The lies it took to hide something this bad were large and numerous, but it was something I could see Beta Omo defending. I bet he thought this was a reasonable cost to their lifestyle.

      The vehicle stopped, and all I could see out of the window was despair. Pitiful, especially when it didn’t have to be this way. The Yhona had enough money to help them. The particular place we stopped didn’t look any different than any other stretch of this area. I assumed the black market would be here.

      Some of my guards left their ships to take a look around. Once it was cleared, we’d be able to leave the vehicle. While we waited for them to come back, I had questions for Vyic. “Where are we?”

      “This is where the Yhona bring people that cannot handle the level of drug in the air.” Vyic didn’t show a sign of feeling in his voice, but I sensed a little disapproval. I wasn’t sure if that was coming from him or if I was feeling it so strongly that I wanted to hear it.

      “These people will waste away in their lack of motivation and ambition. They revel in the natural drug in the air. They breathe it deep.” There was something in Vyic’s voice that I couldn’t identify.

      I hoped he hated this place as much as I did, but I didn’t know for sure. I never knew what to think of him. He could change so quickly—not just his physical form, but his demeanor, too.

      “Why don’t the Yhona help them?” Amihanna asked as she stared out the window.

      “Because they believe that those who are most susceptible to being overcome by the drug are those who would’ve been the most violent members of society.”

      “But they don’t know that.” Amihanna turned to me. “They can’t know that for sure.”

      Amihanna was getting angry, which fueled her glow. Whatever Audrey had given her on the trip here had helped, but the anger would give her more energy to fight. It would help us get through tonight, but I didn’t like that she was getting so angry. I didn’t have a good answer for her.

      Amihanna went back to watching the people wandering the streets outside our vehicle. As a leader, she’d want to help. As a High Queen, she’d have to learn to be diplomatic about how she offered her help.

      “Of course they don’t know it for sure.” Vyic lifted a shoulder. “But nothing takes away your free will like a government-dosed drug. They could fix this, but just because they can doesn’t mean they will. This life is a test for mortals. Everyone who breathes must learn to deal with their demons, and hope that their reward is on the other side.” Vyic looked at Amihanna. “For some, it will be.” He turned his head to look out the window. “For others, this will be as good as it gets.”

      That was a depressing thought. He wasn’t wrong, but it was still darker than I needed right now.

      I saw the guards making their way back and was grateful. We’d be out of the confines of this vehicle soon. Vyic was hard to be around some days. He could talk about deep, dark things and debate endlessly on the nature that plagued man’s soul—I was okay to indulge him in that debate from time to time, but not when I had a real problem at hand.

      Like finding a clean sample of the poison that was swimming through Amihanna’s blood.

      “What do I need to know?” I asked Vyic.

      He gave me a slow look and then glanced out the window. “You must move fast. They’re already noticing us, and once they do, word will spread. The Yhona will come for you. They’ve worked very hard to make sure no one sees this side of them, especially not other leaders. They won’t like that you are here.”

      “Are you—” Amihanna stopped talking when Vyic turned to smoke again, disappearing into the night.

      Audrey let out a little screech and pressed her hand to her chest. “What the hell was that?”

      Tyler hugged Audrey close to his side. “My mama always said it’s never a good idea to make friends with a go-devil, but I thought she was crazy. Go-devils don’t exist,” Tyler let out a long sigh. “I guess I owe my mama an apology because that man there was a go-devil if I ever saw one.”

      I blinked at the man. I thought I could figure out what he was saying, but what in the Goddess’s name was a go-devil?

      “Is he coming back?” Roan said, and I wasn’t sure if he wanted Vyic to come back or not.

      I definitely did not want Vyic with me today. He was in one of his moods. “Vyic goes where he’s called, so I don’t know if he will come back. But I don’t actually think he’s a devil of any sort.” At least I hoped he wasn’t.

      “We should assume he’s not coming back.” Amihanna glanced at her wrist unit. “Eshrin is waiting outside. He said now is the time if we’re going to do this.”

      “Agreed.” I sighed. “If I’d been thinking ahead, then I would’ve had us change our clothes, but I got caught up.” Amihanna could fight in anything, but she had preferences. Like wearing only dark clothing. Tonight, in this darkened alley, her trademark color would’ve been helpful.

      It was too late to go back now. We were in our clothes from the dinner, and the dark, forest green of her clothes would have to do. Amihanna’s were noticeably more wrinkled than mine—and she’d ripped off the train of her vest, making it look a little odd—but at least she was wearing shoes.

      It didn’t matter. Nothing was more important than finding out about this poison.

      If Amihanna died, everything would fall apart. SpaceTech was right to believe that. Without me, Amihanna, or her father leading, the Aunare would crumble despite our tech and power.

      We’d go in as one, knowing the dangers and that our time here would have to be targeted and brief. I gave the orders for the guards, and then it was time to move.

      Ashino and Eshrin flanked us as we exited the vehicle. Three guards walked in front of us. Three behind. Three stayed in the drivers’ seats of the vehicles. They would track our movements and status from our wrist units, and move in if we needed help or a quick extraction.

      The rest of our guards spread out—some in front, some behind, more to the sides. We had three units. I hoped that was enough to keep Amihanna safe.

      The alley was lined with people. There were some chairs and decrepit sofas. A few had made makeshift tents. Most were just lying or sitting on the ground. None of this was okay. I watched as they wandered around, shuffling their feet, shoulders hunched, as if the air alone made it hard for them to breathe and move. And that was fair. It likely did.

      We kept moving down the narrow street at a steady pace—not so fast that our guards couldn’t keep up, but not so slow that people would take notice of us. If there was a black market here, that meant people would be there. So, we followed wherever the largest group of people were going. None of us had weapons out. For now. We were drawing a little attention, but so far, not much.

      The farther down we went, the more densely packed the streets were, and the worse the smell became.

      Little rodents scuttled on their distended bellies darting between slow-walking Yhona. They made little chirping sounds as they moved, and the way their skin glistened and their nails scraped the ground to propel them forward made my skin crawl.

      A man vomited on the ground, on himself, and I forced myself to look away.

      “This is heartbreaking,” Amihanna said, and I felt instantly guilty.

      That wasn’t my first thought. That wasn’t what I was feeling.

      I’d been trying to ignore the stench and get through this, and she’d been worried about the people.

      This was why I needed her. She made me better. She made me think harder and look at problems in a different light.

      I considered what we could do, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough to make a difference. “If this were our country, our planet, our people, we could absolutely help them. But the best thing we can do is approach the Yhona diplomatically with what we’ve seen, and—”

      I spotted someone entering a building. Someone that didn’t belong here. He was moving too fast, and his clothes were clean. He looked fit and in shape, and obviously didn’t live here. He must’ve been coming for the black market. We had to follow him.

      In all the alleys, there had been doors and ways to get inside, but we hadn’t actually seen anyone enter any of the buildings. I wasn’t sure if they were meant for more squatting or if they were left empty and unused since this group of people moved in.

      This was the first door that was used. It was also the first time I’d seen anyone move quickly with a goal in mind.

      Which meant we had to go in there.

      I signaled to Ashino who sent the orders through the guards. We were following that man. We were going inside.

      I let Ashino go in one step ahead of me, but not by much. If there was something dangerous beyond the door, I was more than capable of destroying it. But I wanted to see what it was like before anyone noticed us.

      The smell went from a nauseating mixture of bodily odors and fluids to all that plus the smell of rotting flesh. There had to be dead bodies hidden in here somewhere, but there wasn’t enough light to see very far inside.

      I could feel the scent on my skin and tried to force myself not to inhale deeply, but that wasn’t working.

      “What is that?” Amihanna covered her nose, and I didn’t feel so awful about my thoughts.

      “I’ll give you one guess,” Roan said.

      I stayed quiet, letting them whisper to themselves about what they were seeing while I scanned the area, trying to find the man I’d seen entering the building, but he’d disappeared.

      Goddess, help me find the way. I wanted in and out of here as quickly as possible.

      The building was massive—with large cement columns supporting the structure. There were corridors and sections that opened up when we turned a corner.

      The inside had some makeshift tables set up here and there, along with rusted chairs that looked like they might fall apart if I sat on them. There were so many small groups of people—no more than five each—huddled together. Some were buying things, some were sharing food, but all had the unwashed, unkempt, barely-surviving look to them. None of the things being sold at the tables were black market. It was old food and drinks and rags, all as dirty as the person buying them.

      I tried to keep focused on my surroundings even though I wanted to block it all out. I wanted desperately to leave, but I wasn’t leaving until we had what we needed.

      We hit the end of the cavernous room and I turned around.

      “There’s a stairway over there,” Tyler said. “Might be that whoever you’re tracking took them up a level.”

      I didn’t want to think that there were more levels of this. I wanted to believe that this was all that could be held here. But Tyler was right. Every building in the alley had been cloud-scraping tall, including this one.

      Amihanna was hanging in and her skin was bright. Roan was looking a little sick. His ever-present smile missing. Audrey was leaning against Tyler and his arm was wrapped around her tight, as if he were keeping her moving. It must’ve been painful for a healer to look at this and not help. Even though Audrey’s bloodline wasn’t strong enough to show her fao’ana on her arms and back, she was still a healer. That ability was an ingrained instinct. The bag slung across her body with supplies to help the sick was almost always with her.

      This place was truly dreadful, but we didn’t have time to do anything to help right now.

      I signaled to the guards. Stairs. Up.

      They didn’t look pleased. Small stairwells were not an ideal place to get into a fight, but what choice did we have?

      As soon as we entered the stairwell, the urge to leave grew stronger. It was filled with bodies, and from the stench and their complete lack of movements, I wasn’t sure all of them were alive. We carefully stepped over and around them, and found the first door locked. So we went up to the next level, also locked. And another, locked.

      We kept moving up and up, and thankfully, the people in the stairwell lessened the higher we went, until we reached the top floor—sixteen.

      We pushed on the door, and it opened to the roof.

      The fresh air was so nice and clean, but that wasn’t why I wanted to cheer when I exited the stairwell.

      The rooftop was half the size of the cavernous room on the ground floor, but three quarters of it was filled with clean tables and shiny objects. People—all nicely dressed from various races—meandered between and around them. Others haggled loudly with the people at the tables, buying whatever was being sold.

      The last quarter of the rooftop was taken up by a landing pad. Currently, a small transport ship was descending onto it.

      This was the black market.

      I looked over at Audrey. “We’re looking for anything that could be a lucole weapon—it should look like a modified Earther weapon—or even lucole crystal, powder, whatever you think might be a form of it. The powder that hurt Amihanna was gray, but anything black should be considered suspect. I assume you have a testing kit in your bag.”

      She tapped the pack at her hip. “Yes. Fully stocked.”

      “Good.” With any luck, we’d make one pass through the market and leave. We could be up in orbit within the hour, maybe sooner. “Keep an eye out for anyone that might be SpaceTech. Any Earther is suspicious.”

      Amihanna huffed. “Searching for SpaceTech is ingrained in my soul. I’m always keeping an eye out.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I hated that it had been necessary, but I was also grateful and proud that she’d survived.

      “Should we split up?” Amihanna asked like it was a sane question.

      But it wasn’t. It wasn’t a sane question. My future bride had lost her mind. “I’d like to see you try to split away from me at an unknown illegal market where SpaceTech operatives might be waiting for us, who know that you’re poisoned and have the means to kill you quickly without engaging in a fight.”

      “Jeez,” Amihanna said. “Overreacting much?” She tried to make it sound funny, but it wasn’t funny.

      Nothing about this was funny.

      The last time she was in a market without me, she was poisoned and nearly died. I was determined to make this trip go better, when I knew in all likelihood it could go so much worse.

      Fynea was right. I should’ve sent her into orbit.

      What was I thinking letting her come with me? Why was I risking her right now?

      Amihanna put her hand on my arm. “If you left me behind, I would have found a way to get here on my own.”

      I took a breath. I believed her. It was just the thing she’d do, but I couldn’t help but worry. “And that would’ve been stupid. Going anywhere without me right now would be stupid.”

      “Yep. That’s why I’m here with you.” She gave me a patient smile, and the panic strangling my heart eased a little. “Look at it this way, at least now you can keep a close eye on me the whole time.”

      “Right.” Though it didn’t make me feel better. “Stay by my side. No wandering off. No leaving. Nothing without giving me warning first.”

      “You got it. I made that mistake once, and I won’t do it again.” She motioned me toward the tables. “You lead the way. I’ll stick by you.”

      “Good.”

      We made our way through the maze of tables, watching what everyone was selling. There were weapons of all kinds, but none that took the bullets that the Earthers liked to use. We kept moving until we came across a table of medicines. None of them looked like lucole, but Audrey cleared her throat, and I paused.

      “I’m going stay here and look at these. Some of them look gray, and I just want to be sure nothing here is lucole or anything that could neutralize it.”

      That made sense. “I’ll leave four guards with you.”

      Audrey gripped the strap of her bag and stood taller, as if that would change my mind. “I don’t think we need—”

      Tyler put his hand on her shoulder, cutting her off. “We’ll take them,” Tyler answered for her. “Thank you.”

      Audrey looked like she was going to argue, but then she looked around the market. Her lips pressed tight and she turned back to me, giving me a short, curt nod.

      Good. I was glad both Audrey and Amihanna were seeing reason tonight.

      I kept moving. “See anything that reminds you of home?” I whispered to Amihanna. I was familiar with Earther weapons, but I hadn’t been back to Earth in a very long time. She would spot anything way before I ever could. “Anything that could be a weapon from Earth or a—”

      She gripped my arm. “No way.”

      No way? What did that mean? She wasn’t seeing something that reminded her of home? Or was she? That sounded like she saw something, but it was a no.

      Her fingers dug hard into my arm and I knew she’d seen something. When she didn’t say anything else, I tried to see what she was staring at. “What is it?”

      “I see someone I know.”

      That seemed highly unlikely. “A friend?” I knew it wouldn’t be, but I had to ask.

      “No.” She dropped her hand from my arm and slid her hands into her pockets. “Not a friend.” She hadn’t pulled her faksano out, but she was readying for a fight.

      “Who?” Roan asked from behind us. “Anyone I know.”

      She glanced back at her friend and then stepped closer to me, making room for him. “Yep.”

      “No shit.” Roan started scanning the tables. “I don’t see anyone I know.”

      “You will. It’s been a while, but I think you’ll remember him when you see him.” She looked up at me. “We have to go over there. I have to check this out.”

      “I know.” I signaled to the guards. Enemy. Follow us. Possible trap.

      This is exactly how she was lured away from her guards at Ra’mi—an officer she knew from jail. One who hadn’t been kind to her.

      I wanted my hands free, which meant I couldn’t hold on to her, but I wasn’t letting her get ahead of me. Not even for a moment. “Show me.”

      She glanced up at me. “This is definitely a trap. If he’s here, then SpaceTech is here, too. They’ve got to be mixed in with the crowd, but he’s the trap. All I can see right now is him.”

      “I agree that there have to be more here, but we have guards—” Ashino and Eshrin were on either side of us, but there were more covering us. “—and we know it’s a trap, but we need that sample. The last trap had lucole bullets. It worked before so Jason will use that tactic again. This time, we take the bullets with us.”

      “Then, let’s go.” Amihanna veered right.

      I moved quickly to keep pace beside her. It was difficult as she wove through people, around tables, but then she stopped in front of a table loaded with items for sale.

      There were some funny colored mushrooms in jars, a few tree fungus bits in others, plus some blueish-red weeds in bags. It looked like natural mind-altering drugs from various planets, but Amihanna wasn’t looking at the jars or their contents. She was looking at the man.

      His skin wasn’t quite as dark as Roan’s, but almost. And yet I could still see the dull red markings—tattoos—in geometric patterns on his skin. He was definitely an Earther, but an Earther on the tall side who worked out a lot.

      What was an Earther doing here?

      “It’s you,” she said.

      He looked at the exit, at me, at the guards, and then apparently having realized there was no getting out of this, he held out his hands. “It’s me.” And then he dropped to a crouch on the ground, and when he stood up, he had a weapon in his hand aimed at Amihanna. It didn’t look like the one that Caleb had warned us about that would activate the lucole, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      I lifted up my hands to destroy him, but Amihanna put her hand on my arm. “No. Not yet. His hand’s shaking. He doesn’t want to hurt me. He knows that we’re the only hope of saving everyone on Earth. He’s just scared. Aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am! I shouldn’t be here. I don’t want to be here. And… You’re—you’re—you…” His weapon dipped just a little, and Amihanna darted forward, ripping it from his grasp and handing it to me without looking away.

      I stared at it, but I had no idea what it was or what it would do, so I passed it behind me, knowing that Ashino would be there to take it.

      A fraction of a second later, it was lifted from my hands.

      Good. That’s done.

      I wasn’t sure what else he had under the table.

      Roan snapped his fingers. “Now I remember you. The alley off Constitution and Fifth. What was it, Am? Seven months ago? Longer? How you been, man?”

      This wasn’t a coincidence. He was here not to kill her, but to keep her here.

      We were running out of time.

      Amihanna shook her head and looked at me. She did one signal.

      Trap.

      Yep. We were on the same page.

      There was a crack that echoed through the rooftop, and I didn’t have to look to know that every Aunare guard was now armed and ready for a fight.

      “I don’t know.” Amihanna carried on the conversation as if she were clueless about the trap we’d knowingly walked into. “It feels like a century ago, but time is messed up right now. It’s been a weird year.” She sighed like we had all the time in the world. “What I want to know is why a Rojo is here on Telnon?”

      “Rojo?” I asked, playing along while we waited for SpaceTech to make their move.

      “A gang.” Roan had seen the signal, and he wasn’t an idiot. By joining in on the conversation, he was playing along, too. “It’s a big one with ties all across North America. You can spot ’em by the red geometric tattoos. They all have them. But this one had a run-in with us. He was arrested. And now he’s here?”

      Arrested and now here? When Amihanna was here?

      It was almost too obvious for SpaceTech, but if it worked once, why not do it twenty times?

      While I waited for the attack, one thing kept running through my mind.

      Fynea had been right. I really should’ve sent Amihanna into orbit. It was too easy to set off the lucole in her blood. Anyone here could have one of those small devices in their pocket.

      Nothing was worth risking her getting killed.

      Nothing.
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      It was a trap. I knew it was likely from the moment we heard about the black market. SpaceTech loved a black market for their goods. It meant they were selling at an exceptional price. If they were keeping the number of lucole weapons allowed out to the barest minimum that meant they’d sell even higher at a black market. They’d love that. And since I was poisoned, they knew that I would be looking for a sample. Of course I’d show up here. They had to have a trap ready for me. That’s what made the most sense.

      But I knew it was a trap the second I saw that Rojo.

      I’d stopped his assault on a young girl—Hillary. She’d ended up in my class after the attack, but the incident landed him in jail. I didn’t always call the cops, but I did that night. I always called the cops on anything I saw that involved underage kids.

      I was trying to think of how long it’d been. I’d thought it was more than a year ago, but I was wrong. Now that I was thinking of it, Roan was closer with his seven months guess. It probably was even less than that. Hillary had been in my class for less than a month when Declan showed up.

      The night I’d met this guy in a dark alley came back to me, and I wondered what had happened to him to have that big, tough guy now shaking in terror behind the table.

      I could tell he was afraid before he started shaking, but the shaking kicked in a minute ago, and I knew something had changed. Something bad was coming. This guy was bad news. Guys like this didn’t get this scared easily.

      “They let you out of prison to lure me here?” Because the last I’d heard, he was supposed to be behind bars for at least the next five years. No matter how much time had passed since that alley in Albuquerque, I knew for sure it hadn’t been five years.

      He swallowed, but didn’t answer.

      Did he think I was going to kill him? Was he scared of me?

      I didn’t think so. This was just one guy. SpaceTech would never send just one guy to kill me. Where were the rest? I needed to look around so that I could find them but turning away from a man that likely had at least one lucole weapon would’ve been a mistake.

      “They knew the sight of you would draw me over here.” It wasn’t a question. That’s what they’d done with Officer Hill. They’d keep doing that same plan until it stopped working.

      He gave one nod.

      He didn’t look happy to be here, which meant that something had happened while he was in jail. SpaceTech didn’t like to give stuff out for free. They took. They didn’t give. “They threatened you. They have your family? A friend? Someone?” There wasn’t much I could do to help whoever SpaceTech was holding, but I had to know who was in danger.

      “My kid. They have my kid. I fuck this up, and she’s dead. It’s you or her and now you have the weapon and she’s screwed.”

      Damn it. “You have a kid?” Of course he had a kid.

      That was my weak spot. Maybe it came from being so helpless and afraid as a kid on Earth, but I hated that SpaceTech used people like this. They didn’t care. There were too many people anyway. What was one death? Especially when that one death got them me.

      The kid was probably already dead, just like they assumed this man would be as soon as I saw him.

      But I wasn’t like SpaceTech.

      “I know I make bad choices.” The man wiped a drip of sweat from his brow. “I’m not a part of my kid’s life. She doesn’t even know me. I know it sounds like a fuckin’ lie, but I changed in prison. You said something to me when I was getting hauled away, and… I… I was hoping once I got out to try and fix shit with my daughter, but they took her.”

      “Are you sure they took her?” Lorne asked. “Did they gave you proof?”

      Fair question. SpaceTech wasn’t above lying, especially when it saved them time and energy.

      “They sent me a vid. I know vids can be faked, but I can’t risk it.” He shifted from foot to foot. “Man, if you’re going to kill me, just do it now. Okay. I can’t—”

      “I’m not going to kill you.” That wasn’t my MO. I rested my hands on the table and leaned close to him. “I didn’t in that alley and I won’t now.”

      He eyed me for a second and then dropped his chin to his chest and closed his eyes, as if resigned to the loss already, and I ached for him. I ached for his daughter and his ex. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t okay.

      “There are more.” He spoke softly without out looking up at me. “Three tables down to the right. Two tables up on the left. The last table next to the stairs. You’re surrounded. I only had to keep you here until the ship—”

      I stepped away from the table, and he stopped talking.

      Lorne started to ask a question and I held a hand up. I closed my eyes, and I heard it then. There it was. It was faint and distant and such a familiar sound to me that it didn’t stand out.

      I turned toward the sound, glancing out at the horizon. I saw it now. The flashing blue and red lights on the wings. A SpaceTech ship was approaching. It would be another minute or so, but they were coming.

      I guess the Yhona let more land after all.

      I’d deal with them later. Right now, we were in it.

      The trap had sprung.

      I signed quickly for a guard to search the Rojo, and three sprang into action, running from one table over. If he had a device that could set off the lucole again, I wanted it.

      I turned to Lorne. “I hope this was a good idea because that approaching ship is SpaceTech.” I pointed to it.

      He looked where I pointed and then, as he breathed out, his skin lit bright. Brighter than I’d ever seen before. “We fight. Always together.”

      “Fuck yeah,” Roan yelled. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him pull the gun from his pocket.

      “Wait.” Everything slowed as I saw the weapon in his hand. “You still have that?” I stepped back, pressing against Lorne, hopefully blocking him from any bullets.

      Why did Roan still have a gun?

      “Fynea gave it to me. It’s mine now.” He said that like it was an actual thing. He knew better.

      “Eshrin.” He was standing to my side and a little behind me, so I didn’t have to say it very loudly. “You have to take it from him. You know he can’t aim for shit. He’s not allowed to have a gun.”

      “It was one time.” Roan sounded annoyed. “One. Time.”

      “No. It was one time today, but that wasn’t your first mishap with a firearm.” Maybe no one else remembered that he’d fired at my feet at the house, but I hadn’t forgotten.

      “Don’t worry, babe.” Roan studied the gun in his hands. “This is some next level Aunare shit. I’m sure it aims for me.”

      I glanced at Lorne. “Does it aim for him?”

      “No.” Lorne looked at me like I was crazy for asking. Or maybe it was for distracting him right now, but whatever.

      I glanced at the sky. We had ten seconds before they got here. That was enough time to get the gun away from Roan.

      I held my hand to him. “Give it.”

      “No. I’m good.” Roan held out the gun in front of him. Bang.

      There was a scream and the Rojo hit the ground.

      Shit. The guards dropped beside him. “Did it hit anyone else?”

      One of the guards popped up. “We’re fine. It only hit the man you were talking to, in his shoulder. He’ll be fine.”

      I spun to Roan. “We don’t have time for this. We’re about to be attacked, and I don’t want to get shot. Give me the gun.”

      “If we’re going to be attacked, I need the gun, Am.” He pointed the gun up in the air. “I didn’t mean to—” Bang. “Shit.” He started to lower his hand and bang. He turned to me, and I jumped at my best friend before he shot me, grabbing his wrist and carefully controlling the movement until the gun was pointed at the ground.

      “Let go.”

      “Right. Yeah. Frosty idea.” He released his grip.

      I grabbed the gun as it slid from my hand and then Ginu appeared beside me and grunted. I took that to mean he wanted the gun and handed it over.

      “Sorry about that,” Roan yelled to the Rojo, who had yet to get up from the ground, but one of the guards was still with him.

      I stood on my tiptoes to see, but the guard was now searching the Rojo for any devices. The patch on the Rojo’s shoulder would heal him.

      Fine. Good. Damn it.

      The fight hadn’t even started and it was already a shitshow.

      We were so screwed.

      The ship was close now. Almost right on top of us.

      Eshrin slapped his faksano together twice.

      The rest of the guards answered with a clack-clack of their own.

      The ship above us fired, and we hit the ground. Lorne’s hand was on my back pressing me against the roof. He leaned close to my ear. “You blow it, I destroy the pieces. Just like before.”

      I lifted my chin just enough so I could see his eyes. “Just like before. On three.”

      “One,” Lorne said.

      “Two,” I said.

      And then we both hopped up. I crossed my wrists in front of my chest as I let the power build quickly, and then screamed as I lengthened them at my sides. The boom of the ship exploding was loud and yet silencing.

      There was a fizzle in the air as Lorne burned the pieces to ash before they hit the ground.

      For a few heartbeats, the silence kept on. I hadn’t realized how much noise there had been in the market until it was all gone.

      There was a pause as the dust cleared.

      I took a shallow breath. All around me I could feel the fight breathing to life. Another moment and it would be here. There were too many SpaceTech officers at the tables around us.

      One big breath.

      A man jumped over the table at one of my guards, and that was it.

      The fight was here.

      It was fast then. Another market. Another fight. But it felt the same.

      Almost the same, except this time Lorne was with me and I wouldn’t run away.

      Our guards worked quickly, moving together as a team, as they’d been trained to do—to protect us at all costs.

      I didn’t want to need protecting. I was ready for a fight. But when I saw what they were doing, I understood what my place in the fight would be.

      An Earther weapon flew high the air—a bomb. I wasn’t sure if it was going to go off, and I wasn’t taking that chance. I crossed my faksano.

      My power hit it and it exploded before it got near us.

      Lorne hit the bits with his power, and they turned to ash.

      Another weapon went up in the air. I thought about saving that one, but it was the same as the Rojo dude had. We already had one of those. I destroyed it.

      Another one came and this one was different. Not a bomb. Not the one that the Rojo dude had. We needed it.

      “Catch it,” I yelled to Lorne.

      He moved his faksano to hold them in one hand and leaped in the air, catching it before it hit the ground. “Why are we keeping this one?”

      “It looks different. We need a solid sample.”

      We kept going. Sometimes keeping the weapons, but mostly destroying them.

      No one made it through our guards. No one even got close. I was almost disappointed that I didn’t get to actually fight anyone. I was angry and anxious and ready to take that out on some unsuspecting asshole. But apparently that wasn’t happening tonight.

      “There’s another ship approaching,” Lorne said, and I knew it was time to find a way to get out of here.

      “Ours?” I asked, just in case I’d misunderstood.

      “No.”

      “Great.” Time to destroy it. “Where—”

      And then there was a ding.

      A ding that rang in my head, reverberating louder and louder and louder.

      I dropped to my knees, and I knew I was screaming, but I couldn’t hear it.

      Oh shit.

      Oh shit.

      One more. That’s all they needed. One more and I was dead, and I might take out everyone here with me.
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      There was a sickening crack, a flash of white-hot heat, and the guttural sound of people dying. And the ringing. Still the ringing. The sound kept getting louder until all I could hear was the ringing.

      I couldn’t see anything.

      I couldn’t hear anything except for the ringing.

      I couldn’t feel anything except for the pain and the hard, cold cement of the roof’s surface on my back.

      And then there were hands on my face, and I tried to slap them away, but they stayed firmly in place.

      Fingers pressed against my eyelids and then I realized I’d closed them again. It was still night, but there was enough light on the rooftop to hurt.

      I blinked and looked into Lorne’s eyes. He was grasping my head. He looked away at someone else and his lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying or make out the words on his lips. I was too distracted by all the snow falling.

      No. Not snow.

      Ash.

      And then I realized that Lorne was flashing and I remembered the screams I’d heard just before the ringing took over.

      I tried to look around, but there was no one I could see on the roof except my guards. My friends. And the ash.

      The ship either turned around or we fired at it or I didn’t know. Lorne couldn’t destroy it on his own and take down everyone on the roof. Could he?

      I looked back at Lorne. He was still flashing.

      He had to stop flashing.

      The ringing was getting louder and the pain was getting worse, but my fear for Lorne and what he might do chased it away enough so that I could think.

      He had to stop flashing before he killed us all.

      “I’m okay. I’m okay. I’m okay.” The words came out frantically and probably much too loud, and I wasn’t sure I believed them, but I was saying them anyway. Because if I said them, then maybe they’d be true.

      The vibrations kept rolling through me and my head started to pound. It was like someone was stabbing me in the brain and I bit my lip to stop from screaming again.

      I felt something wet on my lip and I wiped it away.

      Red.

      Blood.

      Again.

      I shoved my hand in my pocket but when I looked around to make sure no one had noticed, I saw that everyone had. Because the fight was over, and I was surrounded by Lorne. Roan. Eshrin. My guards.

      Audrey pushed through the wall of guards and dropped to her knees beside me, pulling something out of her bag.

      I glanced at Lorne and tried not to think about the pain, but it was slowly getting worse. The ringing was getting even louder and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to make this worse. I wanted the vibrations to go away. If I moved would they get worse?

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to breathe through it, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t. And my heart was pounding. And I’d been here before. And I didn’t want to die.

      And now I was panicking.

      “Help,” I said to no one and everyone. I still couldn’t hear, but I knew I was yelling. “Get it out of me.” Another wave of pain sliced through my brain and I grabbed my head, squeezing it in at the temples, hoping to release some of the pain, but I couldn’t stop the scream this time.

      I curled into a ball and rolled onto my stomach, resting my forehead on the cold cement, and I didn’t care that it was dirty. I didn’t care about anything but making the pain in my head go away.

      I could feel each tiny bit of lucole in my brain. I hadn’t been able to before, but I could now. They were like razor-sharp burrs stuck in my brain. I wanted to destroy them, but they were tiny—just slightly bigger than a nano—and there were way too many of them. Thousands. Hundreds of thousands. I couldn’t tell, but it felt impossible to know.

      I’d never tried to destroy something so small, and never something inside a living being. There was no way I could destroy them without blowing up my brain.

      But now that I could feel them, the temptation to try was there.

      I shifted my head and the burrs’ vibration dug them deeper into my brain. I tried to take a breath but the pain was getting worse and I couldn’t get enough air in. “I can’t—” Hot wet dripped out of my nose, splashing on the roof. I wanted to swipe at my nose, but my elbows were resting on the rooftop and I didn’t think could move.

      Lorne gently lifted me into his lap. He pulled me close, until my face was pressed tight against his chest, and he started to vibrate.

      Vibrate?

      He took a breath and then more vibrations.

      No. Not vibrating. He was singing.

      It was the Aunare healing song. I couldn’t hear it, but recognized the rhythm and how it made me feel. It healed me—body and soul—but I wasn’t sure how. There were some things about the Aunare that I didn’t understand and classified as magic. Like their healing pods. And the light floors of Ra’mi market. And the healing song.

      The guards joined in, adding their voices to Lorne’s. I felt Audrey next to me, her device scanning. She stuck something small and cold on either side of my forehead, and the pain started to ease.

      With the pain even a little bit less, I wanted to go. Right then. I wanted to go back to our ship, but I couldn’t move and I didn’t think Lorne would let me even if I tried.

      The ringing in my head slowly started to diminish, and with that, the pain started to lessen even more. The burrs weren’t vibrating so much, and their sharp points seemed to dull. With each second that passed, I felt a little better and the panic started to die down. I was going to be okay.

      I really was going to be okay.

      But I also knew that okay was temporary, and it would continue to be temporary until this poison was out of my body. I thought that having lucole in my blood was nothing compared to nanos, but I was wrong. Nanos I could survive. I wasn’t sure I could survive this.

      Lorne kept singing, and slowly, I was able to hear him. His voice was on the verge of cracking, and my heart broke at the sound.

      Audrey placed her hand on my back. “She’s okay, Lorne,” she said softly. “She’s okay. I was able to get a very good reading on the vibrations of the crystal pieces inside her, and I was able to cancel out their frequencies.”

      Lorne stopped singing, but his grip on me tightened. “You can see it now? You can get a read on the poison?”

      “I can. Better than that, I believe that I’ve forced the lucole back to its natural state. As it lessened in severity, I made adjustments to the scan. I can now see it in her system even at neutral.” She paused. “This is a very good thing. We know it’s there. It’s not hidden from us anymore. If we can see it, then we can start to work on how to get rid of it. But I don’t know what will happen if it activates again. I don’t know what my manual manipulation of the microscopic crystal pieces in her brain will do long term. Will the next time she encounters the activation tone count as her third? I don’t know, and it’s critical that we find out.”

      A throat cleared beside us, but Lorne didn’t let go of me. My face was still pressed against him, and I was more than a little freaked out and happy to stay that way.

      “We should go now, your majesty,” Ashino said. “We have Yhona ships approaching, and I would rather be gone by the time they get here. Can I have the vehicles brought up?”

      He was right. I pushed against Lorne, and he let me go. His skin wasn’t flashing anymore, but it was still too bright to be safe. “I want to leave. I want to go back to the warship. Now.”

      He nodded to Ashino. “Let’s leave.” Then he looked at me and pressed his finger between my eyes. “Your head is hurting?”

      “Yes.” I couldn’t lie. “But I’m okay right now. My head hurts, but it’s not as bad as it was on Apollyon.” I couldn’t ever let it get that bad again. It had killed me last time. They’d damaged my brain so badly that jumping back through the galaxy had killed me. They’d brought me back, but I’d died.

      Three ships landed on the roof, and for a second, I forgot that our on-planet transport vehicles could actually fly. Lorne mentioned it when we talked about what we’d do if things went wrong, but I’d completely forgotten. “Our vehicles just landed on the roof.”

      “Of course they did.” Lorne said it as if having a ground-only vehicle would’ve been absurd.

      If we ever ended up back on Earth, he was going to freak when he saw what kind of vehicles I drove. And then there was Roan’s speeder—man, he was going to think I’d lost my mind for riding on that thing.

      I tried to stand, but Lorne refused to let me go. He carried me in his arms to the closest vehicle, then eased me inside on the back bench and slid in next to me. Roan, Audrey, and Tyler sat in the bench across from us. Two more guards got in with the guard acting as pilot in the front, but I couldn’t see who.

      I stretched out on the back bench with my head in Lorne’s lap. I thought I was exhausted earlier, but that didn’t even come close to how I was feeling now.

      One of the guards passed a carton of water over the partition. “Drink.” The word was more grunt than anything else.

      I didn’t have to see him to know who that was. “Sure. Thanks, Ginu.” But I couldn’t sit up to drink it.

      He grunted—Ginu for you’re welcome. And everything else.

      An alarm went off just as we lifted from the roof, and I couldn’t help but think what now? What else could possibly happen tonight? And why wasn’t it day yet?

      I looked at my wrist unit.

      Two more hours of night left on this planet, and apparently on the longest night ever in the history of nights, that was plenty of time for one more complication.

      The alarm sounded again.

      “What would you like me to do, your majesty?” Ashino said from the front. I guessed it was him and Ginu up there with whoever was flying.

      I looked at Lorne. “What’s the alarm mean?”

      “We’re being followed.” He glanced up at the front of the vehicle. “By…”

      “A contingent of Yhona, your majesty,” a guard whose voice I didn’t recognize said from the front.

      “Put me through to their coms.” Lorne’s voice was filled with fury. I didn’t envy whoever was on the other end of this call.

      There was a beep and then a soft Aunare voice. A moment later, Beta Omo popped on the vidscreen in the side window.

      Oh shit. Lorne was in no mood to deal with that man.

      “You have broken the peace accord by attacking a member of the alliance. I—”

      Did the moron have a death wish?

      Lorne’s skin wasn’t flashing anymore, but it was still bright. Still way too bright to be safe. “I’m sending you proof that we waited until we were fired on first.” His voice was calm, but the tone was a lie. The skin was the truth, and it was getting even brighter. “We have broken nothing. If you continue to follow us, we will consider you in league with SpaceTech and will proceed as if you are part of the attack.”

      Beta Omo sputtered, but it was too practiced. “That’s not what I was told.” He knew what he was told was a lie. He wasn’t covering up his glee at having something to hold over Lorne well enough.

      This man was awful.

      “Then you should question who did the informing. We will be resting in orbit on our warship. If Melina wishes to speak with us, she may come aboard, but she—and anyone she brings—will be treated as a possible threat, searched, and any weapons confiscated.”

      Beta Omo started to talk, but Lorne cut him off. “I’ve been attacked twice now on your planet where we came peacefully to meet with you and the rest of the alliance. My patience with this group has officially ended. I will stay until the morning for the meetings, mostly to inform them of what happened today. I will not let this stand. Tell Melina that either I see her at the meeting in the morning or I will forever call the Yhona my enemy.”

      Lorne said a quick, Aunare command. One that I understood.

      End call.

      “Fire on them if they don’t go away in the next five seconds,” Lorne said, and I wondered if he wanted them to keep following us.

      “They’re already gone, your majesty.”

      “Pity.” He slid back in his seat, slouching a little more, and then pulled me against his side. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Same,” I said, but I was studying his skin. It wasn’t dimming. Not even a little bit.

      “Same times twenty,” Roan said. “And I’m hungry. Any chance there’s one of those magic food boxes hidden in here? I could really go for a burger.”

      “A burger? What’s that?” Ginu asked, and I almost sat up in shock.

      But then I knew what they were doing. They saw Lorne. They knew that if the tension in the ship didn’t ease soon, Lorne might lose control.

      “Oh man. Only the best thing you’d ever have the pleasure of eating. I’m not a man for violence, but I’d kill someone for a real burger right now. With actual cow meat,” Tyler said. “That synthetic stuff just ain’t right.”

      Audrey groaned. “And fries. Fresh, real potatoes. Crunchy on the outside, soft and fluffy on the inside. I could eat a bucket of them.”

      Wait. “There are no fries? Do the Aunare have fries?”

      Lorne pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll have someone figure it out for you.”

      I rolled onto my back so I could look up at him. I was pretty sure I could’ve asked for anything in that moment and he would give it to me. He ran his fingers down my face, and there was too much worry in his eyes.

      “While they figure out how to make us some fries, I’m going to have a double cup of wyso, a snack, and then get started on updating the lab team,” Audrey said.

      “How long until you form an antidote?” Lorne asked her.

      I would’ve told him to lay off and give her more than a few minutes to think about it, but I kind of wanted the answer, too.

      “I got some extremely helpful readings from Amihanna on the roof. That’s a real breakthrough. I want to pull some more of her blood, and then run a few tests on it. You also obtained a few more lucole-based weapons, which is fantastic. We need to take them apart, and see if any of them are loaded with the exact same poison as what’s in Amihanna’s system.”

      That had me scared again. “You think there could be more than one type of lucole poison?”

      Audrey shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. It could be that they’ve only had time to develop one kind of lucole poison and that all the poison bullets in all the SpaceTech guns are the same. But in the spirit of SpaceTech—why develop one poison when you could have three?”

      Man. It was so obvious, and yet, I hadn’t even considered it. One seemed awful enough to me.

      “If I give you the antidote to the wrong kind, it could be like giving you a second poison. I don’t think your body can handle anything else at this point.” She sighed, and Tyler pushed her forward so that he could rub her shoulders.

      “I’m just hoping that if the poisons in those weapons are different, it’s only a different concentration. If it’s just a matter of titration, then I can compare what you have against what we have a sample of, and find the right level of antidote. I just can’t put something in you that I haven’t tested. I could end up hurting you, or worse.”

      I didn’t understand a lot of that, but I really understood the hurting me, or worse, part.

      “You’ve got a full lab of Aunare scientists with you. You’ll work together and find the solution. I have no doubt,” Lorne said.

      “I appreciate the confidence.” Audrey leaned back against Tyler. “I just wished I was feeling it, too.”

      “Hey.” I nudged her with my foot. “You saved me a bunch of times before, and you did again tonight. If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      Her bottom lip trembled for a second but she sucked her emotions down. “I’m going to do my best not to let you down. I promise.”

      “I know you will.” And that was the truth.

      Because I’d already died, and come back, and I knew that this world—this life—was the hard part. This life was so impossibly hard sometimes. But the afterlife? Heaven? That was good. That was the reward for a good job done.

      But my job wasn’t done.

      I hadn’t realized how much I wanted to live until the lucole activated and I saw that I wouldn’t get to the good part here. I wouldn’t get to see the end of the war, and I wouldn’t get to have years with Lorne being married, having kids, getting old.

      And I wanted that. I wanted all of it. I wanted it so bad.

      My eyes started to burn with tears, and I closed them.

      “Shhhh,” Lorne said as he rubbed his hand down my shoulder to my elbow and back up again. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “I hope so,” I whispered to him. I knew everyone could probably hear me, but I wanted to pretend for a second that it was just him.

      “It will be,” he whispered back.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because this isn’t the end. I know that there’s more to our life than this fight. We will survive this, and we will have more than earned that nice, quiet life you’ve dreamed of.”

      The pressure on my body pushing me into my seat as we jolted upward to exit the atmosphere, but something about that pressure soothed me.

      And then I realized how tired I was, and I surrendered.

      Because when you have nothing left to give, that’s when you surrender.

      I offered all my troubles and worries and pain up to God because nothing in this life was in my control. I could only deal with whatever came up the best that I could.

      Giving up control was hard, but once I did, a weight lifted.

      And I let myself fall to sleep.

      And as I did, I prayed that when I woke up, things would be better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

          AMIHANNA

        

      

    

    
      I woke up to voices arguing and squeezed my eyes shut. The voices were in the next room somewhere, which meant I could ignore them for a little bit. I was too cozy, lying in a bed surrounded by soft pillows, silky sheets, and a thick blanket keeping me warm, to deal with drama already. The pillow smelled a little like Lorne, and I knew I was safe. I didn’t want to leave this place, wherever it was.

      The voices got a little louder, and I knew I needed to wake up soon. I remembered I’d fallen asleep in the on-planet vehicle just as we were leaving Telnon’s atmosphere. Which meant we must’ve made it to Lorne’s warship while I slept. My last thoughts before I fell asleep had been that I hoped things would be better when I woke up. I snuggled deeper into the pillows and tugged the blanket tight around my neck. And smiled because if Lorne was arguing with someone, then maybe it wasn’t better now. But my head wasn’t hurting and I didn’t feel like death.

      Who was Lorne yelling at? Was that Fynea? Sometimes it was hard for me to tell when they were speaking in Aunare, but no one else would argue with Lorne like that except me, my father, or Fynea. And since it was a female and not me, that left exactly one person it could’ve been—Fynea.

      Which meant something was happening and I should get up, but I didn’t want to. The bed was too nice and comfortable and I felt like I could’ve easily slept for a few more hours.

      The yelling got even louder and I knew all good things came to an end at some point.

      I opened my eyes, and I was right. Just like I’d thought, I was in Lorne’s quarters on his warship. Before I’d fallen asleep, Audrey said she wanted to run tests and take blood and do all kinds of things, but either she had done them while I was sleeping or she was waiting for me to wake up.

      I hoped she’d done everything she needed to while I was sleeping. I’d been poked and prodded enough over the last week. I didn’t want to do any more tests. But if it was a few more tests that could save my life, then I couldn’t refuse.

      But first, wyso. Because doing anything else first thing in the morning—or whatever time of day when I woke up—was just plain mean.

      I sat up and realized that someone—hopefully Lorne—had taken off my clothes, leaving me in my underwear, before tucking me into bed. I rubbed my eyes, and a vague memory surfaced—he was whispering for me to keep sleeping as he pulled off the torn dark green vest I’d worn to the welcome dinner.

      Okay. Good. Lorne had taken care of me, and I was thankful for that. I wished he had woken me up for a shower, but I’m not sure he could’ve even if he tried. Sleep had been more important.

      I rolled out of bed, grabbed a bottle of cold wyso from the room’s fridge and took a swig. There. Everything would be okay. I took a few more sips and then set it down to enter the shower. I wanted to linger under the light warm spray, but I knew we were on the ship, which meant water shouldn’t be wasted. So, I moved quickly in and out, and then dressed. It had been ten minutes from waking up to fully dressed, but in that time, the yelling hadn’t died down.

      I grabbed my wyso and pressed my hand on the panel beside the door. It opened with a whoosh.

      Fynea and Lorne were yelling in the hallway of the warship. A few guards were at the end of the corridor, but they relaxed their stance a little when they saw me. I saluted them with my bottle and took another sip.

      The heated argument quieted down as Lorne and Fynea turned to look at me.

      “We woke you up.” Lorne sounded a little defeated and sad that I was awake.

      I thought about lying and saying no. That I’d just woken up, but I still had that groggy feeling in my head even with the wyso’s help. Which meant that yes, they’d absolutely woken me up. “Yeah, but it’s fine. What’s going on?”

      Lorne pressed his hand to my cheek. “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay, unless you say I have to do a bunch of tests and get in a pod, and then I’m doing terrible and please leave me alone.”

      Lorne gave me a small smile. “Thankfully, you slept through all of that.”

      Oh, thank God.

      He laughed softly at my silent reaction. “How’s your head?”

      “It doesn’t hurt. I’m super groggy, but no real pain. How’s the lucole? Did Audrey get it out yet?” I knew it was a long shot, but I had a little bit of hope.

      “No.”

      I knew I shouldn’t have been disappointed, but I was. Not because she wasn’t doing enough, but because I didn’t want to be poisoned anymore.

      “I’m not sure how much you remember from the rooftop, but Audrey was able to neutralize the poison in you, but she’s unsure if it’s back to its natural state or whether the next tone could be your third.” Lorne sounded equal parts exhausted and worried. “There’s a lot we don’t know.”

      I gripped the bottle in my hand a little tighter. “So, she learned nothing?” Because she’d said that before I fell asleep. Now I was wondering how long I’d been asleep.

      “I didn’t say that. She repaired the damage to your brain in the pod, and neutralized it a little more. She gave me a device to help counter the frequency should someone use a similar device on you again, and then she took her samples to the lab ship. She’s working on trying to find a way to pull the lucole out of your blood and has theories, but she wants to make sure they’re safe before she attempts anything.”

      I liked the idea of a device to counter the activation, but pulling the lucole out of my blood was the most important part. I wanted it gone. “How long did she say that would take?”

      “She doesn’t know,” Lorne said.

      Perfect. “So that’s why you were yelling?”

      Fynea and Lorne shared a look, but it was Lorne who finally answered me. “No. The Yhona are angry with us—”

      “With you.” Fynea finally spoke up. She gave Lorne a hard look, like she was silently yelling at him for softening the truth.

      Wait. That sounded like me, but she gave Lorne the mean look. “The Yhona are angry with me?” I pointed to myself. “Or Lorne?” I pointed to him.

      Fynea and Lorne had a little stare off, but after a moment, Fynea nodded. Somehow, she’d won this argument without saying a word. “In truth, probably both, but you. I meant you, Amihanna. Lorne just doesn’t want me to tell you.”

      I glanced between them. No. They didn’t get to not tell me. “Say it.”

      “SpaceTech is saying—”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Was I supposed to care what the hell they were saying about me? Because I didn’t.

      “You think this is funny?” Fynea sounded outraged.

      Fynea was in a mood this morning. “Yeah. I mean it’s a little funny. Why the hell am I supposed to care what SpaceTech says?” I said it aloud this time in hopes that she’d understand me. “They’re liars. They’re murderers. They’re pretty much the most evil society, but I’ll admit that my view is a little skewed against them. There might be worse people in the universe, but to me—they’re the absolute worst. So they’re mad at me and saying something awful because they’re scared that we’re coming after them. Fine. They can say whatever they want. But I should care why, exactly?”

      “Because the Yhona believe them.” With each word Fynea said, she got louder. “And they’re saying we broke the peace accords first and that by that rule, we have to turn you over to their justice system.”

      Okay. This was why they were screaming at each other.

      I took a moment to think through what she’d just said. Maybe another sip of wyso would help because that sounded like the Yhona were being idiots. But the wyso didn’t help make it any clearer to me. “You’re saying that the Yhona want to put me in jail?” I wasn’t angry, just shocked that the Yhona were this stupid.

      “Yes,” Lorne said.

      “I’d like to see them try.” Honestly, it could even be fun, and it could prove to be a deterrent to any other ally that decided to eat up whatever SpaceTech said. “I went to jail once before for something I didn’t do. I won’t go again. Not without a big blowout, a we’ll-see-how-many-pieces-of-you-are-left fight.” I knew Lorne wouldn’t allow that to happen either. That wasn’t why they were arguing.

      “No, you won’t.” Lorne said and at the same time, Fynea said, “Absolutely not.”

      “Okay. Then, we’re all agreed. Why the screamfest out here?”

      Lorne gave Fynea a look, and she rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll tell her.” She squared her shoulders as she looked at me. “Mr. Romance over here wants you to get married right now. He thinks—”

      “Okay.” I looked down at the leggings and Lorne’s sweater that I’d thrown over them. “I should probably change though. Right?” I motioned down at my outfit with the bottle of wyso. “Or does that not matter? I mean I’m okay either way, but I know you’ve got some feelings on this whole wedding topic, Fynea.”

      Lorne’s smile was instant. The grin spread and then he started a low laugh that had him bowing his head as he tried to keep it in check.

      Fynea stood there with her mouth open for a second too long. She made a soft, long, very high-pitched cry that seemed endless.

      I looked at Lorne. “Is she going to be okay? And should we even really care? I mean, it’s our wedding and you’re the High King. Right? You get to make the rules. Soooooo, can’t we just get married whenever we want? Or am I missing something?”

      Fynea started to make some more high-pitched noises. I wasn’t sure if they were laughs or screams or both, but Lorne started laughing harder either way.

      The sight of Lorne doubled-over seemed to snap Fynea out of her shock. “This is just great. It’s just grand. There’s two of you now, and I can’t even do my job.” She was muttering to herself as she tapped at her tablet.

      I didn’t want Fynea upset. “Okay. What’s really going on?” Lorne was no help right now. I wasn’t sure if it was the pressure or the combo of my reaction plus Fynea’s, but he was content to stand there covering his mouth with his hand as he laughed.

      “Lorne says that you need diplomatic immunity, which you would get as his wife and as the High Queen. He doesn’t think you need it because we’ve given them evidence, but he’s just looking for any excuse to marry you right now. It’s pathetic.”

      Lorne straightened. “Why is it pathetic to want to marry my shalshasa? Especially right now when it could save her—and us—a major problem? Why is that wrong? Explain that one to me.”

      “Because you’re supposed to have a proper wedding, with a beautiful gown and flowers and your parents and a reception and—”

      I put my hand on Fynea’s arm to stop her. She’d been working on plans for our wedding ever since Lorne put the engagement ring on my finger. I knew whatever she’d been planning would’ve been the perfect Aunare event, fit for the High King. She’d been planning a dream wedding, and I was taking that away from her.

      Yes, it wasn’t her wedding, but he was her High King. Her best friend. And she had a dream to make for him the perfect day.

      I understood the disappointment, but she needed to understand that this was between me and Lorne. “I know you want Lorne to have the perfect day. I know how hard you’ve been working and—”

      “I’m not upset about me.” Fynea huffed. “Okay. A little upset about me, but you two deserve something amazing. Lorne does because he’s my best friend, and I want the best for him because I love him dearly. But you, my dear. You have endured so much that it staggers me. You deserve a moment to shine and enjoy. You deserve a moment of triumph. The wedding I was planning would’ve been that for you, for Lorne, and for the Aunare. We need something to celebrate after hearing of all the horror and war and death, and your union would be that event that could unite us all. It would be a moment that would give us hope that we could overcome and heal everything that has gone wrong. If we could just hold out for it, then I know you’d be so happy—”

      That she cared so much about me was… It was a lot. She was putting so much pressure on our wedding.

      I wasn’t sure what to say, but I squeezed her arm and gave it a little shake to stop her from talking. “Thank you for wanting all of that for me and for our people. The wedding you were planning would’ve been epic and it sounds amazing, but you know, the triumph of enduring all that you just talked about? That’s something that I get to have every day I wake up here, with Lorne, in some amazing safe place, with food, and love. The only thing I want is Lorne. That’s it. The rest is just show.” I stepped back from Fynea and looked at Lorne, who was smiling down at me. “Let’s get married. Who’s here that can do it so that it’s legal?”

      “Either of our head pilots can do it,” Lorne said. “As the ship’s captain, they can marry anyone on their vessel.”

      “Great. Should we head that way?” I spun to walk to the bridge, but Lorne caught my wrist.

      “Roan is setting up so that we can stream it, like he did with your classes.”

      “Oh.” I guessed that made sense. “Okay.” I looked down at my clothes. If people were going to see it, then this probably wasn’t the best outfit choice. “I guess I should change.”

      “What are you talking about? You guess you should change?” Fynea screamed. “Of course you need to change. You can’t get married in one of Lorne’s sweaters. That’s outrageous. You’re going to be the High Queen. Show some dignity, for the love of the Goddess.” She ripped the bottle of wyso out of my hands.

      “Hey.” I reached for the bottle, but she marched over to one of the guards and handed it to him without pausing her rant.

      She stomped her way back to us, still ranting. “And if you think that just because you’re—”

      I started laughing because it was just too funny how upset she was getting. If it were her wedding, I would’ve tried to understand, but this one was mine. If Lorne and I didn’t care, then no one else should.

      I stared into his aquamarine gaze, his eyes still glittered with amusement at Fynea’s outrage, and this—this—was why I’d lived through everything. For this moment with Lorne. This made every single bit of fighting worth it.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Okay,” Lorne said.

      Fynea took hold of my arm and placed her hand on the panel, opening the door I’d just come through. “At least you’ve showered already,” she muttered and I was starting to wonder if she was going to be okay. “Should’ve required Almya to be here. Who would’ve thought they’d refuse to be reasonable. Not me. No one listens to me anymore—”

      I eyed Lorne as she half-dragged me through the door. Fynea might have truly cracked. “Help?” I mouthed to him.

      Lorne shook his head and took a step back with his hands held out to his sides. “Better not risk upsetting her more.”

      “You’re the High King,” I whisper-shouted at him as the door closed, and then I was alone with Fynea.

      I started to pull my arm free, but she’d already let go. She stormed to the vidscreen and pushed a few buttons. A second later, Almya’s face popped on. She was in a larger room walking past desks of seamstresses busily working on her creations. “Yes, Princess Fynea?”

      Fynea groaned. “Must you call me that? You know I hate it.”

      Almya stepped into a quieter room and closed the door. “Apologies, Fynea. Habits die hard. How may I help you?” The image steadied as Almya sat down at a desk.

      Fynea motioned me over. “This. Help me with this.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I’m not a this. What the hell, Fynea.” She ranted at me, stole my wyso, and now I was a this?

      Almya gave me a small smile of understanding before focusing on Fynea. “I’d be happy to help, but what occasion am I dressing her for?”

      Fynea sent me a not-so-friendly stare. “I’m not sure you sent anything for this particular occasion.”

      Almya’s grin faded. “I’m sure we can find something suitable. I packed everything she could possibly need, with instructions and labels for each outfit. The ships’ staff moved everything to the Telnon house and back again, but everything made the transfers intact. All of her clothes should be in Lorne’s secondary closet by the bed. There’s a catalog on the closet’s panel.” She tapped on her desk and a screen lit. “I’m looking now, but if you search via dress code for the event—”

      Fynea swiped her hand through the air, cutting off Almya. “Yes. The clothes were transferred back into the closet. That’s fine. It’s the type of event that’s the problem. Wedding would be the one for today. I wouldn’t think you sent—”

      “Congratulations,” Almya squealed and clapped her hands. “Yes. Yes, I absolutely sent her dress along with her.” She glanced at me. “I didn’t mean to overreach, but you and the High King are quite in love. I got this feeling whenever I saw the two of you together that you might decide to get married on a whim. I love it when I’m right.”

      Almya really was getting to know me, but I was hung up on one particular word. “Dress?” I thought we were past this.

      “No, it’s not a dress. I know you better than that.” Almya grinned at me. “I chose white because my research told me that it was the traditional Earther color of old. Not lately. They’ve mostly abandoned all the Earther wedding traditions these days with regards to formal marriages, but my research turned up the most gorgeous gowns.”

      “Gown?” I said because that wasn’t in the cards. I wasn’t okay with a dress. I definitely wasn’t okay with a gown. A gown was like a mega dress.

      Fynea walked to the closet and pressed the button to slide it open and started searching.

      “You have to trust me.” Almya tapped something on her desk. “My inventory shows it as the fifth hanger on the left. I chose to alter the gown design from the traditional Earther fashions in years past. Instead of a gorgeous dress, you’ve got a pair of white, slim pants with the usual hidden pockets you request. The top is a long-sleeved beaded bodice with a gauzy iridescent skirt high in the front, draping to train in the back. The train can separate from the bodice, should need arise, but—” She pressed her palms in prayer. “Please, please don’t tear it like you did that evergreen vest from last night. It would break my heart into a million pieces if this one got destroyed.”

      I rolled my eyes. It wasn’t like I planned to get into fights all the time, but I liked to be ready for them. “I’ll do my best.” If I were in a fight, I wouldn’t care about ruining the clothes, but it wouldn’t do any good to tell Almya that. She’d worry and fret until the outfit was safely back on the hanger. Each piece she made was her baby.

      “Found it.” Fynea turned to Almya. “Why in the Goddess’s name did you put sleeves on it? That’s not acceptable and—”

      Almya got serious for the first time. “Pardon me, princess, but Amihanna doesn’t feel comfortable being so exposed. She prefers her arms covered, which is often not an option for someone of her stature, but if there’s one day when she should feel like the best version of herself, then it’s today.” She pressed her lips together. “And, I’ll have you know that the fabric of the sleeves is thin and gauzy and will light up to accentuate her natural Aunare glow. The crystals on the sleeves are placed perfectly above her fao’ana, so that when they are active, the crystals will glitter bright enough to light the galaxy. She will look radiant as she becomes the greatest High Queen we’ve ever had.”

      Fynea gave a huff like she wasn’t sure she bought half of what Almya had said, but she handed me the hanger. “We’ll see how she looks in it.” She shoved me toward the bathroom.

      Honestly, I was glad to be out of there. The way Fynea and Almya were glaring at each other made me feel incredibly awkward.

      I let out a breath and hooked the hanger on the top of the shower door. It was time to get dressed.

      I wasn’t sure what I felt as I put on the clothes or if I even felt anything other than contentment.

      I’d had plenty of really bad days. Yesterday hadn’t been fun, but it didn’t even rank on my top ten worst days list. But today? Today would be a good day. Today would be an amazing day.

      So, I quickly shed the comfortable leggings and my favorite sweater that I’d stolen from Lorne. I folded the clothes on the counter and pulled on the white pants, zipping them up at my left hip. Then, looked at the top. It was lacy and had tiny beads and jewels woven in to make it look like the lacy wave was actually made of glitter. The skirt flared out from the bottom of the bodice, and was made of an ethereal opalescent material that shifted colors depending on how you looked at it. The sleeves were so delicate, and I straightened one of them. She must’ve spent hours placing those crystals in just the right spots. They were sown in the same exact pattern and placement as my fao’ana.

      Wow. No wonder Almya didn’t want me to rip it. I didn’t want to rip it, and usually I didn’t really care about the clothes that I wore. I couldn’t even imagine how many hours this took her to make.

      I took some time putting on the top, and even pulled on my power a little so that I could make sure I had the sleeves lined up just right.

      When I came out of the bathroom, Almya did a little squeal and a shimmy. “I took so much time going over the images of your fao’ana, but I wasn’t sure I had all the measurements right. I didn’t want to ruin the surprise and make you try it on, but I nearly did a few times. I can’t believe how perfect it turned out. How’s the fit? Does it feel okay? Do you feel as gorgeous as you look?”

      I wished I had words for her, but I didn’t. I couldn’t say anything as I looked at myself in the mirror.

      Fynea turned me so that she could look at me full-on. She stared at me for a moment—just long enough for me to start fidgeting—but then she smoothed the skirt and tugged the bodice up a little. She gripped one of my wrists and tugged my arm out to stare at the crystals.

      After a moment, she dropped my wrist without saying another word.

      Did she not like it? That seemed impossible, but why wasn’t she saying anything? “What’s wrong?” I started tugging on the top.

      Fynea slapped my hand away. “Don’t. You’ll ruin it.” She lightly ran her fingers over the sleeves. “I thought Amihanna was being overly kind by hiring you,” she said to Almya without turning toward the screen. “I thought that it was her way of showing charity, but it wasn’t. Almya, you are amazing. This is true talent. This wedding gown is trendsetting royal fashion, the likes of which we haven’t seen in ages.”

      Almya brushed away a tear. “Thank you, Fynea. This is truly my dream come true.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say, but they didn’t seem to need me to say anything.

      Fynea finally glanced away from the dress. “Well deserved,” she said to Almya. “This is breathtaking.”

      It was. The gown—if it could be called that—was beautiful. I never thought I’d feel like a High Queen, but this made it seem as if maybe I could fill that role.

      “If you would be so kind as to do her hair,” Almya said. “In the traditional Aunare style. Up with the—”

      Fynea held up a hand. “I’m not sure I can do your creation justice, but I will strive to make it the best I can.”

      Oh boy. That sounded like it was going to take forever.

      Almya pressed her fist to her heart and bowed. “Thank you. I’ll leave you to it.” Almya waved to me. “Congratulations. You deserve the greatest of happiest days. May the Goddess shine brightly on your day.” And then the screen went blank.

      Fynea stared at me again, and I wasn’t sure what she was thinking. But there was one thing that I wanted to make clear. “I wasn’t showing charity when I hired Almya.” I truly hadn’t been. “Her top was the only one that I actually liked in my closet. Aside from Lorne’s sweaters.”

      Fynea shook her head at me. “You know you could have those sweaters made to your measurements. They’d be the same.”

      “No. It wouldn’t be the same. I need his. They smell like him, and that makes me feel safe.”

      Fynea made a face like she smelled something bad, and I wasn’t sure what I’d said to set her off. Did she think Lorne didn’t smell good? Because she was extremely wrong.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I wanted to be mad at this. I’d been planning the grandest wedding the Aunare had ever seen, and now all those meetings and designs—and they were amazing designs—are wasted. It was a wedding that would’ve made all the Aunare cheer for the two of you as our leaders and would’ve pushed us into a better era, and I was angry that the two of you were ruining that for our people.” She let out a breath. “I thought I was doing it for you and Lorne and the Aunare, but I’m realizing now it was more for the Aunare than anything else, and that wasn’t right. This is a marriage. It’s about you and Lorne. This is a wedding about love, not politics.”

      I nodded. “It is.”

      “All right then, let’s do the hair.” She scanned the room, searching for something. “Ah. There it is.” She crossed the room to the two chairs, and slid out an ottoman from under one.

      “All right. We’re going to sit you right here, but you’re not going to sit on that train.” She carefully shoved me to sit on it, holding the back of the dress out so that I could sit without wrinkling it, and then moved behind me and started to section off my hair.

      At first, I tried talking to Fynea while she worked, but she told me to shut up. She was concentrating. So, instead, I thought about marrying Lorne and what I wanted the future to look like for us. The future I’d cried for when I was on the rooftop last night. I wanted this war to be done already and to have that quiet life with him, but I knew we had so much to accomplish to get there that it almost seemed impossible.

      But maybe it wasn’t impossible. Maybe there was hope.

      Braiding my hair took too long, but by the time she was done, my long dark hair had been twisted into a crown of rosettes. She did a light layer of makeup, and then placed her hands on my shoulders, giving them a squeeze. “All right. Let’s get you married.”

      “Let’s get me married,” I whispered, and it felt huge. Important. And I wanted it more than anything I’d wanted in my life. I wasn’t nervous. I was ready.

      She took my hands in hers, lifting me up, and then busied herself with the train. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      We left Lorne’s quarters and started down the ship’s hallway.

      A year ago, if someone had said I’d be getting married, I would’ve asked who was holding the gun and why couldn’t I get away. It was never something that had been in my plans. The closest I ever got to a relationship was what I’d had with Haden, and that didn’t work out. I realized quickly that I didn’t want or need anyone else in my life. Not like that.

      But the day on Apollyon, on that ship when I was hurt and bleeding and on the verge of death and I first saw Lorne, everything shifted.

      Everything changed.

      Everything I thought I knew about myself wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t right either. Because I didn’t need anyone in my life. I was right about that. But there was one person I desperately wanted.

      Even when I ran from him and the idea of being betrothed.

      Even when I tried to hide from him.

      I wanted Lorne.

      Maybe it was an elemental thing, but I just felt better, more balanced, more able to be me when I was with him.

      I was proud of my past and how I survived. Every day I’d made choices to be safe, to hold on, to get through just one more day. Those choices led me here, to Lorne.

      Beyond any doubt, saying yes to Lorne would be my favorite choice.

      So, I’d go to him, and I’d keep saying yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

          LORNE

        

      

    

    
      The hour that I spent with Roan in the holo room while Amihanna was getting ready with Fynea was excruciating. We’d debated how to make the room look, and finally decided on the Rayshani Beaches—specifically, my sister’s view.

      Amihanna mentioned that she had a sliver of a memory of us there. It had gotten her through hard times.

      That my voice, my eyes, this place had helped her even in a small way was a gift.

      I hoped she agreed that this was the right place to have our wedding.

      The sound of the water lapping at the shore should’ve soothed me, but it didn’t. It didn’t do anything but set me on edge as I second-guessed my choice of venue. I paced back and forth, skin glowing, with the cameras hovering around me. Roan had set up three and I wanted none, but I knew this was the best plan. The streaming would satisfy—or at least I hoped it would satisfy—the Aunare leaders who would feel slighted by not being invited. The rest of the Aunare would happily watch it live.

      I’d spoken to Amihanna’s parents and while they were upset that they weren’t here in person for the wedding, they understood why we were doing it now. Rysden was more upset than Elizabeth about why we were choosing now, but he knew that I wasn’t just getting married because of these new circumstances.

      I didn’t love that the threats from the Yhona were the reason for the wedding today, but I also didn’t care when we got married. I’d wanted to get married before we left for Telnon. Not because I thought something like this might happen, but because I wanted Amihanna to be my wife.

      And yet, I was beyond angry.

      That the Yhona believed SpaceTech over us was outrageous. Calling me to demand I turn over the future High Queen of the Aunare to them was more than outrageous. It was insanity.

      Before the alliance meeting, I’d convinced myself that the allies hadn’t taken our side because of a communication problem. SpaceTech could undermine anything and everything I said to our allies, but I truly believed that when I met with them in person, all of their lies would be put to light. But during the welcome dinner, I’d briefly spoken with some of our closest allies, and none of them seemed to understand the depth of SpaceTech’s evil.

      While Amihanna had been asleep, I’d put in some calls to more allies, and even having been in the same city as the attack—some even heard the explosions—none of them sided with us.

      It was infuriating.

      The only reason we hadn’t left was because I wanted to personally tell all of them that I was leaving the alliance. That their actions forced my hand. That if I met them again anywhere in the universe, they would be seen as enemies until proven otherwise.

      Once I made that clear, we were leaving.

      I would talk to Amihanna about that decision after we were married. My decision to speak at the meeting this morning might have been driven by my anger, and maybe that was unwise. Maybe it would be best to leave now. But after all the work I put into the alliance, I wanted closure. I wanted to see their faces when I told them they were now all enemies of the Aunare.

      “I’m all set,” Roan said, saving me from my thoughts.

      It took me a second to realize what he’d been talking about. “The connections are strong enough?”

      “Yep. It was tough linking to our usual channel from here—the delay was wicked—but I messaged the chief communications officer for the warship, and he helped me beef it up. It’s better this way than running everything through different media channels. I don’t want any feeds messed up or altered. But it’s a lot for one line out to handle. We should be all good now. I’m sending out a message to everyone who subscribes to our self-defense class’s channel. I also sent one to Rysden, Elizabeth, every Aunare king and queen, and Himani. Is there anyone else you want me to tell?”

      I shook my head. “If you told Himani, then he’ll spread the word to everyone else.”

      “How many people do you think will tune in?” He sounded more curious than nervous, which was good.

      “Everyone.” There was no doubt in my mind. This was the kind of thing that people across the universe would wake up for.

      “Everyone?” Roan didn’t seem to understand how many I meant.

      I wondered if he’d beefed up the signal enough. I needed to be very clear on the magnitude of what we were about to do. “Every single Aunare will stop what they’re doing to watch. If they’re sleeping, friends and family will wake them up for this. People on other planets, Earthers, anyone who has any interest in the Aunare, Amihanna, or SpaceTech will tune in.” Which meant most everyone in the known universe might be watching.

      “Right. Totally frosty. Messaging your chief coms guy again.” He wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead. Now he seemed nervous. “I’m not sure we’ve got enough power to sustain all those viewers. That’s… That’s a lot of people watching.”

      “Take the time to make sure it’ll hold. I don’t want anyone missing this or questioning whether it’s real or not.” That would be unacceptable. I was done with any deceptions and lies, and I wasn’t about to have anyone lie about my wedding. I wouldn’t have anyone ruining our day.

      “Working on it. Oh, and Amihanna and Fynea are on their way.”

      “Good.” Finally. Almost time now. I’d feel better once Amihanna was here. She settled me in a way that no one else ever could.

      The door chimed and I glanced at Roan.

      “Not Am. It’s Tyan. Approving him to enter.”

      Right. Not her. Not yet. But soon. I missed her. This last hour of waiting had been painful. “Good.” I tapped my fingers on my leg as I paced.

      Tyan was Amihanna’s head pilot. He flew whatever ship she was in, except if she was in one of mine. Captain Zaeshel ni Eiloa flew any ship that I was in. She had the strongest weather ability of any that I’d seen, had abilities in math, physics, and reflexes to avoid any obstacle that came our way. Tyan was an above excellent pilot with a degree of weather abilities, but Zaeshel was the woman I trusted to fly my ships. She was the best of the best, but I needed her to stay at her station right now.

      Tyan’s hair was cut painfully close to the scalp, a sign of his dedication to the job that he had. He sometimes went on little sleep and no showers to make sure that his ship and its passengers made it safely to its destination.

      He stopped in front of me, bowing with his fist to his heart. “Your majesty.”

      “Thank you for coming, Tyan.”

      “The honor is mine.” He straightened and then noticed the cameras. “I feel I have to warn you that I’ve never done one of these on camera, and it’s always been officers on my ships who have fallen in love. I’ve never done something for someone high ranking, and—”

      I gripped his shoulder to stop him, and it worked. His rambling confession stopped abruptly.

      “Breathe.” Everyone was nervous today, and I couldn’t have that. I already had too many nerves rumbling inside me.

      He took a breath and his skin dimmed a little.

      Good. I dropped my hand from his shoulder. “You are a man used to battle, and not someone to shake so easily. Don’t let this shake you.” I knew that was a lot to ask from a Royal Captain, but that’s what I needed from him today. “Ignore the cameras. Just perform the wedding as you would any other, and we will be more than satisfied.”

      “Yeah, probably good not to think of the billions of viewers that are already on standby,” Roan said, and I wondered if he was trying to make this worse.

      Tyan’s skin went brighter again.

      “Not helping,” I muttered to Roan.

      Tyan pressed his fist to his heart and bowed deeply. “I apologize, your majesty. This is not my usual—”

      “You will do great, and I will be grateful. Please don’t worry.” I walked to the spot where I wanted him to stand, which would hopefully be a good distraction for him. Once he forgot about the cameras, I hoped he’d be okay.

      “We’ll be here—” I motioned to the edge of the water. “We’ll face out to the horizon, and I would love for you to stand here, with your back to the water.”

      “Absolutely, your majesty. I will stand wherever you’d like.”

      “Do you know what you’re going to say?” I hadn’t given the man any time to prepare, but I still wanted it to be nice.

      “I’ve been doing some quick preparations for the last hour. I’m planning on a very short introduction, if that’s all right with you, and then the traditional Earther ceremonial words followed by the Aunare ones. First your vows, and then hers. The whole thing shouldn’t take more than a few minutes. Although I haven’t timed it. It’s just a guess. Does that suit your needs?”

      “Yes. That’s lovely. Thank you.” I wasn’t sure what the traditional words for an Earther ceremony were, but I loved that he was thinking of both traditions. “After we finish, I believe we will be flying to Telnon’s surface to attend the meeting, but we won’t be staying long. We’ll be leaving after that.”

      “Yes, your majesty. Where should I tell Captain ni Eiloa to plot our course for?”

      “Sel’Ani.” I wanted to go home. I didn’t think I’d feel good about Amihanna’s health until she had at least a couple of weeks of rest and recuperation at home. With everything that was happening, I wasn’t sure if we’d get that long, but I would fight to give her as much time as I could.

      This poison had taken a toll on her, and my fear for her had taken its toll on me.

      “I’ll let Captain ni Eiloa know to get started with various routes home.”

      “Thank you.”

      He gave me another bow, and then started typing on his wrist unit.

      The doors opened, and I turned, hoping it was Amihanna, but it wasn’t. Just Fynea. “Oh.” She was carrying something bundled in a blanket in her arms. “What is that?”

      “If I lacked self-confidence, the disappointment I just saw in your eyes would’ve hurt. Thankfully, I already know that I’m amazing, and that you’re honored to be my best friend.”

      I huffed a laugh. Confidence wasn’t something Fynea had ever lacked. “Where is she?”

      “Just outside the door.” Fynea stopped and set down the bundle in her arms on the holo-sand beach, then rose to stand in front of me. She straightened the collar of my shirt. “I wanted to see you first.” She brushed her hands over my shoulders, smoothing the shirt, and then paused. “You look nervous. Are you nervous?”

      “No.” I let out a breath. “Not nervous, just… She’s coming, right?”

      Fynea raised a brow. “Goddess help us all. I never thought I’d see you so insecure in my life. You were always so confident with women, and yet this one has fully gutted you. I love it.” She stepped back from me and turned to Roan. “Are you ready? Do you have everything you need?”

      “I just beefed up the feed again. We should be golden.” He tapped his tablet. “Everyone is here. And by everyone, I don’t just mean Ami’s parents and the other kings and queens. We’ve got over two billion already waiting for the feed to start and more adding on every second. Do you want to start out saying something?” he asked me.

      “Yes.” I knew I should, but I didn’t want to. “I’m ready to start when you are.”

      “Wait. Give me one second.” Fynea knelt on the floor, and spread out the blanket. Inside were crystal singing bowls.

      Ah. For the marriage tones. “Where did you find those?”

      Fynea grinned up at me. “You don’t get to know all my secrets.” Fynea rose once the bowls were placed in the traditional half-moon shape. “All right. I’m ready.”

      “Frosty. Let’s do this,” Roan muttered, and then he nodded. “Three, Two...”

      And live.

      A camera zoomed around, taking in the scene, the beach, Tyan, and Fynea beside me. Then it settled in front of me.

      It was time to tell everyone what had been happening and why I was getting married today, weeks ahead of schedule.

      “Yesterday turned into one of the longest days of my life. We were attacked on Telnon—twice. We found bioweapons that were to be used specifically against the Aunare, an assassination attempt occurred, and many more horrific things that I’ll not go into right now. I am fine, as is Amihanna, but it brought an awareness that it is time for some happy in our days. Despite all the danger from yesterday, today is a new day, a new beginning, and it is good.” I spoke with a light tone, and tried not to rush, even if that’s all I wanted to do. I wanted to get to the next part. “Today, right now, after waiting impatiently for what feels like an eternity, I’m finally going to get my wish. I’m going to marry Amihanna di Aetes.”

      I took a breath to let that sink in for everyone watching. “Amihanna carries with her the grace and strength of the di Aetes line. While some disagreed with the match before they knew more about how she’s survived against impossible odds and come out of it even stronger, now most of you are as in awe of her as I am. Even if she were not the choice for my heart and soul, she is by far the best choice for our High Queen. I just have the added pleasure of being her shalshasa.”

      I nodded to Roan. It was time.

      Fynea tapped on her wrist unit and the door swooshed open.

      It took everything in me not to walk to her, and yet I was frozen in place as I watched her walk to me.

      She was breathtaking. Her skin was bright, the white of her pants and bodice with a flowing cloudlike train, but it was her fao’ana that made her look like a goddess. I wasn’t sure what was on her sleeves, but it was as if her fao’ana were glowing and glittering and rising from her skin. It was truly breathtaking. Her dark hair was braided and I knew Fynea had done it, but it highlighted her face and the mix of her two heritages.

      She stopped in front of me and grinned as if she thought my gawking at her hilarious. “You look handsome.”

      Me? Who cared about me? “You look radiant. I… I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I reached my hand out to her, and she took it, and I knew that no matter what, after today, I wouldn’t live a day without her. I wouldn’t be able to.

      She looked around the room. “I love that you picked this beach.” She turned to me. “It’s perfect.”

      The nerves that had been driving me mad were instantly gone. “I’m so glad.”

      She reached forward and brushed a kiss on my lips. “Aho shalshasa ni meha,” she whispered against my lips.

      Her words made all the air rush from my lungs and my heart swell and they were everything I wanted to hear. “Aho shalshasa ni meha,” I whispered back to her.

      Tyan cleared his throat.

      “Hey, Tyan,” she said as she turned to him.

      He bowed deeply. “It is the greatest honor of my life to perform this ceremony.” He straightened, and there were tears in his eyes. “It is my belief—a belief shared by so many watching today—that the two Aunare before me will be the greatest leaders of our long history. They are coming into power in the darkest of our times, and through them, we will regain everything that was lost to us. But that’s not why we love them so. It is because they love each other, as we’ve just witnessed.”

      Tyan kept speaking, but I was watching Amihanna. She’d been watching him, but I squeezed her hand and she turned to me. Her skin got even brighter, and mine brightened to match it.

      I’d never before been so happy as I was in that moment.

      The rest of the room disappeared. The cameras. The billions of people watching and the holo beach we were standing on.

      Right in that moment it was only me and Amihanna.

      “I looked up the traditional Earther ceremony,” Tyan said. “And I’ve melded it with ours. I hope that this will suit both of you.”

      Amihanna turned to him. “That is truly thoughtful, especially on such short notice. Thank you, Tyan.”

      Tyan’s skin brightened a little and he bowed to her.

      He straightened and turned to me. “Do you, Lorne ni Taure, High King of the Aunare, take Amihanna di Aetes to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, to love and to cherish, from this day forward, until death do you part?”

      I’d never heard the traditional Earther vows before, but the words seeped into my soul and I loved them. “Yes,” I said as I looked into Amihanna’s eyes. “Always, yes.” I would pledge all that and more to her.

      A singing bowl rang, and I knew Fynea was on the floor, making it sing, but I didn’t look away from Amihanna as Fynea hit the second. The third. The fourth. And one more. The notes of marriage.

      This was it. The moment that I’d been wanting since she stepped on my ship. The moment I rescued her, I heard those tones in my head and I knew this was what I wanted. Maybe others focused on my destiny to rule or lead or fight the war, but this was my destiny. To marry her.

      The five marriage tones meant that she was mine.

      “Where you go, she goes,” Tyan said, raising his voice over the sound of the marriage tones. “Where you walk, she walks. Where you fight, she will fight. For your battles are now hers, and hers are now yours. You are now and forever a team. One forged to work in harmony with frequencies that unite and balance.”

      This. This was worth everything.

      Before I could process what I was feeling, Tyan started again.

      “Do you, Amihanna di Aetes, take Lorne ni Taure, High King of the Aunare to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, to love and to cherish, from this day forward, until death do you part?”

      “I do.” Her voice was strong and sure.

      Fynea renewed the singing bowls in the traditional order, and my heart raced. Not because I was scared or worried or anything other than pure happiness that this was finally happening. Every bit of suffering without her would be gone forever. With this pledge, that was it. We were together. No one—not SpaceTech, the Yhona, or the idiot Aunare extremists—would ever tear us apart.

      “Where you go, he goes. Where you walk, he walks. Where you fight, he fights. For your battles are now his, and his are now yours. You are now and forever a team. One forged to work in harmony with frequencies that unite and balance.”

      The five tones sounded for the final time, and I tugged her into my arms. I meant to keep the kiss soft and chaste—we were on camera and I wanted her to feel dignified—but I couldn’t help it. One brush against her lips wasn’t enough.

      I needed more. Always more.

      When I finally pulled away, I saw love and light in her eyes, but I also saw a little fear. I pulled her close again and whispered in her ear. “If you want to skip the next part, I will understand. I hope you won’t, but I know it’s a monumental job to take on and I won’t force it. You have a choice. Always.”

      It was up to her. She could deny it if she wanted, but I hoped she wouldn’t.

      I gripped her hands tighter, hoping she’d agree. I could do this job without her, but I didn’t want that. I wanted her to rule beside me as my equal. As my partner.

      She gave me a small nod, and I glanced at Tyan.

      She was ready.

      “Amihanna di Aetes, do you agree to uphold our people, our laws, our ways? Will you fight for us and protect us? Will you work with Lorne as a team to rule the Aunare to bring us into times of light and love and prosperity?”

      She’d been watching Tyan as he said the words with wide eyes, but she turned to me and pulled me close. “Are you sure you want me to do this?” she whispered. “I never asked you if—”

      “Because I begged you to take the position,” I whispered back. “I absolutely want you to do this job with me, but you can say yes to the earlier questions and no to this one, and I will still be overjoyed and thankful to have you in my life forever. I will never ask for more than you feel able to give.”

      She pulled back and looked at me. Her gaze held mine for a long moment, and then she turned back to Tyan.

      A week ago, a day ago, an hour ago, I would’ve said she was going to say yes, but in that moment, I wasn’t sure what she’d say.

      I held my breath, waiting for her to decide.

      She licked her lips, and then she nodded, and I could almost hear her mental okay, yes. “I agree—” she said, and her voice held no doubt “—to uphold our people, our laws, our ways. I will fight for you and protect you. I will you work with Lorne to bring the Aunare into times of light and love and prosperity.”

      As soon as the words left her mouth, Tyan pressed his fist to his heart and knelt in front of her. “My life for yours, our High Queen. My pledge for yours. To honor your rule, your sacrifice, your protection. May our Goddess light your fao’ana with the power and strength and wisdom to rule us through all of the years of your life.”

      The back holo wall lit up with Rysden’s face and that of the kings and queens. I spun her to watch the wall, pulling her back to my front as they all repeated the pledge that Tyan had just finished. Rysden started it and the rest fell in line, forming one united voice.

      When they were done, I leaned down. “Are you okay?”

      She took a shaky breath. “Yes. I...” She swallowed, and I could feel through the change in her frequency that she was feeling too many things right now, and I understood.

      Of course I did. I’d taken the same vow months ago, and it was overwhelming and powerful and amazing.

      I glanced at Roan, hoping to end the live feed so that I could make sure she was okay.

      “More are asking to pledge,” he said. “I can put them on the walls if you’d like.”

      I nodded. This was good. This would make her realize how much the Aunare believed in her. “Show her.” She needed this. It would destroy the last of the doubt that had been living inside her.

      “I’m going to accept all,” Roan said.

      “Please.”

      A second later the other three walls of the holo room didn’t show the beach anymore. Instead, it was little squares, all faces of our people.

      “Wow.” The word was soft and wistful and full of awe. Amihanna leaned back against me, and I glanced down to see her eyes wide as she took in the room. “There are so many.”

      We walked up to the wall and took a lap around the room, letting them wave at her and shout their hellos.

      And then we went back to the center of the room. Fynea rose from her place at the bowls as the door to the holo-room opened. All of my and Amihanna’s guards walked into the room, stopping behind Fynea.

      Fynea’s fist went to her chest and then she knelt, and the guards all followed. “My life for yours—” She began and our guards and all the people who wanted to show their pledge live followed.

      Amihanna smiled down at Fynea and our guards, then stepped away from me as they said the words, turning in a circle to see each wall.

      By the time I next saw her face, tears were streaming down her face.

      I closed the distance, wiping them away with my thumbs, but it was useless because they just kept coming. I pulled her close, letting her bury her face in my chest for a moment, and then she pulled away.

      She spotted the nearest camera. “I have to say that the last few months of my life haven’t gone the way that I thought they would, and I’m grateful. I sometimes still feel like the girl hiding in the dumpster, but I’m not. I lived, I grew, I survived, and now I’m beyond honored to be your High Queen. I’m honored to be Lorne’s wife. I will lay down my life to protect yours. I will fight this war so that the Aunare can be free again.” She took a shaky breath, and reached for me.

      I gripped her hand in mine, thankful for the leader she’d already become.

      “I know the knowledge of what happened on Earth was shocking to so many of you and so painful to learn, but you handled it with grace and strength. It made me proud to be an Aunare. Proud to call Sel’Ani my home. And that’s something I’ve never had before. A home. At least, not that I can remember. Sel’Ani is my home, and I will fight to make sure that no Aunare—full or halfer—will ever go through what I did. I will rule with Lorne by my side and we will make it through this war, to a time of peace. Because no one wants that more than me.”

      Amihanna pressed her fist to her heart. “Thank you for trusting me.”

      I nodded to Roan, and he cut the feed.

      She was amazing. Her words had been perfect, and I was beyond proud of her.

      Nothing had ever felt better than this moment, and I would let it light my way in the darkest of times.

      Because Amihanna di Aetes was finally my wife.
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      I wasn’t able to process what had just happened. It was like my brain was full of fog, but it wasn’t because of the lucole poison. It was because a major life shift had just happened.

      I was married to the man I loved. The one that balanced me, the one I’d never been able to forget, despite everything that had been done to destroy my memories.

      But I wasn’t just married. Because I’d married Lorne ni Taure, the High King of the Aunare. Being with him meant that I would never be a forgettable, unrecognized person again. We’d always be in the public eye. There would always be obligations, and no matter what happened to us personally, we’d always have to temper our reactions to what would be best for the Aunare people.

      And that would’ve been enough to process, but there was more.

      I was a queen. But not just any queen. Because I’d just become the High Queen of the Aunare. I’d never been responsible for anyone else but myself, and now I was responsible for an entire race of people. It was heavy and hard and I wasn’t sure what to think or how to feel, but it was a lot. It was so much that I wasn’t sure I was able to take it all in. Not yet.

      Lorne gently tilted up my chin—I hadn’t even been aware that he was still here in the room with me, let alone standing close enough to touch me.

      I blinked up at him.

      He stepped closer. “Are you okay?”

      I let out a breath. “I think so?” I wasn’t sure, but I thought I was okay. Probably.

      “You think so?” He looked worried, but it wasn’t something to worry about. This was just a lot.

      “I mean… Maybe I should sit down or something.” Because it felt like I’d just been on a long, hard run.

      I blew out a breath, trying to slow my pounding heart. “Was that intense or what?”

      “Babe,” Roan said from behind me. “It was beyond intense. We’ve come a long way since ABQ. It kind of blew my mind, and I’m not the one who just got married and became the most powerful queen in the known universe.” He laughed. “What the fuck, Am. What the actual fuck.”

      I started laughing because what else was I supposed to do.

      Lorne looked confused by my laughter, but that just made me laugh harder. I couldn’t explain it, so I stood on my tiptoes, wrapped my arms around his neck, and pulled him down for a kiss. It was a laughing kiss, but it was a kiss.

      “You’re happy?” he asked against my lips.

      I pulled away so I could see his face, his eyes. The eyes that gave me safety and strength. “I’m a lot of things. Happy. Overwhelmed. Thankful. Absolutely terrified.” I took a breath. “So many people are counting on us and wow, Lorne. Did you see all those faces? This feels like so much, and I’m just having more trouble processing it than I thought I would. It doesn’t exactly feel real.”

      “I know.” His face softened, and some of the worry melted away. “It’s a big deal.”

      If anyone got it, it was Lorne. He’d taken these same vows a few weeks ago, but it didn’t seem to change anything for him. But he’d also been preparing for those vows for a long time. He’d always known he was destined to rule. This was still pretty new to me. “This is a lot.”

      “Do you regret it?” It sounded like he was wondering about the marriage, too.

      “Which part?” I asked, hoping I was wrong about what he was truly asking.

      “Any of it.”

      “No.” Whatever put that doubt into his heart and mind needed to be killed dead. “No. Not even a little bit. Not the marriage. Not the… job. Is that what I call it? Because I mean I—”

      A chime cut me off and I looked at Roan. “Who is it?”

      The chime came again.

      Roan glanced at his tablet. “It’s Tyler.”

      Another chime, and all the guards in the room turned toward the door. They knew that nothing bad could happen right now, but something felt off. I was sensing something coming, and apparently so were they.

      Why was Tyler here? “I thought Tyler was with Audrey on the lab ship.”

      Another chime.

      “He was supposed to be on the lab ship. I don’t know—”

      Another chime, and my heart started to race. Tyler wasn’t usually this insistent or impatient. “Hurry up. Let him in.”

      Tyler darted into the room as soon as the door was open and looked around.

      Tyler was a big bear of a guy. He was maybe a little taller than six feet five and his arm was thicker than my head. He was one of the kindest people I knew, and usually had a sweet, teasing way of talking that gave him a lovable energy. But not today. His blond hair was usually neatly combed back away from his forehead, but right now it was falling across his forehead. He frantically scanned the room, not saying a word before looking at me. I didn’t like the panic in his eyes.

      And now my heart was racing for a completely different reason.

      “She’s not here,” he said. “She’s not here.” His face went white.

      “No.” I didn’t need to ask him who she was. “And I haven’t seen her. Not since I woke up here. As far as I knew, Audrey was with you on the lab ship. What happened? Start at the beginning. When did you last see her?”

      Tyler’s eyes were wide and a little shocky, and I wasn’t sure he was really seeing me. “She was in the lab. Or I thought she was. That’s where I left her, but I went to check on her an hour ago—she worked all night—but I couldn’t find her anywhere. The other lab guys in there said she’d gone for food hours ago, but never came back. They figured she went to bed.”

      Tyler stepped toward me. “But she didn’t go to bed. I was there, waiting for her, and she never came to bed. So, maybe she was hungry. But she wasn’t in the kitchens. So, I searched everydamnedwhere—every lab, bathroom, living quarters—and then I saw the announcement about the wedding, so I talked a transpo pilot into bringing me here. I thought she’d be here. You’re friends, and you’re girls, and she would want to be here, but she’s not here.” He looked around again. “She’s not here.” His eyes met mine. “I don’t know where she is, and all I can think is someone took her. I feel like someone must’ve taken her and I’m terrified something’s happened to my Audrey.”

      It was unlikely that someone took her. The ships were secure. Every person on board had been cleared to be here. But I knew better than anyone that there were bad people everywhere.

      “She’s not here,” I said to Tyler. “But now I know she’s missing, and we’ll find her.” I trusted him to look everywhere, and if he said she wasn’t on the lab ship, then she wasn’t on the lab ship. So where was she?

      There was no way she’d have left on her own without telling anyone.

      Which only left one thing.

      Someone had taken her.

      “I don’t know what to do.” Tyler’s voice was frantic. “I don’t know what to—”

      I’d never seen him panic before. Even when I was about to burn to death Tyler was all stay calm and breathe, baby doll. Everything’s okay. But now he was truly terrified.

      That’s what true love did to a person. If something happened to Audrey, Tyler would be destroyed.

      So would I.

      I turned to Tyan. “There are records of ships coming and going.” There had to be records.

      “Yes. I’m having Captain ni Eiloa search them now. Audrey can’t have disappeared. We keep track of everyone on every vessel in our convoy. She’s not lost. We’ll find her, your majesty.”

      I froze at that word. Majesty. I wasn’t sure what to say to that, but Roan knew because he was already laughing.

      “Just remember what I said. I’m not calling you that.” He gave me a grin. “You already changed your name once, and that’s all the changes you get. I can’t say majesty and not laugh at you. You’re Am to me and that’s that.”

      At least some things wouldn’t change. “I’m more than okay with that.”

      “If it pleases your majesties, we could head to the ship’s bridge,” Tyan said. “Captain ni Eiloa’s team is going through everything now, and we should have some answers by the time we get there.”

      “Let’s go.” I brushed my hand down Lorne’s arm. I’d wanted time alone with him. Time to just process that we were married and to relax for a second, but that wasn’t our life right now.

      If we’d waited to get married, then maybe it would’ve been different, but we didn’t. We needed to do it now because we were in the beginning of a war, in the middle of a crisis.

      So, instead of having that quiet moment I longed for with my husband, I put my arm around Tyler, and guided him to the bridge. Our guards moved into formation around us, and just like that, the security and safety of being on our own ship was gone.

      Audrey was missing.

      Traitors in our midst were always a possibility—especially when there were this many people on board—but everyone in our convoy had special clearance. Traitors weren’t supposed to get through that process.

      But it was too convenient that Audrey was missing now, after we’d finally gotten a sample of lucole poison. After I’d been exposed to two out of three tones that would cause the poison to kill me and she’d somehow managed to neutralize it. And after she was successfully working on an antidote.

      After everything we’d been through, we had another traitor in our midst.

      I glanced at Lorne, hoping I saw confidence that everything would be okay in him, but all I saw was worry. He gave me a small shake of his head.

      It was confirmation that he was thinking the same thing—this wasn’t good.

      In fact, this was very bad, and I wondered if he was thinking what I was thinking.

      If they’d taken her because she’d been close to finding an antidote to the poison, then she was likely dead.

      God, please don’t let her be dead.

      The bridge was quiet as we entered. Everyone at their stations rose, bowing their heads, fist to their hearts as we entered.

      I looked at Lorne who gave them a nod, and I thought that would be it, but they stayed like that. Frozen.

      Lorne raised a brow at me.

      Right. This was for me now, too.

      I tried to copy Lorne’s nod, and Fynea started laughing softly.

      I made a face at her, hoping she’d stop it.

      She only laughed harder. “How very High Queenly of you.”

      She was right, but I didn’t care that I had no idea how to be a High Queen. Audrey was missing, and my gut told me this was going to be the start of something seriously awful.

      Lorne motioned me forward, and I followed him with Ashino and Eshrin not far behind.

      Lorne stopped next to the central desk. For a warship like this, it was easily fifty feet long with ten people working at it. I knew they were working hard to find Audrey, but I still didn’t understand how this could happen.

      “What do we know?” Lorne asked.

      One of the crew stepped forward. His hair was a little longer than Lorne’s, brushing his collarbones, and done with the traditional braid at the temples that ended behind his softly pointed ears. “Your majesties,” he bowed with his fist at his heart. “I’m First Seat Ishiam ni Shu’sha. I’ve been going through all of the logs, but aside from the ship that brought Tyler Higgins here, only two other ships are currently logged out. Which makes it much easier to find Audrey Paris. If she’s not with our convoy, then the most likely option left four hours ago.”

      She wasn’t with our convoy. My gut was screaming that someone took her. “Where is that ship now?” I asked.

      “At the house on Telnon.”

      The house we’d stayed at for all of an hour, max? “Why?”

      “A few lab techs left to make sure that no evidence was left behind. Audrey wasn’t listed on their log but—”

      “Evidence?” Ashino said from just behind us.

      I twisted to see him looking insulted and confused as he studied ni Shu’sha.

      “No,” Eshrin said. “We handled it hours ago. Nothing from the attack would’ve been left behind. The only thing that would’ve been more thorough was if we burned the whole house, which we were told not to do. The house was scanned, evidence taken, and everything cleaned. Our team was thorough. There was no reason for anyone to go back to that house.”

      This was it. This had to be the ship. I felt the truth of it in my bones, but I waited to hear what the other options were. First Seat ni Shu’sha said two ships were logged out.

      “I know your record and your ranking. It doesn’t make sense that anything further would be needed at the house—” First Seat ni Shu’sha said “—but that’s what the log indicates.”

      “You said Audrey wasn’t listed on the log. Who was?” I asked.

      “Two lab techs and Yneia ni Shanam.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Yneia ni Shanam? The former High Council member?” I’d been meaning to talk to her because she was one of the Aunare’s top scientists and had developed a lot of the newest and best Aunare tech. As soon as we found out that SpaceTech had started weaponizing lucole, she formed a team to design ways to detect it and neutralize it. She was the only council member I didn’t want to lose, but I hadn’t had time to talk to her.

      I turned to Lorne. “Did you know that she was on the lab ship?”

      He shook his head. “No, but if I did, I wouldn’t have fought it. She was coordinating all the research on lucole. Just because there isn’t a High Council anymore doesn’t mean that she was fired from her regular position.” He turned to Fynea, who was a few levels above us. “Did you know she was with the convoy?”

      She shook her head. “And I would’ve been okay with it, too. But why didn’t we know? Is it really her? Is she a target, too? Or did she coordinate this?”

      All of the same questions were running through my mind, but I didn’t have any answers. I leaned toward her coordinating it, but that might have been because I didn’t trust any of the former High Council members. I’d regretted losing her, but that was only because of her work, not her attitude.

      I glanced at Lorne, and he shook his head. He didn’t know either.

      Ice it all.

      “And the other ship?” Lorne asked before I could. “You said two. There’s a second ship not currently with the convoy. Could she be on that one?”

      It was unlikely in my mind, but still, the question had to be asked. I wasn’t sure what was going on with Yneia ni Shanam, but finding Audrey took priority.

      “The second ship has been gone since yesterday morning, your majesty,” First Seat ni Shu’sha said. “It landed just after you did on Telnon and has stayed behind since then, which means it’s very unlikely that Audrey Paris is with them. That ship is for the transport of the security team that has been coordinating with the Yhona to secure any meeting you might want to attend. You mentioned before about going to today’s meetings. The team is still on-site to make sure that they’re up to our standards in case you decide to go. But I haven’t been able to reach them since Captain ni Basl messaged about locations of our ships currently away from the convoy.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “What do you mean you haven’t been able to reach them?”

      “They checked in two hours ago after discovering another bomb and were working to defuse it. There’s been some problems with communication—it’s something we noticed upon arrival. It’s not unusual for them on this trip to be out of touch while inside the capital building. We’re not sure if the signal interference is deliberate or not, but I’m not worried about them. I’m only mentioning it in light of these new developments.”

      I turned to Lorne. “What do you think?”

      “I think we never should’ve come here.” Lorne stared off at nothing for a moment before his gaze cleared and he turned to me. “But it’s too late to change that now. We need to get Audrey first, and then pull out of the capital building. We’re leaving as soon as we have her.” Lorne looked at First Seat ni Shu’sha. “If you don’t hear anything from the security team in the next thirty minutes, send a secondary team to pull them out. We’re not attending any meetings.”

      First Seat ni Shu’sha pressed his fist to his heart and bowed. “Of course, your majesty.”

      I didn’t realize how much I’d been dreading the meeting with the alliance today until he said we weren’t going. The relief was massive.

      Lorne turned to Captain ni Eiloa. “Ready the convoy. We leave as soon as I’m back. Be prepared for a fight.”

      “I’m always ready for a fight, your majesty.” The way she said it, I believed her. “I’m tracking the SpaceTech ships in orbit. If one of them starts to leave?”

      “Assume they’re now a hostile enemy with one of ours on board and send a ship to follow. Same with all the ships in orbit. Everyone is a potential enemy at this point.” Lorne sounded a little defeated, and I hated that. He’d worked so hard to maintain this alliance, and I understood his disappointment at how this had gone.

      “I’ll see to it everyone is being tracked, your majesty. We’ll assume that anyone who leaves from here out might be holding Audrey Paris against her will and will be treated as such.”

      Good. That was good. I wouldn’t have thought to ask for that—I still wasn’t used to having the backing of such a massive military—but I was glad Lorne did.

      “Audrey had to have been on that first ship you mentioned that left four hours ago,” I said, just to be sure I understood everything correctly. “Four hours, right? And they landed at the house we were supposed to be staying at and haven’t left?”

      First Seat ni Shu’sha pushed a few buttons on the desk. “It was logged out four hours, twelve minutes, and fifty-six seconds ago.”

      “She’s really been gone for over four hours?” Tyler sounded scared, and I wanted to reassure him, but a lot could happen in four hours.

      “It’s still at the house?” Lorne asked.

      “Yes, your majesty,” Captain ni Eiloa said. Her spine was stiff and her chin high as she addressed her High King. She motioned to the screen. “It flew in unseen—unknown to the Yhona—and landed in the field next to the house you briefly stayed at just over ten minutes after being logged out. It has not yet returned, which is concerning. It should not have taken so long, and they’re not answering any of our calls.”

      This was it. I was getting that itchy feeling between my shoulders that we were about to gear up for yet another fight. “Okay. We’re going to go get her.” I scanned too many faces to find Eshrin. “Get whatever you need ready, and we’re gone.”

      The guards gave a few signals through the room, and then three took off running out of the bridge.

      Good. At least I didn’t have to tell them this was a ticking clock and our enemy already had four hours on us.

      Tyler stared down at me, and I wished I had something definitive to tell him. “We’re going to find her. Go with the guards to one of the smaller on-planet transport ships. I’ll be there soon.”

      “Thank you. I don’t—”

      I took his hand in mine and squeezed it. “Don’t even start. You and Audrey saved my life on that stupid planet so many times. We will find her. I won’t give up until she’s back where she belongs—with you.”

      He nodded, and walked off the bridge.

      I looked down at my clothes. I wasn’t getting them dirty. Almya would murder me, High Queen or not. They were going to need time to get the ships ready, so I turned to Lorne. “I need to stop by our quarters. Come with?”

      He nodded. “Where you walk, I walk, my wife.”

      I loved that he was turning the metaphorical thing into something literal. It made me smile, but something about the serious look on Lorne’s face had me pausing.

      Were our vows literal? Were we always going to be together from now on? Because that would actually be perfect. I truly hated being apart from him.

      We filed out, and I couldn’t help it. I started to run. Because something was wrong. I’d been down this road too many times. I always knew when things were going bad.

      I tried to hold onto the good things from today and remember that good would always outweigh the bad.

      Always.

      But sometimes, it was hard to remember that. Especially with Audrey missing.

      We reached the room, and I forced myself to take off my clothes very, very carefully.

      Lorne groaned as I laid the top gently on the bed.

      “What?” I asked as I pressed the button to open the closet.

      “This is just painful. I had a much better plan of how to take that wedding outfit off of you, my wife.”

      I looked over my shoulder at him with a grin. My wife. I liked that. Actually, I loved it. “Same. But at least the Yhona haven’t come to arrest me yet.”

      He tugged off his shirt and I got lost for a moment staring at his abs.

      “What’s that word you said that one time?”

      I tugged on my support tank top. “What word?” I’d been so distracted that I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “The Earther word. That means that you just cursed us.”

      I laughed. “Jinx. I just jinxed us.” And he was totally right. I had. “Well, what’s one more crisis?”

      “Again? You did it again?” He rubbed a hand down his face. “What do you call that? Is that double jinx?”

      “Yes. Damn it.” I had definitely double jinxed us.

      I pulled a nice sweater over my head —not one of Lorne’s—but a thin one that was loosely knit. It would keep me warm enough, but wasn’t hot. I thought about leaving on the white pants, but knew that Almya would flip if I got into a fight in them. They were my wedding pants.

      I tugged them off, tossing them on the bed, and pulled on a pair of leggings. Then my running shoes. I wasn’t sure why I went for those instead of a pair of boots, but something told me to grab them and I wasn’t about to ignore the instinct.

      And then I looked at Lorne. He was now wearing a loose pair of the Aunare fighting pants and a tight-fitting shirt with his firedrake on it.

      I took a breath to ask him something, but then I noticed something at his feet and the question disappeared. Instead, I asked another. “What’s that?”

      He raised a brow. “My go-bag.”

      “What?” The word was squeaky with shock. I was sure I heard him wrong.

      He grinned up at me as he sat to put on his shoes. “You heard me.”

      What? “When did you get one?”

      “I try to pay attention to everything about you, especially things that you consider important. These go-bags of yours are very important to you, so they’re important to me. Turns out, it’s not too hard to make one, and now I and all of my guards have them.”

      I kind of loved that. I kind of seriously loved that. It was so sweet, and I honestly did feel better now that he had one. Like he would be okay, even if I wasn’t there to make sure he was okay. And it told me how much he cared about me.

      And then I remembered the other question I was going to ask him. “In the Aunare vows, the part about walking together? Was that a metaphorical thing? Or...”

      He rose from his chair, walking to me in slow, even steps, and cupped my face in his hands. “Did it feel like a metaphorical thing?”

      “No.” That’s why I was asking.

      “Then, you have your answer.” He lowered his lips to mine. Just a soft kiss. Quick. Barely even there. But I felt his love. “My wife, you are good and stuck with me wherever you walk in this life and the next. You have a go-bag, and I have mine. Where you go, I will follow. Aunare married couples—when coupled with high frequency compatibility—aren’t meant to be apart. There are times when it can’t be avoided, but it’s extremely discouraged.”

      “Then, why did we have to travel separately?”

      “It’s protocol for rulers, but the more I think about it, the more realize that it doesn’t apply to us. I’d have to look it up, but I don’t think that there have been other rulers who were also shalshasa since that particular piece of protocol was put into place. We might be the High King and High Queen, but we’re married first. We couldn’t have a higher frequency compatibility, and in my mind, that overrules all protocols. I won’t travel without you ever again.”

      “Good. I didn’t like being apart at all.”

      “Agreed. I want to share my life with you, wherever that might take us.” He placed one more kiss on my lips, and then he turned and walked back to the door, grabbing his backpack on the way.

      He slung it on and looked over his shoulder at me. “You coming?”

      I grinned at him.

      He smiled back at me. “What?”

      “You look kind of hot with a backpack.”

      He was still laughing when he opened the door.

      I grabbed my go-bag from the closet and followed him, but when I reached the doorway, I paused. Both teams of guards lined the hall. When I exited the room, they all bowed to us.

      I reached out and gripped Lorne’s hand, and suddenly I was overwhelmed again.

      I had a team once before, and they’d all died so that I could live.

      I never, ever wanted that to happen again.

      “I don’t know what we’re walking into, but I truly believe Audrey was taken because of her work with lucole. She’s been seen twice recently helping me in a very public way—once at Ra’mi Market and now at the black market in Yhonie-atala. It makes sense that they took her, but we’re not letting them keep her. The Yhona want to arrest me, and we’re not going to let them do that either. SpaceTech’s lucole-based weapons are on Telnon—as we learned last night—so be careful. Please.”

      “Yes, your majesty,” Eshrin said with a grin.

      “Oh, shut up.”

      My guards laughed, knowing why I was telling him to shut up, but the rest of Lorne’s guards looked horrified.

      I shrugged. “They’ll explain it to you later.” I took a breath. “Let’s go, but always remember to stay safe. Stay watchful. Stay alive. And know that I’m going to make sure you don’t need to save me. I’ve gotten really good at saving myself.”

      “No, your majesty. We will be there to make sure you don’t need to save yourself,” Ashino said. “We are your shield.”

      “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the backup, but I’ve lost guards before and I don’t intend to lose any more.” I swallowed. Been there. Done that. And I wasn’t going to let that happen again. “Let’s go.”

      Fynea, Roan, and Tyler stood at the end of the hallway. We walked together—surrounded by guards—to the on-planet transport vehicles that would take us down to Telnon.

      We were getting in, grabbing Audrey, and getting out. I was glad Lorne made the decision to skip the meeting because I never cared about it. Now that things were going terribly here, I didn’t think there was even the slightest chance that any of these alliance members were still our allies. I wasn’t about to waste my time trying to convince enemies to become my friends.

      I had a war to fight, a people to rule, and a life of love to live with my husband.

      The on-planet transport vehicles took off, and I bowed my head and prayed that Audrey was okay.

      She’d saved my life, and now it was my turn to save hers.
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      The flight to the house on Telnon didn’t take long, and yet it felt like an eternity. Audrey was gone, taken, and I wasn’t sure we’d get her back.

      I couldn’t let Tyler see that doubt. He was sitting on the bench across from me in the on-planet transport vehicle. His tree trunk of a leg never stopped bouncing.

      I loved Lorne. If someone took him, I wasn’t sure if I’d become a complete mess or a weapon killing everything in my path until I found him. But either way, I knew it’d be hard and I was thankful that so far, I hadn’t been put in that place. But Lorne had.

      He was watching Tyler and gripping my hand and I wondered what he was thinking. What he was remembering.

      I was assured our ships were completely hidden from the Yhona and everyone else orbiting Telnon. I wasn’t sure how the Aunare were able to hide themselves so well, but I figured it’d end up as another item to write off on Aunare magic. Today, I was very thankful for their ability to hide.

      The sun was burning bright as we landed on the field next to the house on Telnon. Everyone on the ship was quiet, waiting, hoping that Audrey would be here, but I knew she wouldn’t be. This was just the place to start our search.

      The house looked much worse now that it was daytime and I could see the damage from the fight. The windows were broken, the front door blown to bits, and the beautiful gardens in the front were trampled. The twinkle lights that had been draped through the trees had been ripped from their branches and hung limply to the ground. Between last night’s attack, the Yhona’s demand for my arrest, and Audrey’s kidnapping, any charm that I’d thought this place had was now destroyed.

      The guards filed out of the on-planet vehicles first and moved in a group to clear the house. I secretly hoped I wouldn’t have to go back inside there. I wasn’t sure what happened to all the bodies or the SpaceTech officers that I’d let live, but I’d find out later. I knew for sure they weren’t here anymore, but the house felt haunted to me.

      I sat sideways on the back bench of the on-planet vehicle with my legs hanging out of the door. Lorne was standing just outside the vehicle and leaning back against it, Fynea and Roan were waiting off to the side between our vehicles, and I was pretty sure all of us were watching Tyler. He’d paced back and forth in front of the house no less than twenty times since we landed. I could imagine all the horrible things running through his head right now because I was seeing them, too.

      I wasn’t sure yet if SpaceTech had Audrey, but I hoped not. She’d never told me what happened that last day on Abaddon. I knew they’d tested the lucole poison on her, but she always changed the subject. The Aunare pods had healed her, but what if they hurt her again? If they—

      Ashino and Eshrin strode out of the front door one right behind the other, and I slid out of the vehicle to stand next to Lorne.

      “Your majesties.” Ashino gave a short bow as he walked. “We’ve searched the whole house. No one is here. The house had already been cleaned by our team and all surveillance equipment taken down. There’s nothing left here.”

      Okay. That was terrible news, but also exactly what I expected.

      I looked over at the ship next to ours. The one that she’d been taken in. “They left in someone else’s ship.” It wasn’t a question. If they weren’t here and the ship they arrived in was here, then someone picked them up.

      “Or in a ground vehicle,” Ashino confirmed. “I checked in with Captain ni Eiloa, and there haven’t been any transfer ships from the alliance convoys to the ground or vice versa, aside from ours in the last five hours.”

      “Then they stayed on the ground.” I looked at Lorne. “What now?”

      “The Yhona track every vehicle on this planet,” Lorne said. “They might not seem like they’re watching everything that happens in their city, but they are.”

      “I don’t doubt it. They put signs blocking spots for us to park in at the Garden Shops without us even telling them where we were going.” They’d done the same for Vyic, too.

      “Exactly,” Lorne said. “That wasn’t an anomaly. They’ll be able to tell us who picked her up and where they went and where they are right now. We need their cooperation.”

      I had to laugh at that. “You want us to go to the people that want me thrown into jail to ask for help? I’m sure that’s going to go well.” It was an awful plan, but no one said anything.

      Fine. I would. “As plans go, that one sucks.”

      “I don’t know.” Ashino grinned. “I’d be happy for them to try to take our newly appointed High Queen from us.”

      Lorne shrugged. “I tend to agree with Ashino. If they refuse to help us, they’ll make an enemy they cannot fight. They have no choice but to help us.”

      Everyone always had a choice. Sometimes they were between a dumpster fire and dog shit, but there were always options.

      I wanted a better plan—one that didn’t involve going to these people for help—but I couldn’t come up with anything better. Seconds were ticking by. Seconds we couldn’t afford to lose.

      She’d been gone over four hours.

      Ice it. “We’re already at war,” I said. “What’s one more people added to it?”

      “Exactly, your majesty. I’m so pleased we see things the same way.” Ashino gave a little bow, but it was full of sass.

      I was enjoying Lorne’s head guard, but I still thought Eshrin was better.

      I glanced over at Eshrin, but he was staring off into the distance. From the look on his face, I thought he might’ve been killing people in his head. I’d seen that look on his face before. It was the one he wore when he was getting ready for a fight.

      The rest of our guards left the house and started to get back into the vehicles.

      “What’s our next destination, your majesties?” Ashino looked back and forth between us. “To the capital building? Or…”

      I nudged Lorne. “I think your head guard is a little thirsty for battle. And so is mine. It’s a little scary.”

      “And what about you?” Lorne asked. “Another fight for you is dangerous. You’re still recovering.”

      “Fair, but this is Audrey. I’ll risk it.” I knew I should’ve been worried about the poison that was still in my blood, but I wasn’t. I couldn’t play it safe when someone I loved had been kidnapped.

      “I brought the device Audrey used to help Amihanna,” Eshrin said. “If we encounter another device and don’t get it in time, I should be able to help stabilize her. But we know what the detonation devices look like and we’ll be prepared.”

      Lorne brushed a kiss against my head, and then he straightened. “All right. To the capital, then.”

      “What if they won’t help us?” Tyler asked, and the panic was there, bubbling from the surface. “What do we do then?”

      “I’m not above using my power to find Audrey.” Lorne’s voice stayed calm and kingly, forcing Tyler to settle down a few degrees. “We will find her if we have to search every ship on this planet and in orbit.”

      I was with Lorne completely. We would find her and everyone else that was unaccounted for. We weren’t going to give up until we had them back—traitors included.

      “Okay.” Tyler’s hand shook as he brushed his hair away from his face. “Okay. Yes. Thank you.” He hadn’t said one weird saying through all of this, and I knew that meant that he was really struggling.

      I should’ve been panicking, too, but she was a halfer like me. She’d been through so much—survived so much—and there was no way she wasn’t doing everything to stay alive right now. She would fight hard enough to give us a chance to find her.

      That’s what halfers did. We fought and we survived.

      I was counting on her to keep surviving long enough for us to get her back.

      “Come on.” I pushed Tyler into the ship and slid in behind him. “We’ll be there in—” I turned to look at Eshrin, who’d gotten into the front of the vehicle.

      “Eight minutes.”

      “Eight minutes,” I echoed.

      Eight minutes more.

      Lorne, Fynea, and Roan got into the vehicle and the door slid shut. The locks clicked and as we started moving down the hill, I realized I’d been thinking all about Audrey and finding her and not at all anticipating why they’d taken her.

      Three plans. That was SpaceTech’s MO. Three attacks, plans, whatever. It’s how they worked. They wouldn’t just stop at the attack on the house and the attack at the black market.

      Nope. They needed a third.

      Audrey was the third. The start of the third because this was only the beginning. They always went big on the third because if the first two failed, this was their last shot to accomplish their mission.

      I was pretty sure their mission was to kill me, and hopefully kill Lorne in the process.

      I glanced at Lorne and motioned him closer.

      “We’re being lured,” I said.

      “Yes. I believe so.” He let out a breath. “I also wonder why Melina hasn’t shown herself yet. And I have a feeling she’s dead.” He glanced over at Fynea. “Message her again. Tell her I need to talk to her immediately or our alliance will be ended.”

      “I’ve messaged her multiple times, but I’ll send one more.” Fynea tapped on tablet. “She would’ve answered by now—or one of her assistants should have. You’re right. I think she’s dead.”

      I hadn’t even been thinking of her or why she wasn’t around, but if both Fynea and Lorne agreed, then they were probably right.

      If the Supreme Leader of the Yhona was dead, then who was in charge?

      “Something happened on this planet, and it feels like total disaster for the Yhona is looming,” Lorne muttered softly to himself. “I want to be far, far away from here.”

      I was having the same feeling—the urge to run was getting stronger and stronger—but I couldn’t run without Audrey.

      That didn’t mean that Lorne had to stay. “You’re the High King. Maybe I should follow this lead and you should head back—”

      “You’re the High Queen.” He gave me a cocky grin that told me I’d be in trouble if I kept going down that line of argument. “Maybe I should follow this lead—”

      I shoved him. “Well, if you’re going to be a jerk about it.”

      Lorne raised a brow. “Good. We both go and we take our teams. As planned. I’m not afraid of the Yhona or any of our soon-to-be former allies, but I am concerned about the fact that we know SpaceTech’s weapons are on this planet and that we’re walking into a very dangerous situation for you.”

      “I’ll be okay.” I wasn’t actually sure if that was true, but it felt truish. Or at least, true-adjacent. Because no matter what happened next, I’d fight to be okay. That was part of being a di Aetes.

      We had only a few more minutes before we landed at the capital building in Yhonie-atala. Like SpaceTech, I needed a plan plus a couple of backups. Running into a situation without any preparation because I was scared for my friend was dumb. Really dumb.

      There was a meeting of the alliance happening inside the building. Our people had found bombs planted in the building. We had no firm lead on Audrey. None of this felt right and—

      “No, you don’t.” Lorne ran his finger down my cheek.

      “No, I don’t what?”

      “I can feel your worry, and it won’t help us.”

      I blew out a breath. “I need a plan. A backup in case it goes wrong in there.”

      Lorne stared at me for a moment, and for a second, I didn’t think he was going to say anything. But then he did. “Life will break and destroy every plan you try to make. Today we’re walking into a universe of unknowns and there aren’t any plans we can make. The only thing we can do is keep going, stay alert, and blow up anything that looks remotely like a SpaceTech weapon. We will figure out whatever happens next as it happens. Together.”

      As our small convoy of on-planet vehicles landed on the roof of the capital building, I truly hoped Lorne was right that we could figure it out as we went.

      Because I was walking into this fight with no plan and Audrey’s life was at stake.

      I looked out the window as the vehicle powered down and watched as Yhona’s version of police flowed out of the rooftop door, surrounding the ship, weapons drawn.

      For all the Yhona preached about peace, their police looked scared yet well armed. Scared people were the most dangerous. They were unpredictable.

      “I’ve called and messaged every Yhona leader that I have information for,” Fynea said. “They’re either ignoring us or dead. Judging from the welcome we’re getting, I’d bet on the latter.”

      That’s not a bet I would take. I’d never dealt with the Yhona before, but there was no way any leader would ignore everything that had happened since our arrival, even if they were the biggest pacifists. Melina should’ve at least shown up to calm the situation. She hadn’t, and apparently, no other leaders were stepping up. Dead or not, that really left only one option in my mind—SpaceTech was definitely running this place.

      The question was—how many other allies had they taken control of? Because from what I’d seen so far, it seemed like all of the other Aunare allies were either too weak to stand up to SpaceTech or had already chosen against us.

      “We should talk to them,” I said, pointing out of the window. “We should show them who they’re dealing with and that they either help us or fight us. I’m honestly okay either way.” But they were going to tell me who had picked Audrey up from the house and where they’d gone.

      “Agree.” Lorne placed his hand on the panel by the door and it slid open. “Let’s go.”

      Roan reached across the vehicle and held out his hand to me. “Here. You’re going to need this.” In his palm was my translator.

      “Thank you.” I popped it into my ear, and noticed everyone else was doing the same.

      Good. No miscommunications here.

      Our guards filed out of the vehicles, forming a ring around us with only a slight opening in the front so that Lorne and I could talk to the Yhona police officers on the roof.

      I wasn’t sure which one was the leader, but I kept my gaze forward. “We need to speak with Supreme Leader Melina Ze Eta Yhona. Immediately.” I knew we thought she was probably dead, but we didn’t know that for sure. She was still the official leader of the Yhona.

      The man in front of me stared for a moment and then looked to my right. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said to Lorne. “Amihanna di Aetes is in violation of the contract for mutual protection. We have orders to arrest her on sight.”

      The translator worked seamlessly. I could hear the Yhona’s more brash and vowel-heavy language underneath the Earther English. It took a second for me to adjust to the translation, then one more to process what they’d said, then I laughed.

      They weren’t seriously going to try to arrest me. There’s no way they were that stupid.

      “Please send her this way.”

      I stopped laughing.

      Yes. Yes, they were that stupid.

      “You mean my wife, the High Queen of the Aunare?” Lorne’s tone was filled with frost. “You’re asking me to hand her over because of a violation of the contract for mutual protection, which we never agreed to? In case you’re not following, that means she’s not liable under the contract for mutual protection.” Lorne gave him a single moment to process that. “I suggest you rethink your orders.”

      The man swallowed, and I felt sorry for him. He was not prepared for this, and he probably didn’t get paid enough to deal with it either.

      SpaceTech had many victims, and I wasn’t about to let this man—or myself—become another.

      I would’ve said the one who spoke to us was the highest ranking of the police since he was speaking, but he kept looking to the man three over from him. The Yhona did things differently than anyone else I’d dealt with, and normally, that was fine. To each their own. But when leaders hide behind their people that pissed me off.

      So, I turned to the man three officers over. “You’re the real leader here? You’re in charge?”

      This man looked nervous but wasn’t a sweaty mess kind of nervous. “Yes.”

      “Perfect.” I started toward him, but Lorne gripped my arm.

      I patted it. This was going to be fine. I kept walking, but Lorne stayed glued to my side, and I could feel Ashino and Eshrin and the rest of our guards moving with us.

      “Since we arrived, we’ve been attacked in the house we were renting. That didn’t go well for SpaceTech. We found out that you have a black market and went to it. While there, we found SpaceTech’s lucole-based bioweapons, and then were attacked again. And now, one of my dearest friends and a number of our staff have been kidnapped.” I looked him in the eyes and hoped he saw how serious I was right now. “I’ve got enough anger and adrenaline brewing inside me to keep fighting for days. We’re coming here for information. We need to know every ship, car, or vehicle that went to the house we rented in the last four and a half hours. If I were you, I’d make a smart choice and tell us willingly. Otherwise, I have no problem taking the information I need by force.”

      The police leader paled as he took a small step back. “You have proof of all of this?”

      “Of course. Recordings. Physical evidence.” I glanced back at Roan. “Can you pull up a sample?”

      Roan huffed. “It’s like you don’t know me anymore.” He stepped in front of me, tablet out. “This is a short clip from both attacks.”

      I didn’t know what he was playing exactly, but I heard the sounds of a fight coming from the tablet.

      The man was staring at the ground by the time the vid was over. I wasn’t sure if he was sad, scared, or angry, but I could feel him caving to what we needed.

      “We came at the request of your Supreme Leader Melina Ze Eta Yhona, and yet, we haven’t seen her once. We came in peace, and yet all we’ve gotten are attacks. We never agreed to your contract for mutual protection, and yet here you are, insisting that I go to jail for violating it. Which I haven’t because I’ve always been attacked first.” I took a breath. “I’m ready to leave your planet and never see you again, but I won’t stand by and let one of ours be taken. Audrey Paris isn’t just another lab tech. She’s one of my dearest friends. We need her and her colleagues back. Now. And if you stand in my way for much longer and something happens to her, I will blame you.”

      There was quiet on the roof for a while. I slid my hands into my pockets, ready to pull my faksano out.

      But then the police leader nodded at me and waved a hand at his officers. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to our headquarters where your security staff is currently meeting with the Yhonaian head of the military. It seems there’ve been a number of bombs located with the bioweapon you just mentioned, in our meeting room and a number of the adjoining rooms. They’ve kept us busy all night and day, and it seems that while I was busy with that, there’s been more going on that I wasn’t aware of.”

      I glanced back at Lorne. “Imagine that.” I turned back to the man. “And I’m the one to be blamed for that? For placing bioweapons that would hurt the Aunare most of all?”

      He shook his head. “No. Clearly they were placed by SpaceTech. It was their tech, but I’ve been trying to get Beta Omo to ask SpaceTech to leave. They did agree to the contract for mutual protection, and they’re in direct violation of it.” He pressed his lips together before speaking again. “Beta Omo is refusing to even bring up the violations to SpaceTech.”

      “Imagine that. So, are we allies?”

      The police officer met my gaze. “I hope so because if you’re not, then I don’t know how to save my people from SpaceTech. Our leaders…” He pressed his mouth shut again. “I hope we can be allies again.”

      “Good.” I took my hands from my pockets without pulling out my faksano, and I knew it was a risk—this could still be a trap—but I didn’t think so. The man I was staring at was one destroyed by SpaceTech. I could see it in him, but there was time for him and his people.

      And still, just in case, I gave him one of my not-so-friendly smiles. “I don’t need a weapon to turn you to a pile of bloody mush at my feet, but I like showing a little restraint sometimes. We’ll go with you now, but you’re not going to want to upset me when I’m already on edge.”

      The leader looked around us, and then did something I wasn’t expecting. He pressed his fist to his heart and bowed. “I regret the attacks that have happened against you on our planet. If Melina was around, none of this would’ve happened, but I cannot find her.” He let out a breath. “I would be indebted if you would help us, but first, I’ll help you find your friend. You might need your weapons beyond here, but not because of us.” He motioned to the officers forming a line on either side of him.

      I took a moment to study their faces, hoping I could remember who not to kill if things got bad.

      The police leader turned back to the roof entrance of the capital building and opened the door.

      I signaled to our guards. Caution. Extreme danger. I knew I didn’t need to, but they were following me into someplace dangerous, and I didn’t want to lose anyone today.

      Not my guards.

      Not Lorne, Fynea, Roan, or Tyler.

      And not Audrey.

      There was an entryway just inside the door. It gave our guards enough room to form a wall around us. The Yhona led the way, staying visible and in front of us, giving us their backs even—which was a position of trust.

      The inside of the capital building didn’t have much decoration. It wasn’t as cute or charming as anything that I’d seen on Telnon. Aside from the black market area. There were no pictures on the walls, just mortared bricks. There were no twinkle lights or lanterns. There were no knickknacks or chairs or rugs or even scented smoke meant to ease the tension of the visitors. There weren’t cameras on the walls or even a lot of tech, which maybe was the most shocking part to me.

      This place made no sense as a capital. It didn’t represent the Yhona as I’d seen them anywhere else on Telnon.

      We were led through a few different corridors—each the same as the last—and then the police leader stopped. He told his men to go ahead, and they entered the room.

      As soon as the door swung shut, the police leader looked at us. “This is our main security room. Your people are inside, as well as those from other alliance members. For the most part, we’ve all been working together to disarm the bombs as quickly as we can find them. But Beta Omo showed up just before you arrived, and it’s not been going well since. If anyone is to blame for how this has gone wrong, it’s him. Be careful.” With that, he opened the door and stood back.

      Inside was a security room that rivaled the one on my father’s estate. The vidscreen across the room from us showed every single corridor in the building.

      I was wrong. There had been tech covering every inch of the hallway. It was just very well hidden.

      The room was filled with various security staff from what appeared to be every member of the alliance. I noticed a group of Aunare in black shirts with Lorne’s red firedrake across the chest. Ashino signaled something to Lorne and then a group of our guards broke off, joining up with the other security staff on the other side of the room. They’d find out what was going on.

      In the center of everyone was our favorite Yhonaian. Beta Omo himself.

      He saw us and froze.

      I did a little finger wave. “Hey.”

      He looked around, but when he noticed that the Aunare security were now talking with some of our guards, he reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the detonators. It was the larger one—it could hit me from there.

      I knew I didn’t like him when I first saw him on the vidscreen as we approached Telnon. I knew Lorne didn’t like him, but I didn’t know the specifics of why. I didn’t need to anymore.

      Beta Omo was an asshole.

      From the way Lorne had brightened beside me, I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about him for long.
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      The capital’s security room had a few desks—enough for four people—and then a wide open space in front of a tall vidscreen that was currently broken up into no less than twenty squares. There were groups of security hovering together from a few different peoples, but most of them were ours and none from SpaceTech.

      There were only a few more Yhona security in here than there’d been on the roof, which was insane to me. When there were this many people meeting together—one which had declared war already—you added extra security, but this was a skeleton crew.

      The lack of stations in the security room and people to work them showed how unprepared the Yhona were for any type of problem. They assumed anyone who visited would play by their rules of peace, but that wasn’t always the case. Especially today.

      I’d spotted Beta Omo standing in front of the vidscreen talking with the leader from the roof as soon as we entered the room. Melina knew I hated that man, and that he was here—when she wasn’t—told me everything I needed to know.

      She invited me. She wasn’t doing her part of keeping us safe. As one leader to another, she should’ve been aware of where I was at all times and met with me when I had concerns. But she hadn’t.

      She was being held by SpaceTech or she was dead; either way, Melina wasn’t in charge of the Yhona anymore.

      The second I spotted him, my skin brightened beyond the constant glow we used on Telnon.

      I saw him freeze, and then his eyes drifted to me and then back to Amihanna. The thin facade he wore slipped, and I saw exactly what he was going to do.

      I pulled on my power, gathering it to me, ready to attack the second he gave me the slightest provocation.

      He moved his hand to his pocket and by the time he pulled out the device, I was already releasing a burst.

      The device turned to ash in his hands. He started screaming, but I ignored him. He wasn’t hurt. Only scared and surprised and lucky I didn’t murder him on the spot.

      He’d tried to kill Amihanna. Pulling that device was as good as attempted murder.

      Ashino, Eshrin, and a few of our guards had been talking to our security team that had been in the capital building since yesterday, but they’d stopped to watch me when I’d started pulling power. The other groups of security stopped as well as they tried to figure out what had happened, but it’d been so fast.

      Ashino signed to me. Enemies. Then pointed to a small section of the vidscreen on the bottom right.

      Enemies. Other than Beta Oma?

      The square he was pointing at was small. I stepped a little closer and then I knew what he meant and it was my turn to freeze.

      No.

      No. He wouldn’t come himself. I knew Caleb said he was here, but this was too easy. Too good. How long had he been here?

      “Look,” I said to Amihanna and pointed to the screen.

      I knew the second she’d seen what I’d seen. Her frequency went high and fast and I knew she was pulling too much power, too fast.

      Eshrin ran from where he’d been standing with Ashino, pulling her bracelets from his pocket. He handed them to her, but she shook her head and put her hands behind her back.

      “No. I won’t put them on. Not today. Not now.” She met my gaze. “I need to get to that room.”

      I understood, I really did, but we needed information first. “As soon as we know what we’re walking into, we go. Just give me a moment.”

      I glanced at the vidscreen again, and my anger grew.

      The meeting was already taking place. Only a small section of the vidscreen on the bottom right corner showed it. I glanced at my watch, and even though we’d been busy since Amihanna woke up and not paying attention to the time, we still had hours before it was supposed to start.

      Our allies were meeting without us, which meant that they weren’t our allies anymore. The final doubts I had about that fact burned to nothing in an instant.

      I signaled to Ashino. How long? I pointed to the screen. How long had they been here and why hadn’t our security team notified us?

      One moment, he signaled back, then talked quickly to the team leader. He nodded and walked back to me. “The security team has been defusing bombs since they’ve arrived—forty-seven in all.”

      “Forty-seven?” Amihanna half yelled. “That’s insanity.” She huffed as she shook her head. “That’s a grade-A distraction right there.”

      “Agreed, your majesty,” Ashino said. “A few of them were lucole-based, but mostly not. Locations for the bombs were scattered throughout the rooms of the capital building, and most recently three bombs in a neighboring building to the south. Our team made it back to this room just moments before we arrived. They were coming to confer with the other security teams—they were going to make the suggestion to you that the meeting be called off due to the extreme number of bombs—and then they saw that SpaceTech was present and the meeting was currently in process without us. They were on their way out to tell us when they saw us enter the building heading this way.”

      I nodded. That explained why we hadn’t heard from them. “How long has this meeting been going on?”

      “That is unclear. The security team left to defuse the three bombs in the neighboring building a little over an hour and a half ago. When they left, there was no meeting happening. So, sometime in the last hour and a half, SpaceTech showed up, along with the other alliance members, and started this meeting.”

      The bombs were a distraction, and a comical one at that. Forty-seven? That was insanity.

      A fight broke out between Beta Omo and the leader from the unit that met us outside—whose name I still didn’t know.

      Beta was shoved to the ground and cuffed by the rooftop leader.

      Good. This was very good.

      The leader yelled some orders to his men and then made his way back to us. He was breathing hard, as if he hadn’t been in a fight before. “I apologize for Beta Omo. I didn’t know that he…” He wiped a hand against his forehead. “When I saw what you showed me on the roof, I realized only Beta Omo could keep us in the dark. Well, he and Melina, but she went on vacation three weeks ago, but no one has been able to contact her.”

      “Is that unusual?” It would be for me, but the Yhona prided themselves on their vacations.

      “Yes. Extremely.” He put his hands on his hips and took a steadying breath. “Beta Omo says she’s having a rest, but she would’ve been back for this meeting, especially since she’s the only one authorized to call the alliance to session. But suddenly Beta Omo is giving orders by proxy, Melina is still away, attacks are happening in our city with no one notifying me, and now he’s trying to kill a visiting leader.”

      “Who’s in charge if your Supreme Leader goes missing?” I asked.

      “Beta Omo was, but not anymore. Now, I am.”

      I’d met a lot of leaders from Telnon before, but not this man. “And who are you?”

      “I am Tek Ze Eta Yhona, Melina’s eldest and heir.” He bowed. “I am not of age to inherit yet but now I see the treachery of Beta Omo and I must not stay quiet. You have my deepest apology for everything that has happened since your arrival and for what Beta Omo has set in motion.”

      This I could work with. “I need three things from you.”

      Tek nodded. “Of course. I will work with anything you need. I know the Yhona cannot make this right, but we will strive to fix what we can.”

      Good. “First, I need to find Audrey Paris, former High Councilwoman Yneia ni Shanam, and two other Aunare that were taken with them. Immediately. I assume you have access to the city’s surveillance.”

      “I’m not the official leader yet, but I will be. As the heir apparent, I have access to everything you might need.”

      “They arrived at the house we’d rented for our stay—” I glanced at my watch. “—just shy of five hours ago. I need to know who took them and where they went.”

      Tek turned to one of his men and started rattling off orders. The policeman ran to one of the stations and started working on it.

      Tek turned back to us. “The second thing?”

      “I need to get to that room.” I pointed to the screen.

      “I’ll send you with my best man to lead the way.” He took a breath. “The third?”

      “If you become leader, you’re going to need Aunare backing to get SpaceTech’s corruption out of your people. Which means you now need us as an ally. But you won’t be getting our help unless you immediately call SpaceTech your enemy.”

      Tek looked between us. “There is no way to have a peaceful resolution?”

      “Are you seriously asking that right now?” Amihanna’s skin was painfully bright as she stepped toward him. “I’ve been attacked multiple times on your planet. A planet that was supposed to bring peace, but I’ve found none here. So, no. I won’t stand back and let someone else kill me and my people. I fight.”

      “And I fight with her.” I didn’t yell at him, but the threat was there in my voice.

      Tek flinched.

      That’s right. He was catching on. He couldn’t undo what the Yhona had done by drawing us here and letting SpaceTech attack. He was going to have to make this right or he would be left alone to fight SpaceTech.

      He knew what that meant—the end of the Yhona.

      “You have a choice to make very soon,” I said. “Choose wisely.” I turned to Ashino. “Leave a team here to find out where Audrey and the others were taken, but we have to go to that meeting.”

      Ashino bowed, fist to his heart. “Of course, your majesty.”

      I turned to Tyler. “You stay with them because you’ll recognize Audrey the best. As soon as you have an answer, they’ll tell us and we’ll meet at the ships.”

      Tyler’s eyes went glassy and he tried to say something but stopped.

      I knew that feeling—that panic that you might never see the person that you love again. I’d felt that before. He needed hope, and I prayed that I’d given that to him with clear commands and a confident voice.

      I turned to Fynea. “Coming or staying?”

      She took a breath. “Goddess take it. Staying. I want to go with you and watch you take that bastard down, but I can do more good here. If you need to finish up in that meeting, I can handle taking care of getting Audrey, Yneia, and the others back.”

      Good point. She might’ve been my assistant, but she was a former royal guard and a princess in her own right. She had the power and ability to lead that mission. “Good. I’ll leave you to it.”

      I turned to Roan. “Coming or staying?”

      “Coming. I have that gun, and—”

      Amihanna turned to him slowly. “You have another gun?” She spun to Eshrin. “Did you give him a gun?”

      “No. I’m not an idiot.”

      Roan started to argue, and I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. Not right now.

      Because in that meeting room was every single ally I thought we had, and they were all plotting with Jason Murtagh. I didn’t need to listen to see the holo maps around them. Aunare trade routes. Aunare leaders to be killed. Aunare ports and supply lines. Borders and spots where our defenses were deemed weaker.

      I’d spent weeks trying to get the alliance members to see reason, when I was the idiot. They would never agree with me because they’d already made their decision.

      Too bad for them they’d chosen the wrong side.

      I put my right pointer finger in the air and waved it in a circle. We were heading out.

      We were going to see Jason Murtagh.

      I turned to Tek. “Give us someone you trust that will take us directly to that room.”

      He gave a whistle, and one of his men moved quickly to his side. “Lead them to the meeting.”

      If the man wanted to question the order, he didn’t show it.

      Good. “We’ll be back,” I said to Fynea and Tyler. “Find her. Work on getting coms restored. I want contact with our ships in orbit.” I had a feeling that they were about to be attacked. “If you can’t reach them, send someone outside to make contact. Then send them to me.”

      I turned to my wife, who had been mostly quiet during all of this. It wasn’t like her. She was staring at the vidscreen, her skin flashing dangerously.

      I would’ve forced the bracelets on her if I knew it wouldn’t push her over the edge, but it would’ve. It truly would’ve.

      She wanted death.

      She deserved her revenge. Who was I to take that from her?

      “Let’s go.”

      She nodded at me, but she wasn’t seeing me.

      She moved ahead, out the door, and had the officer chasing to get ahead of her.

      I made a promise to myself in that moment. No matter what happened in that meeting room, I was going to support Amihanna.

      If she killed everyone, fine.

      If she let Jason live, I would arrest him and make him pay—slowly—for his sins.

      All I knew was that I’d do anything for her, and so I followed her because her demons were mine.

      Where she walked, I walked.

      When she fought, I fought.

      Forever until we went to the great beyond.
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      I was walking, but I wasn’t seeing anything.

      I didn’t see the corridors or the hallways or the building.

      I didn’t see my guards or the Yhona leading us or Lorne.

      All I had was my anger.

      All I had was the hate filling my veins.

      All I knew was that when I saw Jason, something bad was going to happen, but in the end, I was going to take him down.

      Maybe that made me just as bad as Caleb and would become stain on my soul. Lorne might even think I was awful after this, but I hoped not. I hoped he’d understand why I had to do this.

      We stopped in front of a door, and I tried to push through. Lorne put his hand in front of me, and only because it was him did I stop. “What?”

      “You’re not listening to us and you’re not hearing us. We are going in there, and we’re going to talk—”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Kill.” He was using the wrong word.

      Lorne tilted his head. “Fine. But we need to be a team, and to be a team, you have to be listening.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to get control of my anger, but I’d lost sight of everything except that I wanted blood.

      There was only one time I’d been this angry before. It’d been the moment Jason stuck his hand inside my underwear. That bright spark of fury that pushed me to smash his face, covering me in blood, was back. Except this time it was worse. It was more. Because that one assault hadn’t been the end.

      I’d been angry before, but not like this. Never like this. Not to the point when I thought my heart might explode if I didn’t get some of this anger out of me immediately.

      I wasn’t prepared for the level of hate I felt, but I also never thought I’d really see Jason face-to-face again, and now it was here, now I was about to see him.

      I wanted him dead.

      I wanted to feel his blood—

      Lorne gripped my face and pressed his nose against mine. “Are you with me?”

      What the hell was he talking about? “No. I’m so angry I can’t breathe.”

      “I know. I can feel it and I can see it. You’re flashing and you’re dangerous. You’ll kill everyone—me and Eshrin and Roan included—if you don’t calm down.”

      I glanced down at my flashing arms.

      Right.

      Okay.

      I took a breath, but the anger was still there. “It’s too much. I can’t—” My heart was racing and I was sweating and I knew Lorne was right. I needed to calm down.

      I stared into Lorne’s eyes and breathed in for six. Three out. Three in. The first round of breathing was hard, but I didn’t want to kill anyone except Jason.

      After a minute, Lorne let go of my face, and took a step back. “Good. I know you need to deal with Jason yourself. I understand. I can’t imagine how you must feel about him, but I can’t let you if you’re not in control. If you can hold it together, then I will follow your lead. But if you lose it, then I’m stepping in. Got it?”

      I nodded. “Got it.” I wasn’t making any promises about staying in control. I couldn’t when I knew I’d probably break them as soon as I was face-to-face with Jason.

      Eshrin and Ginu and Ashino went in first. A second later, Ginu came back and grunted before disappearing back into the room.

      Ginu for safe? I hoped so, because that’s what I was going to assume.

      We stepped through the door. The room was massive with round rows, leading down to the center. There were sections broken up by delegations. The room wasn’t full—not even halfway full. The first row of people was five rows down from us, which gave us a chance to look around the room before we would be noticed.

      Informational holos were hanging high up, the tops skimming the ceiling. Down at the very bottom, someone was talking. The translator kicked in wherever I looked. So many different languages. So many different people. So many different planets that were plotting against us.

      But the man in the center down below was speaking Earther English. I didn’t need a translator for him.

      He’d lost weight since the diner, but he still had that same sneering look on his face. His hair was cut short and he was wearing the typical SpaceTech dress uniform. A few other officers stood beside him and I wasn’t sure if they were his guards or his advisors, but I didn’t care. Not really. The only SpaceTech officer that mattered right now was Jason Murtagh.

      The rest of the alliance members were paying attention to every word that Jason was saying. They leaned forward on their desks, some taking notes on tablets, one rose from their seat and asked what must’ve been a question. The translator would only listen where I looked and I wasn’t about to move my gaze from Jason. As far as I was concerned, he was the only one here that mattered.

      The other members of the alliance were so cocky and sure of themselves that none of them even noticed that we’d entered the room. Except for a few scattered guards down below. They stood by their charge but were looking up at us, waiting to see what we’d do.

      Poor fools.

      I reached into my pockets, sliding out my faksano. Maybe it was too early for weapons, but I knew where this was going.

      I knew where this would end.

      I could feel Lorne on my right side, waiting to see what I would do. Eshrin stood on my other side, faksano in his hands. Roan was behind me, and I knew he had a gun. I just hoped this time he wouldn’t be crazy enough to fire it, but as long as he didn’t hit one of us, I didn’t really care.

      It was cold and unfeeling, but I couldn’t bring myself to care about that either.

      This was a room full of enemies, and none of them were innocent.

      “Hey, there,” I said loudly.

      A few alliance members turned, but I wanted the man in the center at the very bottom of the room.

      “I didn’t realize the party already started. Silly me.” I gave them a grin, and this time I didn’t care that it looked awful and evil. I moved to the top of the stairs and met Jason’s gaze. “And you even invited my favorite person.”

      Jason straightened. If his skin could’ve glowed like the Aunare, it would’ve been bright.

      He reached for something on the table in front of him, and I knew what he was going to do.

      I stepped closer and crossed my arms, but Lorne stepped in front of me and raised his hand.

      The device turned to ash.

      Jason’s eyes widened.

      I looked at Lorne, but he shook his head.

      Right. My aim wasn’t accurate, but I didn’t care if I took Jason’s hand along with the device. Maybe if I were a better person, but I wasn’t. I really wasn’t. Not when it came to Jason.

      “You’ve always been a coward, Jason,” Lorne said. “You use something like that on her after you’ve already poisoned her, and she’s standing here doing nothing? You think that’s going to make everyone here think you’re a good person to follow? A coward who is so afraid of Amihanna that you’ll kill her before she’s within ten feet of you.”

      He sighed as he looked around the room, and I could feel his disappointment.

      I understood it. Some of the people here were people he’d thought were his friends. Even Vyic was sitting off to the side, but when I saw him, he waved as if he’d come for the show.

      Or possibly he’d come to collect souls. I wasn’t sure which.

      I took the first step down, and glanced to my right. It was only then that I actually looked at the holos hovering over the desks matching the giant holos in the room. All of them showing Aunare territories. Our trade routes. And what were those lines crossing our borders on the maps? Were those weak points or places that they were planning to hit? Or both?

      I saw a seal on the bottom of one of the holo images, and I wanted to scream. It was something leaked from a High Council meeting. I should’ve gotten rid of them sooner. The information on those charts and graphs shouldn’t have been outside Aunare hands. I didn’t need a second glance to realize they were planning an invasion. It wasn’t just SpaceTech invading. It was all of them.

      I’d bet money that the no-show Supreme Leader didn’t want to go along, so they got rid of her. I wondered how much money it took to get Beta Omo to play their game.

      Lorne huffed as he scanned all the information. “Roan.”

      “Yeah?” Roan looked at Lorne.

      I was glad Roan didn’t have the gun in his hand.

      “Do you have one of your cameras?”

      “Yep. On it.” He tapped on his wrist unit and pulled a small disk out of his pocket. He tossed it into the air, and it turned on, spinning around and flying through the air. “I’ll get everything.”

      Good. We needed to know where the leak was. We needed to know who was here, what information they had, and trace it back.

      We’d find the traitors, one way or another, and we had to shore up our borders where the weak spots had been found.

      Lorne crossed his arms as he looked down at the members of the alliance gathered around the room. “The Aunare are officially leaving the alliance. Effective immediately. Everyone in this room is now considered an enemy.”

      Weapons were drawn on us, and Lorne’s skin brightened.

      There were more of them than us, but that didn’t mean that we were going to surrender. Not when we had abilities they didn’t.

      Lorne scanned the room once and then he closed his eyes. His power rose so quick and fast that my ears popped and then he shoved his hands away from himself.

      The energy leaving him had me stumbling back a second, and in a flash, every weapon in the room turned to ash. Every weapon except ours.

      I didn’t realize he could do that with his eyes closed. What a show-off.

      The scent of burnt metal and plastic filled the room. Smoke spread to the ceiling and the lights dimmed, lights flashed and a siren sounded.

      The fire alarm was going off and sprinklers sprayed small drops of water down on us.

      Good. That was very good. If someone had a lucole-based weapon here, the water would help pull the poison from the air.

      I flicked my wrists, lengthening my faksano, and whipped them together. Clack-clack.

      One man stepped onto the stairs, yelling something at me. I didn’t get my translator tuned toward him in time, but whatever he’d said, Lorne didn’t like.

      Lorne shook his head. “We spoke only days before leaving for Telnon, but now I know why you were cagey and hesitant. You’ve already aligned yourselves with SpaceTech.”

      Everyone turned to look at Jason, who had been slowly backing out of the room. Typical. Coward.

      More people started talking all at once, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t listening to the translator anymore. I didn’t care what anyone else said or did. All I cared about was Jason Murtagh.

      Killing him wouldn’t change what had happened. It wouldn’t change the minds of the alliance members. But it was justified.

      I started running down the stairs, putting all the power into making my next step faster than the last.

      I could hear my guards moving to keep up with me and dealing with anyone who tried to stop me, and I knew I’d get to Jason first because I was the fastest in the room.

      I was the fastest Aunare.

      Fifty feet.

      Twenty.

      Jason started to run, stumbling back into the SpaceTech officers behind him. They didn’t move to help him. Instead, they let him fall to the ground.

      Smart of them.

      Ten. I leaped for him, and then I heard the tone.

      It hadn’t come from Jason or his men, but it didn’t matter.

      Air rushed from my lungs as the ringing echoed through my head and then the pain hit. The lucole activated and it felt like thousands of tiny shards of glass were vibrating inside my brain, slicing it from the inside.

      My foot missed the landing, and I was falling, screaming, knowing that this might be the end and that Jason was going to win.

      My shoulder hit the floor first, and then there was something on top of me—someone. Hands pressing my shoulders flat against the floor.

      I tried to open my eyes so that I could see, but I couldn’t open them. They wouldn’t open.

      I thrashed and screamed but I couldn’t hear my own screams.

      I felt something cold touch my forehead and I jerked, but strong arms pressed me against the floor.

      There was a hum drowning out the ringing and the pain got worse.

      My back bowed off the ground as I screamed, trying to get away from whoever was holding me.

      And then a body was on top of me.

      Fear froze me until I realized that I knew that body. I knew the smell of him and the shape and if he was there, then I was safe.

      Or safeish.

      The hum changed, lessened and then turned off, and I could breathe again.

      “Lorne.” I took a breath and the weight on me shifted. Fingertips brushed my cheek.

      “I can’t see or hear.” I said the words, not knowing if I was screaming them or saying them so soft that no one would hear me.

      The ringing in my ears was too loud and getting louder. It hadn’t turned me into minced meat yet, but that was the only good thing I could think of right now.

      The weight shifted again and the hum grew louder, higher pitched this time and the crystals in my head dug deeper.

      I thrashed, breaking the grip of whoever was holding my shoulders, and gripped my head. “Turn it off. It’s not working. Stop it. Stop it, please.”

      The hum instantly stopped.

      I was panting, sweating, and trying not to think of the pain and fear that this would kill me.

      I stopped struggling but the pain was getting worse again. The ringing was getting louder. Last time it stopped before it got this bad, but not this time.

      God, help me. I’m sorry for wanting Jason dead, but I don’t deserve this. Help me. Please.

      The ringing didn’t die down, and I could feel tears on my cheeks. I knew I was crying, but I couldn’t stop.

      And then, through the ringing tone, I heard a voice whispering to me. I could feel myself being moved, but the voice wasn’t coming from the room. I couldn’t really hear it, but it was coming from somewhere.

      Where?

      I shoved away the pain and tried to focus on it, and it was gone.

      The hum came back and I sucked in air, bracing for the pain to get worse again, but this time it got a little better.

      Not much, but enough. Enough so that the panic could settle a little and I could realize that I wasn’t dead yet. That the hum was the device Audrey had given Eshrin. That I was safe and with Lorne and my guards. And I knew that whatever Audrey had done to the lucole in my brain had helped enough that I didn’t immediately die, but I wasn’t okay.

      Nothing that caused this much pain was okay.

      I felt something hot run down my nose and another soft thing brushing my skin just under it.

      Another nosebleed. This was bad. The ringing was still there, but so was the hum. I couldn’t see or hear and it wasn’t dying down like it did before.

      This was—

      The whisper came again. Amihanna.

      It was soft—so soft that I shouldn’t have been able to hear it—but the feminine voice wove through the pain and ringing and hums, almost as if it was luring me away from all of it.

      I felt a tugging along my soul like I did when we jumped through space, but different. More. Bigger.

      Amihanna, remember. The voice was louder now, and the pain started to dissipate. Come to me, Amihanna. I knew that voice. It was Jesmesha. The Aunare High Priestess. I’d only met her one time, but she’d changed my life. She changed who I was and how I looked at my future.

      In some ways, she’d given me a future because it was only after I saw her that I decided to give Lorne a real shot.

      And Lorne made my life worth living again.

      Jesmesha and her glowing orange eyes had changed the course of my destiny. If there was one person who could save me now, it was her.

      There was a bright flash, and when the light died down, I could see.

      Except I wasn’t in the meeting room with the rest of the alliance anymore. I wasn’t in Yhonie-atala’s capital building either. I wasn’t even on Telnon.

      All I could see above me was inky blackness dotted with a sea of stars.

      Around me were thousands of different sizes and shapes of glowing candles.

      Under me was a thick, cushy mat, and below that was a wood floor.

      I was in the geodesic dome—Jesmesha’s geodesic dome.

      Amihanna, remember, her voice came again, but it still sounded impossibly far away.

      “Remember what?” I screamed.

      Shhh. No need to yell here. I can hear you just fine. But you must remember to focus on the present. Focus on the lucole here and now, and destroy it.

      “Destroy it?” How was I supposed to do that?

      Destroy it now.

      Was she completely nuts? How was I supposed to destroy tiny pieces of lucole lodged in my brain? I didn’t have that ability. If I did, I’d have destroyed it the day after the Ra’mi market disaster.

      Who was I kidding? I was probably dead. Again.

      Except my head was aching, and I didn’t remember pain after I died last time.

      You’re not dead, Amihanna. Do it now. Time is running out. You felt nanos in your body. You can feel the lucole pieces if you focus on them. Picture them like you’d picture the nanos. Find them. Send your power into the lucole crystals and destroy them.

      “Won’t I just explode?” And where in the hell was she? Why was I in this room by myself?

      I am here, but you are not. I told you this plane would exist for you no matter where you were. All you had to do was come when you needed it. When you needed me. Right now you’re at the threshold, so you came. You are passed out on the meeting room floor in Yhonie-atala. Do what I said. Do it now or die.

      Fuck.

      Fuck. I was losing it, but then I closed my eyes again and I could feel the pain rushing back and I knew I was screaming. A hand gripped mine, and I could feel Lorne and his panic and fear and anger.

      So much anger.

      More anger than I’d just had for Jason.

      If you don’t do this, Jason wins, Jesmesha’s voice taunted me.

      Bitch.

      Manipulative bitch.

      She knew what that would do to me.

      I closed my eyes and pictured that room in the capital building again. That body.

      All the air left my chest as the pain hit me. I hadn’t thought that anything could be worse than nanos, but this—this—was worse than nanos. It was as if the thousands of shards of glass were driving farther and farther into my brain with every second. I knew each glass shard wasn’t glass—it was crystal. It was lucole. The tiny little bits that I’d breathed in from the lucole-bullet.

      The thing that Jesmesha wasn’t understanding was that if I messed this up—if I blew up the lucole—it wouldn’t just kill me. It would kill the man holding my hand—Lorne. It would kill everyone in this room—and I was pretty sure that meant Roan, Eshrin, my guards, and anyone else within range.

      But if I didn’t do it, I was going to die. I could feel that now. I’d felt death come for me before, but Audrey wasn’t here this time. No one was here that could save me.

      And if I died, then I wasn’t sure what would happen to Lorne. To the Aunare. I didn’t want to think that it was my ego driving this because I didn’t feel important.

      Except I was.

      I was the High Queen, wife to the High King, and if I died now, then the worst of Jesmesha’s predictions would come true.

      It wasn’t a mistake that I’d gone to the dome now. It was a warning, and the only one that I’d get.

      There was no one else that could save me.

      I had to save myself.

      I had to try.

      If Jesmesha said I could do it, then I could do it.

      I started small at first. I touched just a tiny bit of my power to one of the shards in my brain. The pain got worse for a second as I felt it bursting into nothing in my brain, but I didn’t stop with one. There were so many to get rid of.

      I kept feeding my power carefully against new shards. I hit one more. And then another one. And another.

      I felt hands on my arms, holding me down, and I knew I was screaming again, so I stopped. I stopped pushing my power into new shards and suddenly I could hear a little. The clack-clack of faksano.

      This had to be working. Possibly. I was still in a lot of pain, so it was hard to tell. But I could’ve sworn the pain from those four shards was now gone.

      Jesmesha was right. I might really be able to get rid of the lucole in my brain.

      I tried it again, releasing my power at more of them at once—at the little bits of pain all in the front right side of my head. I screamed, ripping my hand free from whoever was holding it to grab my head. It was as if someone had slammed a sharp dagger into my skull. My back arched off the floor and the hand grabbed mine again, gripping it tighter, but after a few breaths, the pain from those shards disappeared. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough for me to know it was working.

      I did it again. And again. I focused on hitting more of them at once in one area. It made the pain almost too much to bear—but it was brief. I could withstand anything as long as it was short, fast, and over.

      I pulsed my power again. Again. Until the last shard shattered into nothingness and I was left gasping, sweating, crying on the floor.

      I blinked and my vision cleared, and all I could see was Lorne. His skin flashing bright. His aquamarine eyes staring into mine.

      “I’m okay.” My voice sounded raspy and weak, but at least I could hear again. “I’m okay.” The lie was desperately transparent. I wasn’t okay. I wasn’t even in the same galaxy as okay. But I knew I would be.

      Lorne started to cry, his forehead pressed to my stomach.

      I wove my fingers through his soft, dark hair. “I destroyed the lucole.”

      He jerked up, eyes bright with tears flowing down his face. “I don’t understand. How?”

      I wasn’t sure I had the energy or ability to try to explain it. “Jesmesha told me I could do it. So, I did it.” I’d try to go into more detail later. I honestly didn’t have the energy. I’d never felt so drained, but I was alive. That’s all that mattered.

      He looked at me like I’d lost my mind, and I had. I really probably had.

      A door slammed and Fynea appeared at the top of the stairs. “We found Audrey.”

      I couldn’t see much of the room, but there were signs of a fight—tablets, chairs, people on the floor. From what I could see, the only ones left standing were my guards, Roan, and Fynea.

      Whatever fight had happened while I’d been out of it was over, which meant, we had to go.

      I tapped on Lorne’s shoulder. “Let me up. We have to go.”

      “Not a chance in hell.” He ran his hand down his face. “I can’t take much more of you getting hurt. You need a pod and rest and Goddess only knows what else.”

      “What happened here?” Fynea raced down the stairs to stand over me. “What happened to her?”

      I wasn’t sure how to explain it, so instead, I went with the important part. “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not. Your face is covered in blood.” She ran off to the tables. I heard a crash and a splash and then she dropped next to me. She pressed a wet cloth to my face and started wiping. “Goddess. So much blood. Too much blood. Why isn’t anyone doing anything? And the ships in orbit are under attack, but holding strong. We have coms back but you weren’t answering. Can we tell them to engage, your majesty?”

      Lorne said something sharply in Aunare. “Yes. Destroy anyone who attacks. We’re at war with the alliance.”

      Oh shit. I knew that was how it was going to end up, but I hated that he’d worked so hard to maintain the alliance for so long only for it to fall apart.

      I took the wet cloth from Fynea and she stepped back, watching me carefully.

      “Are you truly okay?”

      I opened my mouth and then realized I didn’t have a good answer. So I shrugged. “I’m alive and I intend to stay that way.”

      Her eyes turned glassy but she pressed her fist to her heart and then looked at Lorne. “Against how many alliance members are we declaring war?”

      Lorne took the now-bloody cloth from me and met Fynea’s gaze. “All of them. Tek won’t have sorted out the traitors yet. We attack anyone who attacks us.”

      “Good. That makes things easier.” She nodded, and tapped on her wrist unit. “The allies are already scattering like the fechtr bugs they are.” She looked at me again. “You don’t have any marks, but the blood… It was the lucole poison?”

      “I’m fine,” I said again, because I was. We could just forget however long I was screaming on the floor like I was having some sort of weird mental break.

      “No, you’re not.” Everyone in the room—my guards, Fynea, Roan, Lorne yelled at me.

      I shoved Lorne away and sat up. My balance wobbled a little, and Lorne lifted me in his arms. I wanted to walk, but I didn’t have the strength to even sit up on my own. My head felt cold, and when I touched the back of my head, my fingertips came back red.

      I glanced down, and apparently I’d lost a lot of blood because there was a pool of blood where my head had rested on the floor. “Oh shit.” I pointed to it. “That’s not good.”

      Lorne held me tighter and brushed a kiss on my forehead. “No. It wasn’t good.”

      I looked around the room. It’d been packed before, but now was empty. “What happened?”

      “Most ran with Jason. A few stayed to fight, but they were no match for our guards, and—”

      “You didn’t kill Jason?” I wanted to be sure I heard that right because he was right there—right fucking there—and now he was gone.

      “You were dying.” Lorne gripped me tighter. “Dying. I wasn’t leaving your side to run after that little shit.”

      Fair point. “I…”

      The door slammed again, and Tyler appeared at the top of the stairs with a group of our guards behind him. “We have to go. Now. Before they leave and we can’t find them. Please. The trackers say they’re taking off and—”

      I nodded. I might’ve almost died, but I wasn’t dead yet.

      My head was swimming a little, and I knew couldn’t walk, let alone run or fight, but I was breathing. The pain was mostly gone, and all that I was left with was exhaustion. I was fine.

      Lorne might not get that I was fine yet, but he would. I would let his anxiety about my I-don’t-know-what-number near death that he’d seen, but I wasn’t letting that stop us from saving Audrey.

      “We have to get Audrey. Please.” I looked up at him. “She’s saved my life so many times. Please. We have to.”

      “I know. I know, I just…” Lorne gripped me tighter in his arms. “Don’t let go.” He took off running through the halls with Fynea leading the way and surrounded by our guards. If there were enemies left in the capital building, they didn’t show up and they didn’t matter.

      Not right now.

      Nothing mattered to me until we had Audrey back.

      Then I could relax.

      Hell, I might even get in a pod voluntarily because as Lorne raced through the hallways, the walls looked like waterfalls, the floor looked like it was falling out from under his feet, and the lights looked like bursts of rainbow glitter.

      I definitely wasn’t okay.
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      I ran onto the roof of the capital building toward the on-planet transport vehicle, cradling Amihanna tight against my body. She was too limp and light in my arms, and I wanted her in a pod immediately, but we needed to get Audrey, Yneia, and the other two lab techs before SpaceTech tried to leave Yhonaian space, and our former allies were currently attacking our fleet.

      “Fynea! Update,” I yelled.

      I spotted Tek Ze Eta on the roof waiting by our vehicles. I didn’t know what he needed, but I’d deal with him and the Yhona later. I wasn’t sure I could trust them again, but I wasn’t counting them as an enemy. At least not yet. Tek had saved them from that fate.

      “The convoy is currently engaged in defensive battle,” Fynea yelled back at me. “Shields are holding across the fleet. No loss or damage yet. A good portion of our enemies have already retreated and are fleeing. It seems two warships is more than enough to deter them.”

      Thank the Goddess. “Good.” Our allies might have forgotten how well the Aunare could defend and fight, but after today, most of the alliance would come crawling back.

      I needed the echoes of Amihanna’s screams to fade from my mind before I could even look at them, let alone speak to them diplomatically. That would take some time.

      I slid Amihanna onto the vehicle’s back bench and noticed that my shirt was now wet. It was mostly black, but the firedrake across my chest showed splotches of darker red. Her blood. My stomach clenched and the terror of watching her slip away from me rose again.

      Goddess take it.

      Four in. Eight out. Eight in.

      I crawled into the vehicle and knelt on the floor in front of her. The dark sweater she was wearing clung to her skin and she was shivering. I gripped the bottom of her sweater. “Arms up.”

      “Huh?” She looked confused, and her arms shook as she lifted them anyway.

      I tugged the blood-soaked sweater off of her. Underneath, she was wearing a tank—which was also wet—but the sweater was like a sponge. It had to go. I tossed it to the floor of the vehicle and sat next to her.

      Fynea stuck her head in the door. “Everything okay?”

      No. Nothing was Goddess-damned okay. “Get in.”

      She didn’t hesitate. A moment later, Tyler and Roan followed her.

      Eshrin slid in on the other side of Amihanna, med kit in hand.

      “You have to be kidding me,” Amihanna said when she saw the kit.

      “No,” I shouted, and then took a breath. “No,” I said much quieter this time. “He’s not kidding. Don’t even try to tell me you weren’t passing out in my arms just now.”

      She stared at me and then looked away.

      Right. Exactly.

      “I’m tracking the ship that most likely has Audrey and the rest of our missing people,” Ashino asked from the front. “Permission to take off, your majesty?”

      “Please.” My skin was too bright. Much too bright. I closed my eyes and leaned back against the bench as soon as I felt the vehicle start to lift off the ground. I didn’t need to be able to see everyone in the car watching me to know they were. I could feel it, but I was seconds away from losing control.

      Three in. Six out. Four in.

      No one spoke as we flew. Only the sounds of Eshrin running scans broke the silence.

      Fingers twined with mine. Amihanna. She was here. She was alive. I wasn’t sure how or what had happened to her in there, and I wasn’t ready to hear it yet. I needed control first.

      I gripped Amihanna’s hand harder—as if holding it would keep her with me forever—and dropped my chin to my chest. How did this keep happening? How did I keep almost losing her?

      “I’m fine.” Amihanna’s voice sounded strong and confident enough that I opened my eyes.

      She was twisted in her seat, her cheek resting against the back so that she could watch me. “Eshrin’s going to tell you I’m just fine.” Her calm tone smoothed out the rough edged panic that had my heart still pounding in my chest.

      “No, I’m not,” Eshrin said.

      My gaze went to him. I waited for him to say more, but he was busy replacing Audrey’s special lucole detecting device on Amihanna’s forehead with the more standard scan. “What’s wrong?”

      “She’s got brain trauma again, which we knew was very likely. But she’s very low on blood. I’m not sure how she hasn’t passed out by now, except pure stubbornness.”

      “Hey!” Amihanna sounded insulted.

      “You stand up too fast and you’ll be down long enough for us to get you back to the ship and shove you in a pod.” Eshrin met her glare with one of his own. “Deny it.”

      She couldn’t. Anyone who knew her or her story understood that it was only through pure stubbornness that she was able to survive so much.

      She’d proven that again today.

      Eshrin put a healing patch on her head. Then another on her chest.

      I understood the one on her head, but was there something wrong with her heart? “What’s that one for?”

      “I’m regulating her blood pressure, your majesty. Her heart is struggling—”

      My skin started brightening, and Amihanna’s hand squeezed mine. “I’m fine.

      “No, you’re not.” Did she not hear what Eshrin had just said?

      “If I didn’t believe I’d be able to keep her fine until she got to a proper healer, I would’ve told you. Ashino wouldn’t have bothered to take the time to track Audrey’s ship. All of this is fixable, your majesty. Especially now that Audrey’s sensor shows that the lucole is in fact out of her system.”

      It really was? “How—”

      “Approaching the ship,” Ashino said from up front. “How would you like me to proceed?”

      I glanced at Tyler. He was bent over his legs, head in his hands, and it looked like he was trying not to throw up.

      I glanced at Amihanna, and I understood completely. His future was on that ship, and there was nothing he could do to help right now.

      I couldn’t help Amihanna—she was always too busy saving herself for me to do anything—but hopefully I could save Audrey.

      “Send out a com,” I said to Fynea. “Tell them to surrender to our warship and we won’t fire on them.”

      “They’re speeding up,” Ashino said. “Engage?”

      Tyler straightened in his seat, eyes wide with panic. “No,” Tyler shouted. “You could hurt her. Please.”

      “Who took her?” Amihanna asked. She looked tired, her coloring was pale, but her voice didn’t show even a hint of what she’d just been through. From what Eshrin said, her head had to be hurting. “Please tell me it was SpaceTech.”

      He tapped a few buttons, zooming in on the view of the ship. “Yes. That’s a SpaceTech ship. Why?”

      “What kind of ship? I need the exact model,” she asked.

      “I… I don’t know.” Ashino shook his head, clearly just as confused as I was. “How am I supposed to tell? Are there markings?”

      “Roan? I can’t see from here, and stupid Eshrin is right. If I move to get a better look…”

      She was going to pass out, and yet she’d tried to walk from that meeting room. Why was she so stubborn?

      I loved her. I truly wouldn’t be able to do this without her, but she was making it so hard to protect her. If I could lock her away and keep her safe forever, I’d do it. But I’d tried that once before and it didn’t go well.

      Roan leaned forward, getting into Ashino’s space. “Uhh. Can you zoom in right there, to the left, I think—” Roan made a noise. “Got it. Okay. It’s a Class G. Come on. Where’s the—okay. Yeah. It’s got that weird flap on the side. That’s the 124-U5.”

      Amihanna closed her eyes, and I thought she was in pain for a second, but then she opened them. “Okay. Okay.” She turned to me. “I would try to do it, but I just… I don’t have the energy for it. But I mean, you can do it.”

      I waited for her to explain more, but she went quiet. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Sorry.” She licked her lips. “Gross. That tasted like blood.” She gagged. “Sorry. Power systems for the 124 Class G series… The U5 is a little different. You need to hit a very specifically targeted area. On the right. Two inches from the edge of the ship, one inch from the bottom. Area is like half an inch in diameter, so not a lot of room for error, but I definitely saw you take out a room full of weapons with your eyes closed. You can do this better than I could on my best day.”

      “What happens if I hit it right on target?”

      “You take that section out, the ship stalls out. Won’t blow up. Won’t have to engage or chase. It’s just dead in the water.”

      I stared at her for a long second. “What? How do you know that?”

      Amihanna gave me a sly smile. “I got licensed to fly on every ship I could—last count was like twenty-nine or something.”

      “Thirty-two, babe,” Roan cut in. “Thirty-fuckin’-two.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever. I have a bunch, but I memorized every Earther ship. I wasn’t sure what I could save up to afford and what state the ship might be in. If I could buy a junker or something damaged and fix it myself, then—none of this matters right now. Shit. My mind is loopy and I know I’m a mess right now, but that’s the spot. I promise. Hit it. Let’s get Audrey back.”

      I studied her for a second, but she just slouched back against the bench.

      I wasn’t sure how it was possible that she knew the exact workings of this particular ship, but—

      “Trust her,” Roan said. “Am knows her SpaceTech ships. Girl studied like crazy. Every engineering manual she could get her hands on since we were kids. Am needed off planet like crazy. We knew she was on a countdown for them to find her, so she studied like her life depended on it. And it did. She can fix any ship, and if she says that’s what you need to hit, that’s what you need to hit. Do it.”

      I ran a hand down my face. This was insane.

      Amihanna’s skin was still pale, and the healing patches on her forehead and chest were strobing blue-green-yellow over and over again, showing that they were working at max capacity. But she didn’t look away when I stared at her.

      “Trust me,” Amihanna said with complete confidence. “Hit it exactly where I said.”

      “What happens if I don’t hit that exact spot?”

      “You miss, the ship blows up.” She shrugged. “Don’t miss.”

      I glanced at Tyler, waiting for his okay. There was risk and Audrey was his. I knew if the situations were reversed, I’d want a say in how we got Amihanna back.

      Tyler looked from me to Amihanna and back again. He still seemed like he was going to throw up, but he was holding it together. “I don’t know anything about a spot in the ship to make it lose power. Ships weren’t my deal. Not on Earth. Not on Abaddon. But the girl passed that test to fly the mining ships in no time flat. Didn’t even study really and no one ever passed that test. They made it impossible. She’s wicked smart. If that’s what she says to hit, then that’s what you’ve got to hit. But… Just be careful.”

      “Majesties,” Ashino said. “The ship’s energy readings have changed. They’re either going to power up for speed or weapons. What do you want me to do?”

      I tapped Fynea’s leg. “Move.” She squeezed by me to sit on the back bench next to Amihanna, so that I could lean out over the front bench. “Where again?” I asked Amihanna without looking at her.

      “On the right. Two inches in on the side. One inch from the bottom. Area is like half an inch in diameter. They’ll lose all power—weapons, environmental, everything. We’ll have time to get her out of there, but be very precise.”

      I shot her a look over my shoulder. I’d do my best, but this was insane. I’d never hit a ship like this before, at this distance, with this kind of precision. I’d never even thought to attempt something like this.

      I took a breath and reached for the power that sustained me, and then I lifted my arm.

      Goddess, help me aim right.

      Power gathered inside me and I let it build until my skin was bright, my body felt warm, and tingles ran through my veins.

      I stared at the ship ahead of us, focusing on that one spot. Two inches in from the right side. One inch up from the bottom. I let everything but that one spot blur and fade.

      And then I pictured my power turning into a short, thin spear.

      I took a breath, and held out my hand, letting the power-spear speed across space.

      There was a flash of light as it hit the ship, and I held my breath.

      Don’t blow up.

      Please don’t blow up.

      But one breath turned into two and then a third and, still, nothing happened.

      “Well, that didn’t work,” Fynea muttered.

      I wanted to scream and tell her to piss off, but it wasn’t what she said that had me on edge. It was that I’d failed.

      “Just give it a minute,” Amihanna muttered back at her. “Not everything in life is immediate.”

      Not everything was immediate, but damned if I wanted something to go right today. It would’ve been nice if this had worked.

      Today had been long and hard, and I felt like everything was going wrong.

      I closed my eyes and could still hear Amihanna screaming. I could see her back arching off the floor as she writhed in pain. And I’d been helpless.

      I hadn’t stopped it.

      We’d gotten married today, and it was supposed to be the best day of my life. Instead, I was wearing a shirt covered in my wife’s blood.

      I wanted to go home.

      I wanted to get Amihanna into a pod and head straight home and have at least a few days to be happy before we had to keep fighting this war. But I wasn’t sure we’d have a second to be happy, let alone days.

      “Ship is slowing,” Ashino said.

      I focused on the ship again, and it was small at first. So small that I could barely tell that the ship was losing speed, but the readout on our vehicle’s controls showed that it was slowing.

      And then it drifted off to the side just a little. Just enough to tell me that it was powerless in space.

      “Good work.” I glanced back over my shoulder. “I’m impressed that you know that much about Earther ships.”

      She shrugged, like it was as nothing. “I had one plan, with lots of subplans. Get off the planet. Only way for a girl to get off planet is on a ship.” She raised a brow.

      Smart. Very smart, and so very Amihanna.

      “Well, I’m personally not that impressed,” Roan said.

      Amihanna kicked him. It was a weak kick, but it made him laugh.

      “Hey. I believed in you. I vouched.” Roan moved out of reach when she moved to kick him again. “I totally vouched. Everyone heard me.”

      I moved to sit back next to Amihanna, forcing Fynea to switch sides again. I looked at Tyler who was watching me carefully. “Ashino. Send them a com link. Ask to speak to Audrey. Tell them if she’s not on the com in five seconds and unharmed, we will finish the job.”

      That did the trick because a second later, a very weak “hello” came through the com.

      “Baby!” Tyler covered his eyes with one of his large hands. “Are you okay?”

      “Tyler?” I couldn’t see her face, but I heard the tears in her voice. “Yeah. I’m okay. They haven’t hurt me yet.”

      Good. At least I’d done something right today. “Audrey, this is Lorne.” I hated to ask anything of her, but I needed a question answered. “Are Yneia and the other lab techs with you?”

      “Yneia is but not the others.” There was something in her voice, but I didn’t know her well enough to know what it was.

      “Can Yneia hear me?”

      “Yes.” That must’ve been confusion in her voice.

      I didn’t want to ask while Yneia could overhear, but I had to. “Was Yneia part of the plot to kidnap you?”

      “No!” She huffed. “No. It was the other two techs. They’d been paid by SpaceTech.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They’re dead.” That I could identify. Anger. Hatred.

      I wasn’t sure what had happened to her, but if she was angry, then I knew she’d be okay.

      “Help will be there soon, Audrey. Just hold on.” I signaled to mute our side of the com link before talking to Fynea. “Have a transpo ship haul this one to us, but send a team to board the ship immediately. I want to make sure no one gets any ideas.”

      “Already en route,” she said. “I messaged them when we started tracking the ship.”

      Before she could even finish saying the words, a ship pulled up next to Audrey’s. A small transfer pod attached to the ship.

      “What’s that?” Tyler asked.

      “A team that will make sure no one hurts Audrey,” I answered.

      A moment later, a force field spread out around it to tow them back to the warship.

      “Thank you,” Tyler said. “I don’t know what I can do to repay you, but—”

      He didn’t get it. “You kept Amihanna alive on Abaddon. I watched vids of you racing across the lava field in a junky vehicle, hauling her back to the building, carrying her into a med bay so that she could live. You didn’t do it just once. It was over and over. You talked to her to keep her calm when she was in pain and wanted to let go. You kept her fighting when I was so far away and I—” I felt my heart breaking again and I knew I had to hold it together.

      I reached my hand out to him, and he took it. “The debt is mine,” I said.

      He shook his head. “There ain’t no debt here.”

      He might think that, but there was. I owed a debt to everyone that kept her alive when I couldn’t.

      I dropped his hand, and settled back next to Amihanna. I twisted in my seat so that I could watch her.

      “Update from the team inside the SpaceTech ship.” Fynea glanced at her tablet. “Audrey and Yneia are unharmed, shaken up, but they’ll be fine. They’ll stay in the ship until it’s safely inside our dock.”

      I didn’t want to jinx us, so I wasn’t going to say anything about being done with all the chaos of the day, but I truly hoped that was the last of it. “Ashino, head back to our ship. I need an update from Captain ni Eiloa about the status of—”

      “I have that.” Fynea handed me her tablet. “You’re viewing the current status of the convoy.”

      I glanced down and laughed. “You’re kidding.”

      “No.” She grinned, and it was a little mean.

      “What?” Amihanna said.

      I switched the language to Earther English, and then held the tablet for her. She read the report, and then laughed.

      “What?” Roan said. “What happened?”

      Amihanna rolled her eyes. “Over three-quarters of the alliance that tried to plot against us has retreated and reached out to make amends. They’re saying it’s all SpaceTech’s fault. We have no loss of life or damage to any ships in our convoy. It seems like SpaceTech got the alliance all riled up, and then ran, using them as cover to get away. It also seems like some of the alliance members didn’t appreciate that too much. They were supposed to be fighting with the backing of SpaceTech, but you know SpaceTech.” Amihanna handed the tablet back to Fynea. “This just proves the point that you shouldn’t trust a bunch of assholes.”

      Eshrin let out a surprised snort. “Apologies, majesties. I wasn’t expecting her to say—” But then he laughed again, and I couldn’t help but laugh with him.

      SpaceTech was indeed a bunch of assholes.

      I took a breath. “How is she?” I asked Eshrin.

      “A little time in a pod, and she’ll be fine. The healing patches have helped stabilize her, but she needs rest, more healing, and food.” He said the last while staring at her.

      She elbowed him. “I eat. I just get busy sometimes.” Amihanna shot me a look. “See. He said fine.”

      “You’re still going into a pod.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine, but you have to get in it with me.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      And just like that, everything was fine.

      This wasn’t how I thought the day would go or how our visit to Telnon would end, but I had Amihanna and I knew my life with her would always be an adventure.

      And I loved an adventure with her.

      Except I could really do with less of her almost dying.

      Clearly that wasn’t happening today, but tomorrow was a new day, and hopefully less deadly.

      Goddess, I hoped so because I was really dreaming of a long life with my wife. I wanted quiet days on the beach, and soon—but not too soon—a family. Kids. With big brown eyes that I knew I’d love more than life itself.

      More than anything, I wanted a long, happy, peaceful life with my wife.
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      Much to my disappointment, I passed out on the way back to the ship.

      Knowing that Audrey was safe and that the fight was over and we were heading back to safety meant that I could relax. The second I let go, sleep gripped me hard. I didn’t even remember getting back to the warship or Lorne putting me into the pod or really anything until over twelve hours later.

      Passing out was annoying. It meant that I missed seeing Audrey reunite with Tyler. I missed finding out that Yneia had actually helped her, and that even if Yneia wasn’t sure about me as High Queen, she didn’t dislike me. She only cared about science and finding a solution to SpaceTech’s new favorite weapon.

      That was fair, and I didn’t care if Yneia liked me. All that mattered was that she didn’t kidnap one of my dearest friends. Also important—her dedication to finding a solution to the weapon thing.

      The good news was that all the scientists and doctors—Audrey included—confirmed that the lucole was one-hundred percent gone from my blood. They’d said that before when we were on our way to Telnon, but this time I believed them because I felt the best I had in ever, maybe. Audrey made sure that I was healed, and Tyler spent a lot of time in my med bay. He wasn’t letting her leave his sight, and I didn’t blame him. They’d decided to get married as soon as we were on Sel’Ani, and I was all for it.

      Anyone who lived on Earth knew that life was short. You never knew when it would end, and that made it so important to live every day with no regrets, enjoying every second, and holding on to the people you loved as tightly as you could. Because tomorrow, they could be gone.

      The other good news was that we made it back to Sel’Ani much faster than our trip to Telnon. We went a direct route, not as many jumps—jumps that only made me the slightest bit dizzy—and were home in a little more than a day.

      The bad news was that because I’d almost died on Telnon a couple times, Lorne made me stay in the pod the whole trip back.

      When I first woke up, I was okay being in there, but after a few hours, I wanted out. Lorne was not having it, but I did manage to make him stay in the pod with me for most of it. I spent hours cuddled against him, listening to his heartbeat, and that wasn’t awful at all.

      As soon as we got back to Sel’Ani, every ally wanted a meeting. For the first week, Lorne told them all to go away. I was totally fine with that. We ruled and trained and ate and breathed.

      But the second week, I was less fine with him refusing to even consider talking to them. It was a fight, but I convinced him to hear out a few of the most powerful allies. The meetings were still very hit and miss. I had high hopes for Tek Ze Eta Yhona—who was now the Supreme Leader—but he was useless. After what SpaceTech had done on his planet, he felt it was even more important to remain neutral. I wanted to strangle the idiot.

      If I let it, politics would smother me with my own anger, so I was striving for balance. Tyler and Audrey got hitched. I’d tried to convince them to go on a honeymoon, but Audrey said that she’d take one when I took one. When Fynea and Roan heard about that, they conspired to make it happen.

      I was the High Queen, and the timing was crappy. SpaceTech had fled back to Earth, and I knew we should follow. I knew that was where this was heading, and that those training sessions in the gym would come in handy soon. But not yet.

      Not yet.

      First, I needed some good to carry me through.

      So, three weeks after we got married, Audrey and Tyler left for a resort in the mountains, Rysden was taking care of all the Aunare politics, Fynea and Roan were making sure that anything important made its way to us while handling the rest, and Lorne and I were alone. Blissfully alone.

      I was walking across a field of wildflowers with Lorne’s hand in mine and not a guard in sight.

      The wind picked up as the ship we’d left behind rose into the sky. It’d be back when we needed them, but for now, for the first time ever since getting married, we were actually on our own.

      Well, we were for the next few minutes at least.

      “What do you think she’s going to say?” I asked Lorne.

      “I honestly can never tell with her, but I know whatever it is, it will be profound. Or insane. Or both.” He sounded happy, and that made me happy.

      I’d scared him too many times. Honestly, I’d scared myself. I still wasn’t sure what happened in that capital building three weeks ago, but today, I was going to the source to get some answers.

      Thankfully, Lorne was all for it.

      I tugged his hand closer, and then bumped my shoulder into his. “Do you think she’ll have some guidance on the war?”

      “Probably, but it might come in riddles. Or she might not want to talk about the war at all.”

      We stepped over the hedge, and my ears popped. I’d thought it was weird the last time I came here. I had no idea what I was getting into then, but now I did.

      Now I had questions, and I was actually excited to see her.

      We walked around the white stone house to the gardens in the back. The flowers there were tall and chaotically mixed together. It was so different than my father’s well-manicured garden, and I wasn’t sure which I liked better. I really loved both. Being in nature was new for me, but it recharged my soul. I ached to take off my shoes so that I could walk barefoot through the dirt and grass and flowers. Who knew this Earther city girl would ever feel so at home in the wild country of Sel’Ani? Not me.

      Lorne scanned the area. “She’s not in her gardens.”

      “Maybe she’s already inside waiting for us.” It seemed just like her.

      We kept walking until we were standing in front of a geodesic dome.

      We probably should’ve checked her house first, but this is where I really wanted to go.

      I’d been here twice before. Once to unlock what I considered my Aunare powers. The second was more of a metaphysical visit. Both had felt equally real and surreal.

      She’d said I could come back anytime, and I hoped she meant that.

      I knocked once and waited.

      Was that really her that whispered to me? Or just some fragmented part of me that I invented so that I could fix myself?

      The former felt like the truth, but it was insane. I couldn’t wrap my head around it, and Lorne told me it was better if I didn’t try to explain things that involved the High Priestess.

      But lately, when I closed my eyes to go to sleep, I found myself back in the geodesic dome, with Jesmesha watching me with her glowing, fiery-orange eyes. She would whisper for me to come to her.

      Depending on what she said, we’d either start our honeymoon here at one of her cottages or head to the Rayshani Beaches, to Nori’s house—which she’d offered to leave with a well-stocked fridge while she visited my mother at the estate.

      This trip to ease our curiosity was something we didn’t have time for—just like our honeymoon—but if we didn’t make time for the things we wanted in life, then we’d never get them. And what a waste that would be.

      So, here we were. Making time. Knocking on Jesmesha’s geodesic dome. Questing for some truth.

      With any luck, a pan of Nori’s enchiladas was in our very near future because the next seven days we were spending away from our worries.

      Away from war.

      Away from death.

      Away from the politics that would drown us if we let it.

      I knocked on the door to the dome again, and it slowly creaked open.

      I stuck my head inside and the candles lit.

      “Come in, children,” Jesmesha said.

      I couldn’t see her. But to be fair, aside from the candles, it was pretty dark in there. The scent of burning herbs hit me and suddenly, it was as if all the chaos and fear and danger of the last while slipped away.

      I gripped Lorne’s hand tighter and looked up at him. “I’m really glad we came.”

      He leaned down, pressing his lips to mine. “I’m glad we came, too.” He straightened and stepped through the doorway, tugging on my hand to go with him.

      We were at war, and death would likely come for us again, just like it’d come for me so many times before. I’d managed to cheat it again, but one day, my luck would run out.

      I was learning to take joy in the days that I did have.

      Lorne was my joy.

      So, I stepped into the candlelit darkness of the dome with him.

      Because where he went, I went.

      Where he walked, I walked.

      And when it was time to fight again, we would fight together.

      Because I was Amihanna di Aetes ni Taure, High Queen of the Aunare, the wife and shalshasa of Lorne ni Taure, High King of the Aunare.

      Together we would topple SpaceTech’s dominion. It was more than just our mission in this life.

      It was our destiny.
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      The moment I realized I had to go back to Earth, I panicked. It wasn’t a little bit of panic. It was the kind that sucked the air and light from the room and made my body go cold with sweat and fear. I knew that if I did this, if I went back, then I had a shot of saving everyone—Earthers, Aunare, everyone—but it could cost me everything and everyone I love. And it could cost me my life.

      But that moment of panic passed. It was still an insane, stupid, deadly idea, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew going back to Earth was the only plan that made sense.

      Lorne agrees that this is the right plan, but he wants to come with me. We’re married now. A team. A unit. Where I go, he goes. It was in our marriage vows. And while I love that, I know that going to Earth will hurt him. He’ll want to see where I lived, how I survived, and seeing, knowing, understanding my past better will only hurt him. And yet, I don’t have a better plan.

      There will be no hiding there. Not anymore. Everyone on Earth knows my face. The vids of what happened on Abaddon and Sel’Ani have played throughout the known universe for months. But seeing those vids opened the Earthers’ eyes. They realized that I’d been fighting for them for years before I left. I’d taught martial arts, patrolled the streets, and helped save as many of them as I could. And now, somehow, my story has inspired Earthers to speak up and act out. My name has become the rallying cry of the revolution.

      Returning to Earth is risky, but nothing in life is without risk. I’m not afraid anymore. All I feel is determination to win. I won’t stop until SpaceTech has been destroyed.
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