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  One

Kira


“Nothing is ever really truly gone.”

In rest, Elise’s features held a peaceful repose that had been missing for as long as Kira could remember. Gone were the sorrow and pain that had been chiseled into each line of her face. 
She looked young. Shockingly so.
It was a reminder that in terms of age Elise was seen as barely entering adulthood among the Tuann, a race who could live thousands of years. To them, the one hundred or so years that Elise had existed in this universe was a mere drop in the bucket. Not even worth mentioning.  
It had been five months since Kira found Elise comatose. Five months of one medical test after another, each one as useless as the last. 
Physically, Elise was fine. A perfect picture of health. Outwardly, at least. 
She just wouldn’t wake up. 
And therein lay the problem. 
As a method of last resort, the healers of House Roake had decided to take drastic measures. Their idea—to place Elise in stasis and inter her with Roake’s other sleepers in a chamber right off its Nexus. The House’s seat of power. A place where the planet’s Mea’Ave, its soul, was closest to the surface. 
Roake’s healers hoped the ki-rich environment it offered would promote Elise’s natural healing abilities. 
Kira prayed they were right. Even with all that Elise had done, she wasn’t ready to say goodbye quite yet. 
Elise needed to survive. For that, she needed this place and Roake.
In preparation, Elise had been dressed in a dark blue body suit that would monitor her life signs in her prolonged slumber. It and the stasis cylinder that looked disturbingly like a glass coffin would keep her alive and provide all essential nutrients while ensuring minimal muscle atrophy. 
Not including Elise’s stasis pod, there were twelve coffins in total. All already submerged in the deep, glowing azure pool. Their occupants highly trusted members of Roake who’d fallen in service to the House. With injuries so extensive that their healers had been forced to turn to this method of last resort.  
It was considered an honor to be interred in this chamber. Something a criminal like Elise normally never could have aspired to. 
Kira had her uncle to thank for this grace. Just one more debt in a whole slew of them.  
If she wasn’t careful, there would come a time when her debts outweighed her ability to repay them. 
He’d own her. 
Her loyalty. 
Her life. 
Maybe he already did.
A quiet voice pierced the hush. “Heir, the others have arrived.”
Kira looked up to find one of the oshota tasked with guarding the sleepers observing her from a few feet away. A surprising amount of empathy in his features. As if he understood the pain and struggle of saying goodbye to someone who was still alive. 
Kira’s already straight back got even straighter. “Thank you. Could you give me just one more moment?”
The oshota bowed his head respectfully. “Of course, Heir.”
He faded away, giving her privacy to do what she’d come here to do.
With a weary sigh, Kira set a hand on the glass, wishing it was Elise’s cheek she was touching. “Sweet dreams, Sunshine.”
God, she hoped they were sweet.
The chamber doors parted with a dull groan that echoed in the large space.
A girl appeared on the threshold. She was young. Only about eleven or twelve. Her features bore a resemblance to Elise’s and her hair was the same golden blonde. Though much curlier and shorter, only touching the tops of her shoulders. Her pointed ears poked through the locks.
There were dark circles under her eyes that hinted at nightmares and sleepless nights. She’d lost weight in the last few weeks.
Kira never thought she’d say it, but she missed the rascal who had more courage than sense. The fearless girl who leapt without thinking, trusting everything to work itself out by the time she landed.
Swallowing hard, Elena rubbed her hands up and down her thighs. For all that she tried to compose herself, her expression betrayed her nerves. 
The man behind her touched her shoulder, saying something. The girl looked up and nodded before entering the chamber with reluctant steps.
The three behind her followed.
“Auntie,” Elena rasped.
Kira held out an arm. 
Her niece made a raw sound right before she bolted into Kira’s side. Kira rocked back on her heels, catching her balance almost instantly. Throughout, she never lost hold of Elena. Even as the girl’s shoulders started to shake uncontrollably. 
The back of Kira’s eyes pricked as Elena muffled her sobs against Kira’s shirt. She didn’t tell the girl not to cry or that tears never solved anything. That was how Kira had grown up. Never crying. Never grieving those lost. She hadn’t had a choice. Weakness often meant death. 
Elena deserved better. If there was ever a time for mourning, it was now.
Kira held her niece close as she met Raider’s gaze above Elena’s head.
The human looked wrecked. Exhausted and heartsick. Not just because of the child burrowing into Kira’s side but also for the woman lying comatose in her glass coffin. 
Like Elena, there was evidence around his eyes that he wasn’t sleeping. 
There was a barely visible scar that ran along his jaw and creases in the middle of his forehead and around his mouth from the permanent scowl that had taken up residence on his face.
He’d gone quiet since their return from the Tsavitee planet. Scary silent in a way that meant trouble.
Last time Kira had seen him like this was when they’d lost their squad at Rothchild. He’d been savage in his grief and fury. In both word and deed. Their relationship hadn’t survived the fall out. 
Kira hoped history wouldn’t repeat itself.
Raider needed to hold himself together. For Elena’s sake if for no other reason.
Elena’s tear clogged voice came from Kira’s side. “How long did they say she had to stay in there?” 
Kira looked down at the girl, smoothing Elena’s curls away from her face. “They don’t know.”
Elena pulled back to look up at Kira with a pleading expression. “But she’ll be alright?”
Kira didn’t know how to answer that. Elena counted on her for guidance. Deceiving her, even with good intentions, felt wrong. 
If the worst should happen and Elise’s condition became permanent, that lie could damage the trust they had built between them. 
“Yes,” Raider interjected with a hard look of warning for Kira.
She remained quiet. 
As Elena’s father, this was his decision to make. Even if she didn’t approve. Life had taught her that sugar might help bad news go down easier but in the long term it only disguised the bitter taste of reality.
Kira gave the two waiting nearby a grave nod. “Wren. Auralyn.”
Elise’s father and aunt murmured quiet greetings as they took their place beside them. Both wore the dark blue synth armor that proclaimed their status as oshota. They stood at attention as Kira signaled that they were ready. 
The floor under Elise’s coffin lowered. Water lapped at its sides, climbing inch by inch until it was swallowed entirely. 
Elena leaned her head against Kira’s side. “This is my fault, isn’t it?”
Horrified, Kira’s gaze snapped to her niece. “Don’t ever say that. Parents protect their children. Always.”
Elena’s head dipped, her shoulders sagging. 
Kira stifled the rest of the words she wanted to say. It was no surprise that her niece blamed herself for what happened to Elise. Guilt was an old, familiar friend of Kira’s. Hearing that something wasn’t your fault was different than actually believing it. Elena had to come to terms with the situation in her own way. All Kira and Raider could do was be there to support and guide her while she did. 
With that in mind, Kira crouched, bringing herself to eye level with her niece. She waited patiently until Elena was looking at her before continuing. “Elise did what she was supposed to. What any parent would do in a situation like that. The same thing I would have done if I’d been there.”
In a way, this was a good thing. It meant there was hope for Elise. That something of the friend she knew still remained. That the Tsavitee and their masters hadn’t completely perverted her mind.
Kira took Elena’s hand, holding it in hers. “As long as she’s breathing, there’s hope. That’s all that matters.”
Raider grunted in agreement. “We won’t give up on her.”
His gaze met Kira's in silent promise. If it took decades or centuries, they would continue searching. Whatever it took to wake her up.
Kira broke eye contact to look at her niece. “You got that?”
Shadows and doubt still lingered at the back of Elena’s eyes, but Kira was relieved to see that there were fewer than there had been before.
“Yes, Auntie,” Elena whispered. 
Kira squeezed Elena’s hand in reassurance before rising to cast one last regretful look at Elise’s watery resting place. 
This isn’t the end, Sunshine, Kira whispered silently. The words as much for Elise as for herself. They’d come back from the impossible before. They could again. She refused to let this be a permanent goodbye.
Elena leaned her head against Kira’s side. “What happens now?”
“We wait for her to wake up,” Wren rumbled. 
Despite his expressionless face, there was no hiding the depth of grief and turmoil wracking him. 
Wren was in hell. 
Kira didn’t know how to help him. The long lost daughter he’d just found was deep in a coma from which they didn’t know when—or if—she’d ever wake. 
That was a head fuck if there ever was one. 
Yet, he was still standing. A source of strength and support not only for his granddaughter but Kira as well.
Next to him, Auralyn stood at rigid attention. The boredom that normally characterized her expression absent. For once, she looked fully present. Focused. And a little angry. 
Sensing Kira’s gaze, Auralyn glanced at her. 
They stared at each other for several seconds before Auralyn dipped her chin. Almost as if she was making a silent vow. The content of which Kira wasn’t privy too. 
In the next moment, Auralyn looked away, leaving Kira to wonder if she’d just imagined it. She studied the woman with white-blonde hair, her gaze wandering over features that held a strong resemblance to Elise and Elena, noting the missing right arm. 
Auralyn hadn’t let the injury slow her down. She was just as fierce. Just as deadly. 
A crushing silence descended as they each grieved in their own way. 
Kira endured as long as she could before she couldn’t take it anymore. “I’ll give you privacy to finish saying your goodbyes.”
Retreat was cowardly, but her heart hadn’t quite gotten the memo that this wasn’t a forever goodbye. Everything felt far too final. As if this was a funeral in truth. 
All that was missing was the requiem for the dead that she’d sung more times than she could count and the bottle of alcohol that they’d use to toast the departed. 
She needed out of here. Distance and time to get her head on straight.
On her way out, Kira nodded at the pair of oshota standing guard in the sleepers’ chamber, finding reassurance in the knowledge that Elise and the others would have company during their long rest. Roake remembered them and stood in eternal protection. Until the sleepers were finally ready to rejoin the world. 
No matter how long it took.
Her first breath upon exiting felt like a relief. The weight on her shoulders eased slightly. She felt lighter. Steadier already. 
This must be what closure felt like. 
Noticing the dark haired Tuann facing away from her, Kira frowned. “Finn, you alright?”
At her question, her oshota glanced back at her. “I thought I heard something.”
Finn made room as Kira joined him on the Nexus’s edge. 
The chamber that served as Roake’s seat of power was massive, reaching several stories high. Sheets of water fell from above in several places, creating waterfalls that veiled large sections of the room, turning it into something of a labyrinth. More confusing were those waterfalls that fell upward, defying gravity to climb back toward the ceiling as if drawn to something up there. Throughout, a complex geometric pattern was carved on the floor via channels filled with trickling water. 
At the center of it all sat a pedestal. To reach it, anyone wishing control of the House’s defenses and offenses would have to first walk through the thin sheet of liquid surrounding it. 
A more difficult prospect than it seemed. Even from this distance, Kira could feel the immense power radiating off the Nexus’s water. The molars in the back of her mouth fairly tingled from the buzz it was giving off. She didn’t have to experience it for herself to know that one droplet from the waterfall’s spray would cause an immense surge of ki that could damage an untrained Tuann’s mind and body.
Harlow told her it would be like stepping into a lava field. Blistering hot and painful. Her mind would want to break, but she wouldn’t be able to let it.
It was the final trial Roake’s heir had to overcome before assuming the mantle of Overlord. 
Defensively, the place was a nightmare. Filled with so many blind spots that someone could launch an ambush from. 
Kira supposed that was the point. Anyone trying to infiltrate this place was playing fast and loose with their lives. If Roake’s Nexus didn’t kill them, its oshota would.
“I don’t hear anything,” Kira said. 
She was surprised Finn had.
The stone walls turned the Nexus into a giant echo chamber. The falling water a dull roar that was made worse by the relentless buzz the Mea’Ave was giving off. 
It was disorienting. 
The fleeting reflections she kept glimpsing out of the corner of her eye didn’t help. The water telling her truth and lies. Promising the universe’s secrets. Everything that would break an undisciplined mind. 
“Want to check it out?” Kira offered, seeing Finn’s preoccupation. 
“If you don’t mind.”
“It’s better than dwelling.”
She’d take anything over the cloying sense of grief and guilt that had marked the last few months.
“It gets better with time,” Finn promised.
Kira gave him a jerky shrug, not really wanting to talk about it. “Let’s get this over with.”
Right as she said that, Raider stepped out of the chamber behind them as if summoned. “What are we doing?” 
“Finn heard something. We’re going to check it out.”
Raider’s gaze swung toward the oshota. “A strange something or a suspicious something?”
“Aren’t those pretty much the same thing?” Finn asked. 
Raider wagged a finger at him. “You’d think so, but they’re not. The first almost always results in something harmless. The second holds the promise of danger.”
“He’s hoping for danger,” Kira mock whispered as she stepped over the first water channel.
Raider’s snort held humor. “Like you aren’t.”
“True,” Kira admitted.
She wouldn’t mind something to take her mind off things. Nothing too serious. Just a little excitement to distract her from the ever present weight of sorrow and regret that she felt in her chest. 
Discomfort showed on Raider’s face as he got too close to one of the waterfalls. “Damn, that stings.”
“You could always stay behind,” Kira tossed at him, peering through the curtains of water before giving up with a shake of her head after a few minutes.
It was useless. All she could see were vague shapes and shadows. 
From the frustrated look on Finn’s face as he examined their surroundings, he wasn’t faring much better. 
“Hey, now, there’s no need for insults,” Raider griped as they worked their way counterclockwise through the chamber. 
Finn suppressed a smile as they rounded a waterfall and headed in the general direction of the pedestal and the small pool of water around it. 
“I heard a rumor that Talon has keeva and that human whiskey you said you adored standing by for our arrival when we’re done here,” Finn informed him, naming the other oshota that Kira had just recently accepted into her service.
She still wasn’t quite sure how that happened. One oshota—two, if you counted Raider—and her uncle did—was more than enough for her.
Blackmail, however, proved to be a powerful motivator.
“Good. Because I could use a drink. I feel like I just attended a funeral,” Raider said, his forehead furrowing as he leaned forward to get a better look into a portion of the chamber that had been out of their line of sight from their original position. 
“Count me out. I promised to visit Jin after this,” Kira said.
He’d wanted to be here but circumstances and the over protective nature of those around him had made that impossible.
Raider looked over at her. “Speaking of—how is the Tin Can adjusting to his new body?”
“You’re going to need to think of a new insult,” Kira informed him.
Jin was flesh and blood now. 
When the J1N drone that had acted as his container for so long was irreparably damaged in battle, she’d been forced to transfer his consciousness to a new vessel. One that held an unexpected resemblance to his original body. 
Kira still wasn’t sure how that was possible. She and Jin had gone to pretty extensive lengths to destroy all genetic samples that had been taken from them during their time in captivity as children.
There should have been no possibility of a clone. 
The alternative, however, was even less likely. That the Tsavitee’s masters had somehow recovered the original and kept it in stasis for decades. Unageing and unchanging.
It was a mystery that plagued Kira and kept her up some nights.
If little cloned Jins were running around, chances were there might be Kira-clones out there too.
Now that was a disturbing thought.
“He’ll always be Tin Can to me,” Raider drawled.
“Do me a favor—wait until I’m in the room when you tell him that.”
Kira would love to witness the resulting explosion.
They fell quiet, each lost in their own thoughts as they moved closer to the center of the room and the pedestal waiting there. 
“I think I know what Finn heard,” Raider called in a low, grim tone.
She looked over to find him crouched next to the body of an oshota. The Tuann had been attacked by some type of weapon Kira didn’t recognize. The skin of his face was scorched. Parts of it charred and black. The synth armor had been melted to his body on his torso and his chest was half caved in like he’d taken some type of blast.
Raider rose as he and Kira scanned their surroundings. 
“There!” Raider said, spotting the perpetrator first. 
He pointed at a murky figure on the other side of the curtain of water. All Kira caught was an impression of size. Large. Bulky. Maybe wearing synth armor.
Finn raced past her just as the person threw something into the water. Kira heard the plonk and saw the ripples in the water. 
The person took off as Finn plowed through the waterfall in pursuit.
“Shit,” Kira cursed, wanting to follow but knowing her first priority was to remove whatever it was that had been thrown into the Nexus’s water. She didn’t know what it would do, but she doubted it was good. “Wren! Auralyn!” Kira screamed. 
Raider was ahead of her, already plunging his hand into the narrow channel to fish out the foreign object in there.
“Almost there,” Raider crooned, his face a mask of concentration despite the pain he had to be experiencing. “Gotcha!”
Frowning, Raider lifted his hand out of the channel, the skin bright red and blistered, as he held up a transparent orb the size of an eyeball.
Kira swatted him upside the head. “Are you an idiot? Why would you stick your hand in that?”
Mea’Ave save her from humans with death wishes.  
Raider acted like he barely noticed her love tap as he handed the orb to Kira. “What do you think this is?”
She cradled the orb in her hand. What she’d taken as transparent actually had swirls of green deep inside, their intensity growing for a second before fading. 
Seeing Raider start to lean over the channel again, Kira jerked him back. “Stop that.”
“There are more.” 
Kira’s gaze followed where he was pointing. The water glinted. Swirls of green and red playing peek-a-boo in its depths.
Once again Raider’s hand crept toward the water. Kira slapped it away. “I’ll do it. Just stay there.”
She swore he was worse than Elena sometimes.
Kneeling, Kira stuck her hand into the water. It was like dipping her hand into a pool of pure electricity. She gritted her teeth as the planet’s soul crashed into her mind. Tingling followed by numb burning climbed from the tips of her fingers, to her wrist, all the way up to her elbow.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
This hurt.
Hurriedly, Kira fished the two orbs out of the water, tossing them onto the floor next to her.
“Finally.” Kira yanked her hand out of the water, cradling it in her lap. “I never want to do that again.”
Like Raider’s, the skin was bright red and blistered. 
“Should have used your non-dominant hand,” Raider mused.
Kira fixed him with a flat stare.
He shrugged and held up the hand he’d used to reach into the channel. It was his left. His non-dominant left. “I’m just saying.”
Kira shoved him away with her shoulder as Wren and Auralyn appeared between the waterfalls. 
“What happened?” Wren demanded, spotting the oshota lying next to them.
“Someone attacked the guards and threw these into the Nexus’s water,” Kira explained, showing him the orbs. “Finn went after them alone.”
That knowledge sat like a stone in her stomach. It was obvious from the dead oshota’s presence and the fact no other oshota except Wren and Auralyn responded to her shout that something bad was going on. 
Someone who could take out the oshota guarding Roake’s heart was dangerous. Not the type of person Finn should have gone after without backup. 
And yes, Kira knew how hypocritical that sounded coming from her.
“Go,” Wren ordered. “We’ll handle things here.”
That was what Kira was hoping to hear. 
She didn’t wait as Raider handed the three orbs they’d collected to Auralyn. 
“We’re pretty sure there are others. You might want to get them out before they do anything,” Raider called as he hurried to catch up with Kira.
She was already halfway to the exit. Unlike Finn, she didn’t take the shortcut of plunging through the waterfalls, choosing to take the longer path instead. 
Raider caught up to her just as she reached the hallway outside. “Do you know where they went?” 
Kira paused before nodding to a hallway off to her right. “This way.”
If she was trying to evade an oshota’s pursuit, she’d choose the most direct path out of the Fortress of the Vigilant. 
“I hope you’re right,” Raider murmured.
“I am.”
She hoped.
They moved quickly, not pausing to admire the simplistic beauty of the fortress’s design as she normally would. Much like the people who called it home, the fortress was cold and standoffish at first glance, but there was a protective warmth and sense of safety layered beneath its austere surface. In the time since she’d called it home, Kira had come to appreciate its unique charm. Particularly those qualities involving offense and defense. 
Before long, they caught a glimpse of Finn on the stairs below.  
“Where’d they go?” Kira called.
Finn looked up, his chest working as he caught his breath. “I lost him.”
“Damn,” Kira whispered.
That was disappointing. 
“The Overlord is messaging me,” Finn said. 
He activated his comms so they could hear.
Harlow’s terse voice filled the air. “Wren has informed me of the situation. We have eyes on the perpetrator. He’s on the avenue and heading to the palace. Find him and bring him before me.”
Finn glanced up at Kira. “Acknowledged, Overlord.” 
Harlow’s side cut out.
“We should hurry. He has quite the head start,” Kira said, jogging down the stairs with Raider at her side. 
Finn took the lead and soon they were leaving the fortress behind. The brisk air tossed Kira’s hair over her eyes. Stuck somewhere between curly and wavy, Kira’s hair was always unruly but never more so than when it had a bit of length, and it had gotten longer in the months since arriving on Ta Sa’Riel. It now reached past her shoulder blades. 
The red that was one shade off burgundy was something she and her uncle had in common. A family trait.
Her eyes came from her mother’s people. House Luatha. A gray purple that leaned one way or the other depending on the light and Kira’s mood. Today they matched the overcast sky. The clouds pregnant with a precipitation Kira hoped would hold off until they reached shelter.
Thankfully, there was nowhere to hide on the straight stretch of elevated road that ended at the palace. No cover or obstructions that might conceal a person’s presence.
Finn nodded at a distant figure. “There.”
The three of them broke into another jog. This one faster than before. 
Before too long, the aptly named Shining Palace at the city’s heart loomed in front of them. It shimmered even under gray skies. A rocky coastline framed the city to her left even as a wild, untamed forest protected the rest of its borders. 
Kira was barely breathing hard as they reached the palace’s entrance. 
“Where are the guards?” Raider called as they slowed to a walk. “You don’t think they were taken out like Roake’s oshota, do you?”
“I hope not,” Kira muttered. 
There were no signs of struggle. Then again, that didn’t mean much since there hadn’t been any in the Nexus either.
Finn scanned the entrance. “I don’t sense any oshota nearby.”
“Let’s continue then,” Kira suggested uneasily.
Technically, Roake’s authority stopped at this entrance. Anything past this point was the emperor’s responsibility. Everything she did from here on out would be scrutinized later. Any mistake she made would be leveraged against not just her but Roake as well. 
A smart person would have turned back. They would have found a way to hand the problem off to the emperor’s people and then wiped their hands of the whole affair. 
Kira couldn’t do that. It was Roake’s oshota who had died. Their Nexus that had been breached.
Her uncle wanted the perpetrator brought before him. She planned to follow that order.
Finn and Raider flanked her as they proceeded into the palace with caution. Empty, echoing halls greeted their passage. Several minutes ticked by before they finally encountered the oshota they’d been expecting outside. 
Three of them. Just standing in the middle of the hallway as if Kira and the other two were expected.
“What are you doing here? This wing is restricted,” the oshota that looked to be in charge asked.
Finn’s response was a lot more polite than Kira’s would have been. “Our apologies for the intrusion. We think someone we were tracking came this way.”
The oshota looked them over, making no attempt to disguise his skepticism. “An intruder?”
“We believe so,” Finn admitted. 
You’d think being told there was a possible intruder in the palace that the oshota would launch into action. But, no. They seemed to take the news with an alarming lack of concern. 
There was something about their presence that kept poking at Kira. Something beyond their disregard for a potential threat. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. 
“Well, he didn’t come through here,” the oshota declared. 
“That doesn’t mean he’s not in the palace somewhere. He could have taken a different route,” Raider offered. 
One of the oshota’s companions curled her lip at her friend. “Someone would have noticed.”
“Would they?” Kira shot back. “Because you’re the first oshota we’ve come across.”
Something she found suspicious in light of everything that had happened.
The oshota nudged each other, chuckling as they shot Kira covert looks that said “get a look at Roake’s paranoid heir”.
Noticing them, Finn’s jaw clenched, his gaze turning icy.
“Okay. Okay,” the leader said, quelling his subordinates with a glance before smiling at Kira and the others. “We understand. We’ll handle things from here.”
“I don’t think you understand how dangerous this person is,” Finn protested.
The oshota’s face turned hard. “I said—we’ll handle it.”
Finn’s nostrils flared, his mouth opening on a sharp statement.
Kira grabbed his shoulder before he could speak. “Okay. We understand. Come on, Finn. The man said he’d handle it. Let’s let him do that.”
Raider eyed Kira like she’d suddenly grown two heads. “That’s surprisingly understanding of you.”
Not really. She’d just thought of a better way to accomplish her mission. 
“Jin’s waiting for us,” Kira said.
As much as she’d like to argue with the idiots in front of them, they didn’t have a leg to stand on. This was the emperor’s territory, and the oshota served him. Making a scene wouldn’t help their cause. Instead, it could harm them. Better to head up to Jin’s room. The oshota guarding him all knew Kira and were more likely to take her report seriously. 
And if they didn’t, Jin would. 
She trusted his way of handling things would have these three ruing the fact that they hadn’t listened. Honestly, she was kind of hoping Jin’s guards ignored her. The resulting fireworks were bound to be entertaining. 
Reluctantly, Finn let Kira lead him away as they headed up to the wing of the palace that housed the emperor’s family. 
“Someone sounds upset,” Raider muttered as Jin’s raised voice greeted them upon their approach.  
Yes, someone did.
For half a second, Kira debated the merits of doing an about face and marching back to Roake.
But no. That would be cowardly.
Wouldn’t it?
Yes, it would. Not to mention she still had to report the intruder to the oshota standing guard.
Resigned, Kira marched toward the pair of oshota outside Jin’s door. “What’s going on?”
One of the guards was a stranger to her, but the other she recognized as belonging to Graydon, the emperor’s Face, and Kira’s lover. She wasn’t as familiar with Isla as she was with Amila, but they’d interacted enough for her to know how capable the other was.  
The corner of Isla’s mouth quirked up at the sight of Kira. “What impeccable timing, Roake’s heir.”
Kira paid no mind to the quick look the oshota on Isla’s other side shot her, used to it by now. Most Tuann greeted her with either suspicion or curiosity. He seemed inclined toward the latter.
“Instead of asking her, why not just come inside and figure that out for yourself!” Jin shouted from the other side of the door.
“There goes your chance of escaping,” Raider snickered. 
Kira gave him a one fingered salute as Isla opened the door for her.
“Best of luck, Roake’s heir,” Isla murmured as Kira trudged past.






  
  Two

Kira


Trusting Finn to report the intruder and their subsequent encounter with the palace oshota to Isla and her companion, Kira and Raider entered the room. 
“What set you off?” Kira asked.
She’d always been curious what an angry Jin would look like. The answer was disarmingly adorable. His childlike size contrasted with the out-sized emotions written all over his face.
“You were going to tuck tail and run, weren’t you?” Jin jeered.
“Me?” Kira pointed at her chest, pretending surprise. “Absolutely not.”
Liar. She absolutely was.
Kira let her gaze linger on his features. Somehow, she’d almost forgotten what Jin looked like when they were young. The distance of time blunting her memories of the boy he’d once been.
Maybe because of that, this version of Jin seemed different than she remembered. 
In her dreams, he’d been older. His hair shorter. His body less breakable and not as thin as it was now.
But his eyes—those were exactly as she remembered. 
Kira turned her attention to the rest of the room, finding quite the crowd lying in wait. A trio of oshota, all of them wearing the matte black synth armor that designated them as the emperor’s, stood rigidly at attention in front of Jin. Beside and slightly behind them were a pair of inquisitors whose presence had Kira immediately bristling.
“Here I was thinking we’d seen the last of you,” Kira drawled as Finn rejoined them. 
She swept a disdainful glance down the length of the silver eyed male inquisitor, almost sneering at the high collared, knee length jackets he and his companion wore. A brooch marking them as members of a special order tasked with eliminating all soul bound glinted at their throats. Its design a flower with horns jutting out of the top. 
“What do you want, Jarek?” Kira demanded impatiently. “You have no authority over Jin. His soul no longer resides in the machine.”
If he even thought about harming her friend, there would be no one to stop her from eviscerating him this time.
The entity that resided within pressed against her skin as its thirst for blood swamped her for a second before she shoved it back down into its cage.
Kira’s alternate form, the primus, was a coldly pragmatic and utterly merciless killing machine. Created for battle, it was stronger and faster than her. It also lacked those pesky emotions like remorse or empathy, making it a danger to everyone around it. 
Strangely enough, it was considered an asset to a House. Their military strength often hinged on how many they had in their ranks.  
Of course, a primus was a double-edged sword since they were as likely to cause collateral damage to their own side as they were to the enemy’s.
Right now, her primus would have loved nothing more than to rip Jarek’s head from his body and use his entrails as necklaces. 
Tempting—but not helpful.
“Heir of Roake, how I’ve missed these conversations of ours,” Jarek drawled.
Kira’s lip curled. “That’s not an answer. I’ll ask again. Why are you here?”
Last time they’d met, he tried to execute Jin for the simple fact that he existed. She held grudges for things like that. 
Stupid man—he should have steered well clear. 
She’d managed to talk herself out of assassinating him until now, knowing that she would be the first person looked at as the killer. But maybe she needed to revisit that plan.
Zealots like him didn’t change. 
Better to eliminate the threat now.
Jarek considered Kira from beneath lowered eyelids, his impassive expression giving nothing away.
Their stare down was broken as his companion stepped forward to give Kira a pompous smile. “You’re interrupting important matters. If you’d step outside, we’ll finish up here shortly.”
Kira’s eyebrows climbed toward her hairline as she looked from the woman to Jarek. “Does your order practice being assholes or does it just come natural?”
Maybe they recruited based on personality. The more arrogant and pretentious, the better.
Raider fake coughed into his hand to hide his amusement.
“I believe it comes naturally,” Jarek replied easily.
Oh ho. Look who had a sense of humor now. Maybe the loss of rank and privilege had loosened a few screws in his head. 
“Who are you?” Kira looked away from Jarek to the woman at his side. Before she could answer, Kira made a sharp gesture to cut her off. “Never mind. I don’t care.”
Jarek’s companion wasn’t important. 
No, the person with real power in the room was the woman seated at a small table in the corner, sipping tea as she watched the show. 
The woman set down her cup, reaching for the pot beside her. “Don’t mind me. I’m just here as an observer.”
Unlikely, Kira thought with a snort. 
The woman gave off a regal feeling that Kira recognized belonged to someone in a position of authority. She had her suspicions regarding the woman’s actual identity but no real way of confirming them. 
At least today, the woman wasn’t wearing a diadem. Unlike the last time they had met.
Her mass of wavy brown hair flowed unobstructed down her back. She was dressed simply, but even that couldn’t hide the inherent power and wealth that imbued every gesture and graceful movement. 
Kira glanced uncertainly at Jin, wondering what the best way to handle this was. 
If it wasn’t for the fact that she very much suspected this woman was Jin’s mother—not to mention Torvald’s empress—she would have already called her on her bullshit.
At the very least, she would have dragged a name out of her. 
“What?” Jin asked, seeing Kira’s look.
She pinched his cheek. “Careful—you don’t want your face getting stuck like this.”
Jin batted away her hand. “You do know I’m not an actual child, right? The tricks you used to make Elena behave won’t work on me.”
Kira hummed noncommittally. 
They’d see.
Jarek’s companion chose just then to interrupt. “Aza, as I said before, this matter does not concern you. I’m afraid I must insist you leave.”
Well, that was just about as polite a “fuck you, get out” as Kira had ever heard. 
And she’d heard her fair share.
Even the address of aza, the Tuann equivalent of sir or ma’am, couldn’t quite hide the woman’s antagonism. 
Kira raised her eyebrows at Jin as if to ask if this person was serious.
“You see what I’m dealing with?” Jin demanded.
“I do.”
Kira owed him an apology. He’d shown great restraint so far. 
Raider snickered softly as he settled in to watch the imminent explosion. “This should be good.”
Kira stared the other woman down, letting her primus surface just a bit. “I’m going to give you one last chance to try that again.”
Hearing her tone, Finn’s gaze snapped toward Kira.
Irritated, she ignored him. He could stop drilling a hole in the side of her face. She wasn’t going to do anything to the inquisitors. 
At least not unless they attacked first.
Then, she would just have to be sure to finish what they started. 
Genuine puzzlement reflected in the female inquisitor’s eyes. “I’m unsure which part of my statement was unclear.”
Kira blinked at her before giving Jarek an incredulous look. “This is who they replaced you with?”
“She wasn’t my first choice either.”
Kira almost felt sorry for the man. It had to gall for someone as arrogant as Jarek to play second fiddle to a woman who was so totally clueless. 
The woman sent Jarek an icy look. “Watch your tone, inquisitor. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m your superior now. You will show me respect.”
Jarek gave her a mocking bow that might have made Kira like him just a little if not for their history. 
On that note.
“Everything regarding Jin is my business. There will never be a time when that won’t be the case,” Kira said, tiring of the conversation.
To quote an old, somewhat outdated term, they were the ultimate BFFs. Best friends forever. Each other’s ride or die. Soul mates of a platonic nature.
There was no Kira without Jin and vice versa. Something the Tuann continually failed to understand.
She’d been patient. She’d let them keep Jin in the Shining Palace despite their bond and her need to have him close. She’d understood the emperor’s desire to reconnect with his long lost son. 
With this, however, her patience had finally reached its end. 
Kira’s smile was as pretty as she could make it as she prepared to fuck up their plans in that way only she could. “Well, this has been fun.” Not. “Jin—get your shit. We’re leaving.”
She no longer cared what they’d done to set Jin off. They’d upset him. That was enough.
Jin whooped. “About damn time. What took you so long?”
“I was trying to be polite.”
“Why bother? It doesn’t suit you.”
Kira let out a heavy sigh. “I can’t believe I missed this.”
This time Jin’s smile was real. “Face it, you would be bored without me.”
True.
He put the color into her life. It would be bleak and dreary without his antics.
Jin glanced at Raider. “Come on, Meat Sack. Help me carry my things. It’s moving day.”
“Sure thing, Tin Can,” Raider drawled, moving toward him in a lazy prowl. “I’d be simply delighted to help you pack up your toys.”
The woman watched with mounting anger as Jarek looked on placidly. 
“You can’t take him,” the woman insisted. 
“I can’t?” Kira tilted her head. “Funny—it doesn’t look that way to me.”
For all their bluster, no one had actually tried to intervene. Not the woman standing in front of her. Not Jarek beside her. Not even the nearby oshota. 
Kira kept expecting that to change. 
She studied the oshota, her gaze blatantly challenging. 
She wasn’t sure about the female at the end, but the scarred one in the middle looked like he’d seen some shit. Having also seen some shit, she recognized the look in his eyes. If there was a fight, he would be the one she needed to look out for.
Kira could tell the female oshota beside him was new. She had that nervous look that made Kira wonder if this was her first day on the job. She didn’t quite know just yet how to act or what to do with herself.
The third oshota also wouldn’t be a problem. At the first sign of trouble, he’d retreat to safeguard Jin’s maybe-mom.
“He’s a child. The emperor’s child. You may not take him. His safety and wellbeing are our responsibility,” the female inquisitor insisted. 
Kira looked at Jarek. “The arrogance of you people is astounding.”
Simply breathtaking, really. 
The grizzled looking oshota standing next to the inquisitor was suddenly staring straight at Kira. The standby mode that Kira recognized from pulling her own fair share of protection details, abandoned. She had his full, unguarded attention.
The female beside him frowned. “Dylan?”
Kira ignored them. “We’re not children. We haven’t been for a long time.”
The fact that they kept forgetting that was more than irritating. It was downright disrespectful.
Jarek rushed to smooth things over. “What Sariah meant to say is that we simply have the boy’s best interests at heart.” 
Kira scoffed. “That would be a change.”
“Be that as it may, there are certain considerations at hand. Our order has long been responsible for the education of the emperor’s children. We simply wish to provide him with the best resources.”
That explained why Jin’s brother, Devon, had been so arrogant when they’d first met. It had taken being knocked down a few pegs before he got it out of his system.
Tired of their excuses, Kira slanted a glance at Jin. “I take it you didn’t tell them.”
“I thought it would be more fun coming from you.”
More likely he’d just forgotten he had a card left to play.
Sariah’s gaze darted between them. “Tell us what?”
Kira lifted an eyebrow at Jin. “Would you like to do the honors?”
He flapped a hand to tell her she could.
If he insisted.
This time her smile made Sariah tense.
She was learning. 
“Strictly speaking, Jin isn’t a child. Even by your own laws, he would be considered an adult since he passed his adva ka at the same time Devon did.”
He should have finished when Kira did, but he’d been unexpectedly out of action. Instead, he completed the rite of passage on Devon’s shoulder. 
“The drone somehow managed to go undiscovered and tag along during the adva ka,” Jarek said with an air of discovery.
Neither he nor Sariah looked particularly happy about that realization.
“The drone is Jin. Jin is the drone,” Raider announced in a bored voice. “The sooner you get that through your head; the better off we’ll all be.”
Sariah’s features betrayed her unwillingness to accept that. “Those rules cannot be applied to him since his current body has not undergone the rigors of the adva ka.”
“But his soul has,” Kira pointed out.
And the soul was what counted.
Sariah’s nostrils flared with frustration as she tried to intimidate Kira into backing down with that intangible sense of power some Tuann had.
Too bad for her that Kira was immune, having spent her formative years around creatures that made Sariah look like one of Earth’s fluffy bunnies.
Done with the conversation, Kira jerked her chin at Jin. “You ready?”
He put the last of a series of metal figurines he’d been collecting from the room into a backpack. 
“Just about.”
Kira narrowed her eyes at the mouth of his bag, thinking that what he’d just put inside looked suspiciously like one of the mini-mes Jin had a habit of creating. 
It couldn’t be, though. She had to be imagining things. 
Yes, that had to be it. There was no way her best friend had just used the last few minutes to collect banned technology while in full view of the two people on this planet most likely to throw his ass in jail. Emperor’s son—or not.
Noticing her gaze, Jin stopped. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
Oh, God. He’d definitely done exactly that.
Jin eyed her suspiciously. “It doesn’t look like nothing.”
“We’ll talk later.”
When she could rip him a new one.
Jin adjusted the straps of the bag. “Ready when you are.”
The clink of a teacup being set on the table cut off Kira’s response. 
Jin’s maybe mother—whose name Kira still didn’t know—patted her mouth before giving Kira her full attention. “Do you consider this wise?”
There was no judgment in her tone. It was simply a question. As if she was truly curious. 
Selene used the same tactic when dealing with the children she fostered. The utterly reasonable tone and query designed to help them—and Kira—arrive at the appropriate conclusion. 
Too bad Kira was wise to her game. And just stubborn enough to hold her ground. 
“You are the heir of House Roake. Tell me—what do you think would happen if harm was to come to him while in your care?”
Even knowing she was being manipulated, it was hard not to fall into the trap. 
Kira could only imagine what the emperor would do. Adult or not, your child was always your child. Torvald would rain down hell on whoever he felt responsible if Jin was injured. Since Kira was now the heir, that meant her House would get caught in the crossfire. 
The woman capitalized on the tiny chink she’d made in Kira’s armor. “The boy may have been able to defend himself in that other form, but can you say the same for his current one?”
Truthfully? No. 
“Disuse has made his body weak,” the woman continued. “He has no physical training nor is he able to use soul’s breath.” 
There was sympathy in the smile the woman aimed at Kira. It should have felt condescending but, strangely enough, all Kira sensed was sincerity. As if the woman really was just concerned about Jin’s safety.
“We want the same things. Him, protected.”
And just like that, she overplayed her hand.
Kira cut off Jin’s scathing retort with a small gesture that was a silent request for patience. 
A flicker in Dylan’s expression told Kira he’d caught the barely noticeable movement. 
The frown that touched his lips at the sight made her upgrade his threat level a few notches. Whoever this oshota really was, he was skilled. 
Most people never noticed the sign language she and the rest of the forty-three had created as children. A way of communicating without their former masters realizing.
Only, Dylan had caught on at the first opportunity.
Observant bastard. 
Kira put him out of her mind as she focused on Jin’s maybe mom. “Did you ask Jin what he wanted?”
The woman’s expression went still.
“You didn’t, did you?” Kira drawled.
Of course not. This woman, like most Tuann, preferred to obliquely threaten rather than have an honest conversation with Jin. 
“You really need to stop playing these games. Otherwise, you’ll lose him forever this time.” Kira jerked her chin at Jin. “Let’s go.
Jin hurriedly shouldered his bag. The weight caused him to topple. His eyes widened comically as he started to tilt backward.
Damn it, Jin. 
She’d just gotten done defending him.
Raider snagged him by the back of the bag, half lifting him off his feet. “Let’s try not to give them any more ammo than we need to, shall we?” 
Jin steadied himself with a quiet snarl that did nothing to hide his embarrassment. 
Raider kept one hand on the bag, not letting go for several long seconds.
The side of Kira’s face heated as Jin’s maybe mother bored a hole in it with her stare. 
Kira cleared her throat awkwardly. “Ready?”
Jin’s maybe mom could stare as much as she wanted. If she had something to say, now was the time to say it.
“Past ready.” Jin shuffled to the door, slightly hunched forward to compensate for his bag’s weight. “You should have liberated me weeks ago.”
“We wanted to give them a chance to get to know the new you, remember?”
“Fat lot of good that did,” Jin muttered.
Underneath the sarcasm, there was a vulnerability that he couldn’t hide. A hurt and resentment that had built over the last few weeks of neglect from both the woman behind him and his supposed father. Neither of whom had paid him a visit since he’d woken.
For people who insisted on Jin’s continued presence in the palace, they didn’t seem much interested in getting to know him. 
Something like that was bound to sting. It made it hard for Kira to advocate on their behalf when they didn’t put even the smallest effort into their relationship with Jin.  
“If you leave here, you will be in danger,” Sariah insisted.
“Lady—I’m always in danger. That’s what comes of hanging out with that one,” Jin said grumpily.
Kira arched an amused eyebrow at the thumb he jerked her way, wondering if she should be insulted at the implication that she always found trouble.
She thought about it for a moment then mentally shook her head.
Naw. It was kind of true.
Kira waited for the woman at the table to do something. Anything to stop her maybe son from walking out the door. 
The woman continued to sip from her drink, staring down at it as if it was the most fascinating thing in the world. 
Come on. Say something.
She couldn’t let Jin walk away like this. 
Except it seemed like she could.
“Wait,” Kira called reluctantly. 
Jin shot Kira a questioning look that she ignored as she glared at the other woman in frustration.
“Lady, I’m not a fan of games,” Kira warned. 
She saw that tiny smile of victory before Jin’s maybe mom hid it behind the rim of the cup.
Jin liked games. But only when he started them. 
The lady lowered her cup with a knowing gleam in her eyes. “You’re so adept at them though.”
For once, Kira found herself unable to stare someone else down. Her attempt landed like a pebble in a still pool, the water swallowing it with barely a ripple.
“Last chance,” Kira warned.
Sariah’s brows slammed down into a scowl.
“I have faith you’ll do the right thing,” the lady said.
“And what, exactly, do you consider the ‘right’ thing?”
The lady’s smile bathed Kira in warmth. “Whatever you decide it is.”
Jin reached out to tug on Kira’s arm. “Come on. Let’s go.”
Kira narrowed her eyes, not budging.
Seeing her reluctance, Jin stomped a foot. “Fine, I’ll leave by myself.”
He let go of Kira and marched toward the door. He made it all the way across the room, with one hand on the doorknob, before she broke. 
“Compromise.”
Jin looked back with an aghast expression. “Compromise?”
He said it like he’d never heard the word before. Like he was tasting the syllables and found them utterly disgusting.
“Yes, compromise.” Kira shot him a sidelong look. “You know—that thing people sometimes do when they don’t want to burn every bridge. Ever heard of it?”
“Just surprised you had.”
Smart ass.
Kira ignored her friend’s stubborn expression to study the three standing by. “I’m assuming you’re here to audition to be Jin’s oshota.”
Jin’s cantankerous scoff made Kira bite back a smile. She ignored him, giving the oshota her full attention.
The female oshota nodded while her companions stared at Kira with blank, impenetrable expressions that she knew would remain stubbornly unchanging unless otherwise ordered by their master. In this case, Jin’s maybe mom.
Kira was used to reticence from their ranks and didn’t find it insulting. She was betting the female oshota only responded because of how new she was to the role. At some point she’d learn that the only person who could compel an oshota to answer was their chosen master. That person they referred to as their sword. 
“Choose,” Kira ordered.
“Excuse me?”
Kira regarded Jin calmly. “You heard me. Choose one or I will.”
She’d always wondered what a flabbergasted Jin might look like. Now, she knew. It was every bit the satisfying sight she’d thought it would be.
“You can’t—I won’t—” Jin stomped his foot angrily. “Kira!” 
“You remember when Graydon told me Roake was keeping me?”
An “oh shit” look crossed Jin’s face.
Kira bared her teeth at him. “Payback’s a bitch, bestie.”
And how sweet it was. 
“That was different,” Jin protested.
“How?”
“You were dying!”
“And you’re placing yourself in needless danger by refusing protection.”
Jin got an obstinate look on his face. “I can protect myself.” 
“Is that right?” Kira looked around, spotting one of those fancy pillows sitting on a chair a few paces away.
“It is,” Jin insisted.
“Well, in that case.”
Kira grabbed the pillow and flung it at Jin in one smooth motion. It smacked him in the face. 
His dumbfounded expression made Kira choke back a laugh.
Raider wasn’t so polite, his guffaw loud in the sudden silence. 
The female oshota shifted like she wanted to go to Jin’s aid. Dylan blocked her advance with an upraised arm.
Uncertain, the female oshota settled back into position.  
Jin fumed. “That doesn’t count. I wasn’t prepared.”
“Ah.” Kira glanced at Raider. “In that case.”
The human was quick to snatch up another pillow. He flung it at Jin’s face without hesitation. It landed, forcing Jin to rock back on his heels. 
“Meat sack!”
“Got something to say, Tin Can?” Raider jutted out his jaw and stroked his cheek tauntingly. “Or maybe there’s something you’d like to do?”
Jin’s gaze was wintry as he shifted his attention to Kira. “You’ve made your point.”
“I’m so glad.”
It was tempting to gloat, but Raider was doing enough of that for the both of them. 
Jin barely glanced at the assembled oshota before stabbing his finger at Dylan. “Him.”
If she was being honest, she’d thought he would go for one of the other two. Dylan was a good choice if Jin planned to let him do his job, but a terrible one if his goal was to duck and dodge the oshota until he gave up and quit of his own volition.
It made Kira wonder what Jin was actually thinking. 
Her friend wasn’t the greatest around those who only saw the world in terms of black and white. He’d buck at the first sign of authority. When they served in the military, it had been like pulling teeth to get him to even pretend to obey their senior officers. 
The moment Dylan pulled rank, Jin would push back. Kira could already feel the headache that would cause.
Seeing her hesitation, Jin grinned evilly. “You said choose.”
“So I did.” To Dylan, “I guess you’re it.”
“We’d say congratulations but you’re probably going to regret this within a week,” Raider chimed in.
A week? Kira gave it an hour.
“There. It’s settled. Can we go now?” Jin asked.
He didn’t wait for an answer, spinning toward the door and throwing it open. 
Caius, Roake’s military adviser and commander of a large portion of its forces, the third in command after Harlow, loomed large in the opening. 
The room froze as several things occurred to Kira at once. 
First—Caius was the person Raider, Finn and she had chased from the Nexus. 
Second—he’d somehow managed to follow them after they lost him.
And lastly—there was something wrong with his synth armor. 
“Hello, there.” An unnatural smile stretched across Caius’s lips as his eyes glittered at Jin. “You’re not who I was looking for, but you’ll do nicely.”






  
  Three

Kira


The chill that coursed down Kira’s back acted as a siren. 
She lunged forward. “Get back!”
For the first time ever, Jin froze. His panic beat at Kira through their bond. She could feel the way his mind blanked. 
Suddenly her vision doubled to include Jin’s perspective. Dual scenes played out before her eyes.
Peering up at Caius in horror. Charging forward with everything she had. A knife appearing in Caius’s hand. Plunging downward. 
Then some force threw Kira out of Jin’s head. She crashed back into her own body. Still in the process of lunging forward. 
Time slowed, moving like honey.
“Jin!” Kira screamed.
She felt a surge from Jin. A tug went down their bond. There was a sucking sensation as her reserve of ki abruptly spilled into him. Kira did nothing to resist the pull, letting him take as much as he wanted.
Suddenly, the air was filled with his mini-mes. Dozens of figures in all shapes and sizes. All orbiting in a protective halo around Jin. 
They blocked the blow meant for him.
Caius’s brow furrowed in confusion. His hesitation made him slow and unable to defend as half of the mini-mes around Jin broke off to dart at his face. They sliced his skin to ribbons. Blood poured down his forehead, cheeks and chin to splash against the cobalt blue of his armor. 
Then Kira was there.
She snagged Jin by the waist and threw them both backwards, turning in midair to protect Jin from the assailant. Even as, in the next second, Finn and Raider barreled into Caius from the side.
Kira and Jin hit the ground. 
Finn and Raider shifted between her and Jin and Caius. Immovable walls as Kira dragged Jin to safety. 
Isla appeared behind Caius a second later, her expression murderous as she lifted her sword. Caius’s head went flying. His body toppled.
“Holy shit.” Raider stared down at the former commander of House Roake with wild eyes. “I mean what the actual fuck?”
“Where have you been?” Sariah demanded with an accusing frown at Isla. “How did you let them get so close?”
Good question. Kira was interested in the answer herself.
Isla looked a little angry as she glanced down at Kira. “I think I know why those oshota you encountered were so combative.”
Kira followed her glance through the doorway to where Isla’s partner was in the process of wiping his en-blade free of blood, several bodies—three of them, in fact—at his feet. 
“They’re impersonators. Their armor is fake,” Isla declared, her jaw flexing. 
Not having time to process that statement, Kira rolled off a far too still Jin. She tugged him onto his back and started patting his face. “Jin? Wake up, Jin!”
When he failed to answer, her pats got harder and harder. 
Jin started convulsing.
Forgetting about Isla, Caius and the emperor’s oshota, Kira flipped him onto his side and cushioned his head. 
“What’s wrong with him?” Raider asked, crouching next to them.
Kira fought to keep her voice even as she tried to keep Jin from hurting himself. “He’s having a seizure.”
“Can you stop it?”
“If I could stop it, don’t you think I would have already tried?” Kira snarled in a momentary loss of control.
“You’re right. I’m sorry.”
Kira forced herself to swallow her anger, knowing that Raider wasn’t really the person she was mad at. That would be herself. This was her fault. No one else’s. When the oshota they encountered tried to stop them, she should have said to hell with the emperor’s rules and insisted they continue the hunt. Not led that person directly back to Jin. 
Stupid, Kira. She’d known something was wrong and ignored it. 
How could she judge the Tuann for their arrogance and then be guilty of the very same mistake? 
Sariah drew a blade that was the length of Kira’s forearm and pointed it at her face. “Step away from the child.”
Kira flicked the inquisitor an irritated look, wondering what Sariah thought she was going to do with that toothpick.
More decorative than anything, the dagger had pretty swirls etched along its length and a lovely silvery shine. It was also obvious that Sariah had very little idea on how to properly wield it. Otherwise, she never would have held it the way she was.
“We don’t have time for this,” Kira said.
Sariah placed the tip of the blade against Kira’s neck, pressing just hard enough to draw a bead of blood. “Heir of Roake, I will see you pay for this attempt on the life of the emperor’s son.”
Raider gave the woman an incredulous look. “Did you not just see Kira pull his ass out of danger? He’d have a new hole in his body if not for her.”
Dylan squatted on the other side of Jin, forcing Sariah to move her blade or risk cutting him. 
She chose the former.
The grizzled oshota set a hand on Jin’s chest, his touch far gentler than Kira would have expected. “How is he?”
“I don’t know.”
Jin’s convulsions had eased, but he was still unconscious. 
“What are you doing, Dylan?” Sariah protested. “We need to take her and the others into custody. It’s your duty as the emperor’s oshota.”
“Not very bright, is she?” Kira observed.
It was easier to focus on Sariah than on the fact that Jin wasn’t waking up. 
“She’s new and thinks she has something to prove.”
“A deadly combination,” Kira noted.
Dylan’s expression remained neutral, showing neither agreement nor disagreement.
“Put that away, child,” Jin’s maybe mom ordered as she rose from the table and glided over to them.
“Lady Amaris—” Sariah objected.
Jin’s maybe mom shut Sariah up with a look. “I will not ask again.”
Reluctantly, Sariah withdrew her blade and sheathed it. 
Amaris’s gaze dropped to her son. 
Kira didn’t know how to describe the emotions playing over the other woman’s features. There was concern, definitely. Distress and a mother’s heartache that made Kira’s own emotions fluctuate before she clamped down on them. 
Amaris’s gaze lifted abruptly to snare Kira’s. “You’re the only one who can help him.”
“How?”
“Your bond. Use it to show him his way back.”
Kira lifted her gaze to scan the room, finding Jin’s mini-mes scattered everywhere. Some had fallen to the floor when Jin had, like puppets whose strings had been severed. Others were frozen in mid air, their anti-gravs keeping them afloat. Then there were the ones that clung to the walls or hung upside down from the ceiling. 
Now she saw what Amaris meant.
In his panic, Jin had defaulted to his old way of handling things. He’d reached for his mini-mes and they’d become his arms and legs. Only he was no longer the drone. Spreading his consciousness into so many pieces had put an incredible strain on his mind. 
It retaliated with a seizure.
Kira dropped her gaze to study her friend’s still expression. “Just how long have you been able to do this?”
If he’d bothered consulting her, she would have warned him of the dangers that came with sharing or splitting his mind. The loss of self was disorienting, requiring practice and a fine-tuned control.
Jin had neither. Especially when afraid and in danger. 
Gods, she hoped he hadn’t given himself permanent brain damage. 
Forcing her concern away, Kira closed her eyes, concentrating on that spot in the back of her mind where the piece that she associated with Jin resided. 
A massive electrical storm, its violence and breadth giving her pause, roiled where he should have been.
You idiot, Jin.
Kira plunged herself into that storm. Electricity bowed her spine. 
Every muscle in her body clenched. Her bones threatened to break under the force. Her jaw clamped shut, her molars groaning with how hard she was biting down. A high pitched, pained sound whistled between her teeth as Kira struggled to navigate the dozens of branches her mind tried to travel down.
Vaguely, she caught Raider’s angry rumble and Finn’s concern. 
It was disorienting trying to follow the paths that Jin had taken. 
Pure, unrelenting madness. So many things competed for dominance. The sheer influx of information and stimuli causing microscopic brain bleeds.
If not for Kira’s familiarity with mind melding with Jin’s drone self, she would have been lost right then and there.
As it was, she could only just cope while sharing some of the stress Jin’s mind was under. 
Her body started to shake and tremble. Colored lights fired across her vision. A part of her suddenly ended up in something else. Many something else’s. The mini-mes. Kira got several bird-eye and worm-eye views of her body slumped over Jin’s. A seizure jerking the limbs of both of them.
Raider grabbed her, lowering her onto her back. He held her head steady as Dylan did the same for Jin. 
“What is wrong with her?” Raider asked.
His voice came at Kira from a dozen different directions.
“She’s sharing his burden,” Amaris explained.
Raider’s face held frustration and exasperation as he looked up at Jin’s maybe mom. “Lady, tell me something that’s actually useful.”
The oshota next to her frowned.
Amaris waved him away as she focused on Raider. “You are worried.”
“Ya think?” 
Kira would have winced at Raider’s tone if she’d still been in her body and not spread out over dozens of machines.
“You needn’t be. They will both be okay,” Amaris said with a certainty that was strange. 
Kira didn’t have time to delve into why that was as she turned her attention back to the task at hand. She gathered the pieces of Jin that he’d scattered across his mini-mes, dragging them along their shared connection before stuffing them all back into the body that acted as his current container and anchoring them in place.
In the process, she thought she understood what had gone wrong. 
With how new Jin’s connection to his body was, he hadn’t had time to fully settle into his flesh. That was why his soul had gotten so easily lost. It had come loose from its mooring. 
This would happen again. And keep happening until Jin found a way to bond with his body. To fully accept and embrace what he now was all the way down to his soul. 
Sensation flooded Kira as she slammed back into her body. Exhaustion pulled at her. It felt as if she’d run ten miles and then lifted three times her body weight. 
Raider’s concerned face appeared over hers. “Kira? You back?”
Kira’s answer was a groan. “I feel like I’ve been hit by a space ship.”
She would know what she was talking about. She’d actually been hit with one before.
Raider took her arm to help her sit up. “You and Jin are testing my very last nerve. What the hell were you two thinking?”
“We weren’t. I think that’s the point.”
Kira reached over to set a hand on Jin’s arm, wincing as her muscles protested the movement. 
To her relief, there were no further signs of seizure. It might be some time before he regained consciousness though.
“Easy,” Raider urged as Kira tried to push to her feet.
“There’s no time for that.”
Caius was a problem that wasn’t going away. She needed to figure out what was going on before people like Sariah decided to blame her for his crimes.
Aggravation showed on Raider’s face as he forced Kira back down. “I’m not telling my
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