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House of Fate

Judit has one duty: to guard the chosen one, he who
will unite two warring, star-spanning houses in marriage. Simple,
if she wasn’t already in love with the bride-to-be. As far as
anyone knows, Annika has been raised to be the perfect bride and
future matriarch. Secretly, she’s an assassin ordered to usurp the
chosen one’s mind and kill anyone who gets in her way.

When the political landscape shifts, murders and
abductions threaten to tear the galaxy apart. Judit and Annika race
to uncover the source of the strife. It must be someone powerful
and bold enough to risk throwing whole star systems into ruin,
someone who could change destinies and bring two lovers together,
if they survive.
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Chapter One

As the hour of emergence grew nearer, Judit turned
away one glittering courtier after another from the airlock of the
Damat. She could have assigned the task to a lackey or one
of her crewmen, but there was always a chance one of the visitors
would be House Meridian Blood, and they wouldn’t speak to anyone
but family. Lucky her.

At least gazing at the courtiers gave her something
to do besides mope. She’d never seen gowns of so many materials:
feathers, lace, leather, fiber optics, plastics, glass, and metal.
The wealthiest were clothed in nanosheen, fabric made of tiny bots
that restructured the outfits as they walked, turning them into
living art. It was hard to focus on the people past the clothing.
Some faces and bodies she couldn’t even recognize. But that was the
reason no one was allowed to see the chosen one before the
emergence: assassination would be all too easy.

She turned away another courtier riding on an
antigrav sled pulled by huge butterfly-shaped bots. He’d tried to
bribe her, and she’d almost sputtered a laugh before she politely
declined. Being the guardian of the chosen one wasn’t a demanding
job, but it was better than being an ordinary guard. She could
count herself lucky that she only had to keep her cousin Noal from
harm. She didn’t have to settle disputes or listen to the many
claims of heredity that stood between calling oneself a member of
the populace of House Meridian and a member of the Blood.

When the antigrav sled departed, she looked out on
the assembled masses milling about the platform. It was a small
space, devoid of any structure save the airlock housings. White
pedestals held pieces of art but nothing large, nothing anyone
could hide behind. Neutral territory made everyone feel safe,
though Judit didn’t know how safe she felt under the glassteel
dome, all that shielded the assembled throng from open space on
this lonely satellite platform. She supposed it was only natural
that the courtiers were bored. All their ships had departed—docking
during the emergence was reserved for the two heirs—though the
berth for House Nocturna remained empty. House Meridian’s heir
couldn’t emerge until both heirs would be vulnerable at the same
time. It should have made her feel more secure, more sure of Noal’s
safety. As the guardian of the chosen one, that was her duty, but
her thoughts kept straying to the Nocturna heir. She’d been trying
and failing to keep Annika Nocturna off her mind for years.

She told herself to watch the crowd, to do her
darking job. Even through the throng, Judit detected a separation,
an invisible line between the courtiers and Blood of both houses.
She couldn’t blame them. They’d been at war for almost a hundred
years, would still be at war if the rest of the galaxy hadn’t tired
of how the fighting impacted their resources. The other houses had
demanded that Meridian and Nocturna find a way to end their feud or
be annihilated.

Judit snorted. Fat chance. She had no doubt that the
combined military might of Meridian and Nocturna would be more than
a match for every other house, but she supposed that was the
problem. They weren’t united, but they would be soon. When Noal
Meridian wed Annika Nocturna, they would be unified into one
gigantic, unstoppable house. She wondered if the rest of the galaxy
had really thought about what it had done.

Cana, another of Judit’s cousins, slinked up the
gangplank toward the airlock of the Damat. Judit
straightened and pulled her lightweight uniform jacket tighter
across her body. On this day of outlandishness, Cana had gone
against the grain, as she always did. She wore a simple gauze
shift, completely see-through, and her hair cascaded down her back,
silvery white like Judit’s own, the natural color of a Meridian
Blood. No one who had genetics on their side bothered with dyes,
not with a color so striking against dark brown Meridian skin.

Cana smiled as she paused. Even her feet were bare.
“Cousin.”

Judit nodded. “Cousin. What can I do for you?”

“You can hurry this darking thing up!” She laughed.
Lenses made her eyes gleam like liquid silver, her nod to the
pageantry of the day. “Go in there, grab Noal by the ear, and drag
him out.”

Judit grinned. “You know the heirs have to come out
at the same time.”

“Then fly out there and bully the Nocturnas until
they get their asses in gear.”

“I’ll get right on that,” Judit said, not
moving.

Cana groaned and rolled her eyes. “It’s so boring,
and I’m starting to get cold.”

“You should have worn clothes.”

Cana stepped closer, her smile going licentious.
“Can I borrow yours?”

Tempting, and they weren’t close enough in blood for
it to matter—cousins far removed—but Judit simply shook her
head.

Cana stepped back with a dramatic sigh. “If Noal
were here, he’d jump at the chance.” She winked. “I hear he jumps
on everything.”

Judit shrugged, letting Cana think whatever she
wanted to. She felt the skin tingle along her cheek before a voice
spoke in the comm implanted in her jaw, for her ears only. “Jude,
they’re coming in.” Lieutenant Beatrice’s voice from her monitoring
station on the bridge of the Damat.

“Acknowledged, Bea,” Judit said. She nodded toward
the crowd. “Nocturna’s coming in, Cana.”

“At last!” Cana strolled back down the gangplank,
and Judit ducked inside, letting one of her crew take her place,
though she doubted anyone else would come calling. The crowd would
know of the arrival soon enough.

Judit clacked her back teeth together, reactivating
her comm, and then spoke the name of the signal’s recipient. “Bea,
anything out of place?”

“Nope, one ship, same as ours. Their guns aren’t
hot, though their engines seem primed in case they have to make a
quick getaway.”

They snorted a laugh at the same time. Nocturnas,
suspicious as always. As if the eyes of the entire galaxy weren’t
on this little meeting. “Keep me posted.” She clicked her teeth
again, and the line went dead.

Within a few steps, she was at Noal’s quarters
aboard the ship that had been designed to ferry the chosen one
about. She rang the chime. After a beat, the door hissed open,
letting a loud argument spill into the hallway.

Noal turned from where he was standing in the middle
of the room, surrounded by fussing servants. They’d dressed him in
a suit of white feathers, trousers hidden beneath a jacket with a
train so long it spread behind him like a bird’s tail. “Judit!” he
said. “Will you please tell these children of the dark that I
cannot deal with this cape! The dark-eating suit already has a
train. Now they want a cape, too!”

It was a majestic cape, she’d give it that. With
long feathers of red, blue, and yellow, it made a nice contrast to
the white. “What’s a few more feathers between friends?”

He gave her a nasty look, waved the servants away
with another slash of his hand, and turned to the mirror. He’d
colored his hair dark blue, a deliberate rebellion against his
family, who wanted everyone to look as Meridian as possible that
day, but Judit knew who it was really for. Blue was Annika’s
favorite color, and he wanted their union to work. They all did.
Annika wasn’t like any other Nocturna, and she deserved
happiness.

Judit told herself to stop that line of thinking.
Noal applied last-minute cosmetics above his brown eyes and picked
at his outfit a few more times before declaring he was ready. She
escorted him to the gangplank, signals were passed, and the two
heirs emerged from their ships at the same time.

No matter what Judit told herself about her duty,
her eyes found Annika at once. Her hair was undyed, a deep honey
blond with so many hints of red it seemed to change color as she
moved. Judit had thought she’d known her favorite color before
she’d laid eyes on Annika’s hair. She wore a figure-hugging gown of
deep violet that shimmered as she walked, deepening to royal blue
then back to purple as the light hit it. It highlighted every sleek
curve.

Judit had to swallow as Annika’s gaze swept Noal’s
party and found her own. She didn’t smile, too disciplined for
that, but Judit thought she saw a slight wrinkling about the eyes.
For the past five years, ever since they’d all reached the age of
ascension at fifteen, Noal and Annika had met on neutral ground,
coming to know each other before their union. Naturally, their
guardians had been with them every step of the way. They’d been the
best years of Judit’s life.

Annika’s guardian Feric followed her as Judit
followed Noal. A huge, hulking man, he scanned the crowd as Judit
knew she should be doing. She didn’t know him at all. Through all
the years, he’d never spoken. She didn’t even know if he could.
Judit had joined in the meetings, talking and laughing with Annika
and Noal, but Feric had been like a statue.

Hierophants assigned to both houses led the
processions through the assembled throng. Judit kept her eyes on
the people, looking for a hidden blade, a subtle weapon, even
though there could be none. The airlock scanners, run by security
from multiple houses, assured there was nothing. Sentry bots
whisked discreetly through the air, recording everything, but
security could be subverted. And even if a person had no weapon,
there were hand-to-hand techniques that could crush a person’s
windpipe or interrupt the blood flow to the brain, though Meridians
usually went for faster, more brutal weapons that could be used at
great distance.

And she couldn’t imagine anyone in this glittering
throng knowing anything about crushing windpipes. Their eyes were
glazed, almost vapid as they gazed on the two heirs with something
like worship, all of the nonblood jockeying for position behind the
ranks of Blood. The families clapped quietly, almost demurely, as
the occasion warranted. When Cana caught Judit’s eye, she winked,
but Judit kept her expression stern, making a mental note to
contact her cousin later and give her a few pointers on
decorum.

They reached the central dais where the high
hierophant waited. Judit wondered if he’d ever seen this specific
incident when he journeyed to the black holes at the center of the
galaxy. Willa, the greatest hierophant in history, had seen the
birth of the chosen one—a Meridian who would unite with a Nocturna
and change the face of the galaxy—but she’d disappeared into the
black holes after her prediction forty years ago. Judit wondered if
any of the hierophants here had ever seen the same.

The high hierophant intoned the ceremony of
engagement, the last step before marriage, and as Annika and Noal
joined hands, Judit thought again what a waste of time this was.
Everyone knew they were engaged. Their destiny had been set long
before their births with Willa’s prediction. Why was all this pomp
necessary? Why did it feel so much like a dagger in her chest?

When the prophecy had first come to light, House
Nocturna had disputed it. They’d argued that they would never unite
with Meridian, but one day, they’d changed their stance, claiming
they’d seen it for themselves and believed it wholeheartedly. After
all, Willa was the only hierophant in history to stay so long on
the edge of the black holes, to ride the event horizon before she
was finally lost. And her every decipherable prophecy had come
true. No one pointed out that Nocturna’s backpedaling had come hot
on the heels of the other houses’ edict that Meridian and Nocturna
would end their war or die.

A union gave everyone the swiftest way to end the
conflict. And so their many battles and schemes had been suspended,
and the marriage set, but still they had to have these stupid
ceremonies: one where the heirs met for the first time, one on
their eighteenth birthdays, and now one to formally announce the
engagement. It was the galaxy’s most depressing countdown. Now they
only had months before they married. Judit had seen the wisdom in
all their secret visits. Nothing would be served if the peace
hedged on a couple who hated each other. But Noal and Annika got on
well, and they’d drawn Judit into their circle. She’d been happy to
see Noal develop feelings for Annika, who seemed to have some
affection for him, but Judit hadn’t been prepared for the effect
Annika had on her.

As the hierophant droned on, Judit’s heart felt like
lead. She couldn’t help letting her eyes linger on Annika, to
picture herself clasping those long, pale fingers in her own, to be
reciting the words to join them together as she stared deep into
those dark, wine-colored eyes. At first, she’d thought them brown,
but when Annika had come forward to meet her, Judit had realized
they were a deep blue, indigo, and since then she’d seen them in
every mood from calm, to delight at Noal’s antics, to the one time
a petulant Noal made her so angry she’d left early. Her eyes had
turned as dark as the fiercest storm on Meridian Prime.

Now she and Noal had reached a relaxed, easy peace.
If they didn’t exactly set the galaxy on fire with flames of
passion, they were at least good friends. Many marriages didn’t
even start with that. But Judit didn’t know how Noal resisted
taking Annika in his arms every time he saw her. As far as Judit
knew, they’d only shared a few chaste kisses, though they could
have done so much more. In Judit’s dreams, she and Annika had done
so much more.

In real life…Nothing.

The hierophant clapped, signaling an end to the
ceremony and snapping Judit out of her reverie. She cursed herself
for not paying attention and stood aside for Noal to return to the
Damat. They would pull away from the platform and retreat to
another neutral location where Noal and Annika could speak
privately, and everyone else would stay here to party. Judit was
glad she didn’t have to make chitchat with this crowd. Instead,
she’d get to spend time with Annika, with Noal and Feric, too, but
it was Annika who mattered. She shouldn’t have been looking forward
to it. It was foolish. But now that the thought of speaking with
Annika had broached her consciousness, it seemed the only thought
that mattered. She needed to see Annika again away from the throng,
needed to speak with her if only to exchange pleasantries.

Was this what her future was going to be like? After
marriage, she’d continue to be Noal’s guardian, would have to watch
him and Annika speak and act and rule as a married couple, would
have to be there when they had breakfast and discussed the plans of
the day. She’d stand outside the door of their bedchamber when they
made love, waiting for them to go to their separate bedrooms with
Feric beside her. Oh yes, a wonderful future indeed.

“Stop moping,” Noal said when they were behind
closed doors. He shooed the servants out and began changing out of
the feathered costume. “Help me with this jacket.”

“I’m not moping.”

“Like a lovesick poet.”

“Shut up.” She tugged too hard, ripping the
sleeve.

He laughed and tossed the jacket in the corner. The
dark knew how much it cost. “If she wants you like you want her, I
won’t stop you, you know that.”

“I’m a member of the Blood, Noal. We are spouses,
not side lovers.”

“You are so old-fashioned, Judit. No one thinks like
that anymore. It’s anyone, anytime. Ask Cana. By the dark, ask any
of them!”

“You’re one to talk. You flirt, and everyone thinks
you’ve got a lover behind every piece of furniture, but how many
have you truly had?”

He peeled off the feathered eyelashes and muttered
something.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Four. I’ve had four. Happy?”

“And how many will you have after marriage?”

He gave her a dark look in the mirror and began
wiping off the elaborate makeup.

“My guess is none,” she said, “because deep down,
you were taught by the same grandmother as me, and she gave you the
same talks, and you took them in the same way.”

“Oh, shut up. You’re worse than a poet. And we don’t
know what the head of Nocturna taught Annika. She could have a
fleet of lovers lined up, and I wouldn’t care.”

She knew he would, but she didn’t push it. She
cared, and he did, too.


Chapter Two

Annika had hoped her glances at Judit had gone
unnoticed, but as she reached her quarters in the middle of her
ship, her grandmother said, “First form,” and Annika knew she’d
been discovered.

“Yes, Ama.”

She stripped quickly, and Ama did the same, both of
them donning training jumpsuits kept in Annika’s quarters for these
very exercises. Their attendants fled, all but Feric, who stationed
himself in front of the door, hands linked in front of his massive
chest, eyes staring at nothing while seeing everything.

Annika stood by her grandmother’s side and let her
body fall into familiar rhythms, old patterns, limbs flowing from
one exercise to the next. She didn’t risk a look at her
grandmother, but she didn’t sense the usual wave of disapproval.
Maybe she hadn’t noticed the glances after all. Maybe she just
didn’t want Annika getting distracted by the wedding
announcement.

As if she could. She liked Noal; she really did. If
circumstances were different, he could have been a good friend,
maybe even an acceptable spouse for political reasons. They could
have been amicable to each other while seeking physical love from
outsiders. Even carrying on their lineage wouldn’t demand sex.
Science could do everything for them.

She wished he’d been an unlikable stooge. That would
have made taking over his mind and eventually killing him so much
easier. And if Judit was as terrible as the rest of her family,
Annika might not have hesitated at all.

But Judit… Annika nearly closed her eyes at the
memory of Judit’s shoulders, her muscular arms. She wore her
uniform tight so it wouldn’t hamper her movements, and it clung to
her hips, her breasts, her legs. Annika was strong, but she kept
her form wiry to disguise her true strength; Judit had no such
restrictions. Annika couldn’t count the number of times she’d
gotten lost in fantasies of Judit’s arms around her, lifting her.
She’d imagine them entwined in the sheets of her bed, laughing and
wrestling. Whoever ended up on top depended on her mood at the
time, but Judit was the only woman with whom Annika ever imagined
relinquishing control.

“Spar,” Ama said.

Annika fought the urge to sigh. Of course her
grandmother had noticed her distraction. Maybe her grandmother had
noticed a bloom in her cheeks or a quickening of her pulse. Still,
Annika kept her face serene as they took fighting stances. No one
outside of Nocturna knew that upper members of the Blood were
masters of hand-to-hand combat. Most assumed they were as blunt and
violent as Meridian; they’d spent wealth and effort to appear so,
but they liked to solve problems more subtly. Why bother with
snipers when a well-placed jab to the right nerve cluster did the
trick? No need for bombs when a slow-working poison got the job
done. Unlike Meridian, Nocturna blustered only for show.

Ama’s hand shot for Annika’s throat, and she knocked
it down, launching her own kick. Ama ducked, her foot arching out
almost delicately, but her aim was set to take off Annika’s nose.
Annika threw herself to the side, rolling and coming up gracefully
to find her grandmother still coming for her.

On it went, strikes, feints, dodges, and blocks.
They circled the room, hands in front of their bodies with only a
gentle curve of the fingers so they were a step away from fists,
open palms, or straightened hands. After Noal had outlived his
usefulness, Annika would kill him with one of these techniques, and
he would never see it coming. She would disguise it as a fall, a
rival assassination if she had to, and all the evidence would be
doctored so she would appear far away at the time, irrefutably
alibied.

“Enough,” Ama said, straightening.

Annika followed suit but remained on guard. Her
grandmother had tricked her before.

Ama’s lip quirked up as she eyed Annika’s stance.
“Have you perfected the worm?”

Annika shuddered. She might not have to kill Noal.
Given time, the worm might do it for her. “As much as it will let
me.”

Ama frowned, and Annika knew what she was thinking.
It didn’t matter how good a fighter she was or how irrefutable her
alibi. The Meridians would never stop watching her. They would
always suspect. So before she could kill anyone and take firm
control over their new, joined house, she would have to separate
Noal from his family. No seductive charms would do that, but with
the worm, he’d do it himself.

“Do you need more mental discipline exercises?” Ama
asked. “Time is short.”

“I know, Ama.” She crossed to a disguised section of
bulkhead. There was no keypad, no DNA or retinal scanner. There was
only one way to open it. She schooled her thoughts into the proper
pattern, and when the scanning device detected the right brain
waves, an invisible door swung open.

Swimming in a jar of cerebral spinal fluid swam the
greatest, newest piece of biotech Nocturna had ever produced. They
were good at poisons, at DNA-specific weapons, but so far, Meridian
had found a way to counter everything they made. But no one
suspected this. It was tiny, too small to make a noticeable hole
once it had entered Noal’s ear canal, then burrowed into the brain.
Coated in a skin of Noal’s own DNA, no scanner would detect it. And
inside, the greatest achievement of Nocturna technology: an organic
nanobot. A tiny computer made of biological matter that, like the
scanner in the hatch, responded to her thought patterns alone. She
could command it to restructure Noal’s brain slowly, changing him
in ways no doctor or scientist would be able to find even with the
deepest scans.

Chilling. She’d never liked it, didn’t want to use
it, but she had to prove she could. She commanded the worm to float
to the top of its container, and it obeyed. Ama still frowned.
Annika wished the frown was because her grandmother also didn’t
care for the plan, but no. Ama thought she couldn’t do what was
necessary. And true, she didn’t want to, but if Ama doubted her too
much, someone else would be found. Even at this late stage, if
Annika couldn’t be replaced, they’d find someone to join her
retinue who could get close enough to use the worm.

Then Annika wouldn’t even be part of the
plan, but she’d still have to watch. That thought scared her more
than having to commit the act herself. At least then she could make
sure Noal never suffered.

Judit, though…Annika’s family would insist she die,
even after Annika pulled her and Noal apart.

Ama sighed. “I know you like the boy.”

Annika smiled. Her secret crush on Judit might be
intact.

“And his guardian.”

Or not. Annika kept her smile in place and shut the
door to the worm’s chamber. “I can do what’s necessary.”

“Sacrifice is always necessary. Do you think I liked
killing your grandfather?”

A closely guarded secret. Most Nocturna Blood
relationships were built on the trading of such secrets, and many
nonblood suffered because of it. Annika’s own mother had fled
before it had happened to her. She’d been declared an exile
afterward, but Annika often wondered if she’d gotten out so the
family wouldn’t kill her, even if it meant abandoning her
daughter.

“Grandfather seemed like a good man.” She remembered
liking his smile.

“Good at being a member of this family,” Ama said,
“but we needed a high-level death to pin on House Donata.”

Annika nodded, wondering if her grandmother had ever
loved her good grandfather. Maybe she had. Maybe willing to kill
was as strong as their love could be. But as many times as she’d
imagined killing Noal, Annika had never imagined the same for
Judit. In every fantasy fight, they ended up in bed together
instead.

“Oh, just have her and get her out of your system,”
Ama said as she stalked to the door. Feric moved out of her way
before following, letting the door shut behind him and leaving
Annika alone.

She wished they’d already had each other, but
whether it would make things easier or more difficult she didn’t
know. All the times she’d flirted with Judit, Judit seemed
embarrassed even though Annika could tell their desires were the
same. Judit was bound by some cultural norms within her own house,
and she didn’t take sex lightly.

To the detriment of them both.

While her ship traveled toward the rendezvous with
Judit’s ship, Annika tried to put such thoughts out of her mind.
Most times, her mental discipline was on point, but something about
Judit always made it…muddy. Best then if Judit did die,
maybe, as long as it was someone else who killed her.

Annika’s nature rebelled against the thought. Better
to destroy all the art in creation, for all music to fall silent.
They were silly, romantic thoughts, but there they were. She and
Judit were going to have to resolve their attraction someday, in
some fashion. That, or Judit was going to forsake her role as
guardian and leave Annika and Noal to each other. That would hurt,
but maybe then they could move on.

Or she and Judit could become lovers and stay lovers
after the marriage. She pictured them eking out some kind of life
together in between the parties and trade negotiations. Maybe they
could bribe a nonblood scientist to mingle their genetic material
and make them a child of their own, and after the scientist
disappeared, no one would know who the child really was.

But Judit would notice as Noal grew stranger and
stranger, losing his mind until he had to turn all the day-to-day
running of the house over to Annika. Judit would want doctors, and
not those House Nocturna would provide. And if she discovered the
worm, she’d know her house had been betrayed, and then any life
they’d built would come crashing down around them.

And Annika didn’t think for one second that she
could abandon the plan, claim she’d do it, then leave Noal alone so
they could rule their joined house in peaceful coexistence.
Nocturna wouldn’t stand for that. They’d formulate another plan,
remove Annika if they had to, and she was certain Meridian wasn’t
going to be sitting on their thumbs. They had to be planning
something, too, the only question was what.

As her ship docked at a small, neutral asteroid
station, Annika schooled her face into its pleasant mask and forced
herself to walk easily into the lushly appointed sitting room. Noal
looked much more relaxed in a blousy, multihued shirt that gaped
open at the chest, though his trousers were still so tight, she
could have drawn him naked. He hugged her as always, and she gave
him a bright smile that she only had to fake because her thoughts
were so dark.

Then she made herself look at Judit, still in her
military uniform. She had a sudden flash of the only time she’d
seen her out of it. They’d all shared this location overnight, and
Annika had thought it would be the first time she and Noal had sex,
but he’d declined, probably under orders to wait for the nuptials.
Something had happened to the air reclamators in the middle of the
night, and everyone had spilled into the sitting room in a panic.
Judit had been wearing a soft dark shirt that hung to her knees and
gaped open at the shoulders, showing her collarbones. Her silver
hair had been wild, disheveled, and Annika thought she looked
absolutely delicious.

Annika had envied her in that moment. Every item of
clothing she wore was carefully chosen to invoke a response in the
viewer, even the diaphanous nightgown she’d worn that night. She’d
never owned something simple or comfortable. She would have given
quite a bit to wear Judit’s nightshirt. She’d considered stealing
it but didn’t like the questions that would bring up. Her
grandmother would only have found and destroyed it anyway.

Now Judit gave her a nod, and Annika nearly laughed.
Judit prided herself on the way she could school her face, but her
body spoke volumes. Her jaw was tight; her shoulders were far too
stiff, telegraphing that she was trying to keep calm to keep her
mind from wandering. Annika was nearly overcome with the urge to
kiss her just to see if she’d politely push away or melt into the
embrace. Maybe she’d stiffen like a statue, and Annika would have
to feel her desire by the heat that flooded her body or the way she
did everything she could not to wrap her arms around Annika’s
shoulders. An interesting question however she asked it.

“All ready for the wedding?” Noal asked.

“To be put on display like a stuffed pigeon? Can’t
wait.”

He laughed. Judit smiled, some of the stiffness
going out of her tall frame. She always took a while to warm
up.

Noal chattered for a few moments, mostly about
clothing and decorations, two of his passions. No matter what else
she had to change about him, she’d leave his passions alone. She
thought the afternoon would simply be another visit until she
excused herself to go to the washroom, and as she was washing her
hands before emerging, Judit stepped inside.

Annika froze, taken by surprise for one of the few
times in her adult life. Heat started in her belly and spread low
as she wondered if Judit was finally giving in to the impulses they
were both feeling.

But Judit’s eyes widened. “I’m…I’m sorry. Noal
said…” Her mouth tightened, her face becoming grim. “He said he
needed something, and when the door wasn’t locked—”

“You thought I’d already emerged?” And there she’d
been hoping that stoic Judit had finally cracked.

“Or that you were in the other washroom.”

“Well, now that you’re here.” Annika stepped close.
She’d had far too much thinking that day. It was beyond the time to
feel.

Judit exhaled slowly, and her gaze wandered over
Annika’s face. Annika licked her lips.

“I…” Judit swallowed hard, but she didn’t run.
Annika wondered if Judit would let herself be trapped against the
door, a thought that made her shiver.

Annika took a step closer. “You what?”

“We…”

“Better.” She was nearly there now, their chests
almost meeting. She took Judit’s hands, wanting Judit to turn her
head, to lean forward, anything to signal that they should take
this step. The thought that Annika would have to do all the
seduction work was intriguing, but another part of her wanted Judit
to lift her onto the sink and make love to her before either of
them knew what was happening.

A crash sounded outside as Noal screamed. Judit was
through the door like a shot. Annika ran on her heels, wondering
what could have happened, if Noal had changed his mind about them
being together. When she saw Feric lifting Noal by the neck, she
stopped in surprise again.

Judit charged him, but several figures in black
raced around him. Their bodies and faces were covered in shroud
fabric that concealed bodily dimensions and features. Judit yelled
for her ship through her comm and moved to engage one. Another
rushed Annika, and she fell into a fighting stance, kicking him in
the chin. Annika hopped back, hoping Judit hadn’t noticed the
move.

The attacker staggered but didn’t fall. He didn’t
have a weapon, couldn’t have gotten on the station with one, but
how had they gotten there at all? Feric? Someone had to be
controlling him.

Another attacker rushed her, and she twisted out of
the way. She couldn’t let Judit see her defending herself, but she
also didn’t want to be captured. Had her family organized this?
Would she be thwarting them if she got loose? Judit seemed to have
herself well in hand with her blunt, brutish, Meridian moves. Feric
had hauled Noal out the door. Annika charged after them. Maybe it
would look as if she was fleeing.

Judit called after her, and several attackers
followed. Annika called for Noal and spotted Feric carrying his
limp body. “Feric!”

He turned, but his face bore the same half-lidded
look it always did, as if he was two seconds away from sleeping. He
couldn’t speak. Nocturna had removed his vocal cords long ago, but
they spoke in sign language. And she’d learned to read his moods,
and he didn’t seem angry or upset. Didn’t seem fazed at all by what
he’d done, and she pictured the worm in his mind, slowly changing
him until whoever was controlling him could do this. But who could
get so close besides Annika’s grandmother?

“Put him down!” she said.

He looked to Noal as if just realizing what he’d
done. She stopped out of reach and ducked, letting a pursuer fly
past her. He dodged away from Feric, and Annika fended off his
blows. “Feric!” Whatever they’d done to him couldn’t completely
rewrite the programming he’d had since birth. He had to defend her.
Even the worm couldn’t combat that.

Feric launched her attacker out of the way, and she
breathed a sigh of relief. Now all she had to do was convince him
to drop Noal, and she could get to the bottom of whatever was
happening.

Feric reached out more quickly than she expected and
wrapped his meaty hand around her neck. She hit his elbow, dug her
fingers into the bundle of nerves near the joint, but nothing
decreased the pressure on her windpipe. She stared into his eyes,
and something struggled behind his half-lidded, bored expression,
something she couldn’t fathom, but whether he was struggling to
regain the programming he’d always had or resisting the urge to
submit to something new, she didn’t get to know.


Chapter Three

Judit awoke to the soft white shell of a biobed
curving around her like a giant egg. Confusion reigned for half a
second before her memory came back. She didn’t move, fearing she’d
disturb the bed. The seal above her was unbroken, which meant there
was still work to be done, but if she was awake, she had to be
nearly healed. During the attack on Noal, she’d taken a hard hit to
the shoulder, dislocating or fracturing it. Whichever, the pain was
now only in her memory.

Feric had attacked Noal. Had he simply betrayed
Meridian, or had he betrayed Nocturna as well? Nocturnas were never
truthful; that’s what she’d been taught, and until she’d met
Annika, she’d believed it. And Annika had run after Feric, so his
betrayal had caught her by surprise. Judit went over the attackers’
appearance and gleaned nothing. She’d gotten a few good strikes in,
but she hadn’t been able to unmask anyone.

Judit tried to breathe deep and ease her
frustration. What awaited her outside the biobed’s pearlescent
shell? Had security arrived in time to save Annika and Noal? She
knew she shouldn’t worry about Annika as much, but her feelings
tangled together.

The biobed made a soft, sighing sound, and the cover
retracted. Judit felt a tug as various IVs left her skin, but there
was no pain; the bed took care of that. A hand reached in and eased
her upright, and she recognized the medbay on the Damat. Dr.
Sewell had one hand on her back and another on her shoulder. His
silvery hair was shot with red strands, the sign of diluted
Meridian blood, but she wanted no one else seeing to her welfare or
that of her crew. Having a full Blood doctor would be important to
some, but his graduation high in his class mattered most to her;
that and he didn’t ever fawn over her status, probably didn’t know
how.

“Easy does it,” he said as he helped her stand. “Any
pain? Stiffness?”

“No. How long was I under?”

“Beatrice is in the hall pacing the flooring away.
She has all the information you need. What I need to know is how
you’re feeling.”

She tried out her shoulders, made a show of
stretching. “Fine. Can I have my uniform now?”

He sighed. “On the bench.” He turned and fiddled
with the bed as she dressed, adjusting its settings for the next
patient. Sewell’s medbay was cold and austere, all shiny implements
and counters, interrupted only by the twin biobeds taking up most
of the space. It was small, but the Damat only had a crew of
twenty. The chosen one didn’t need a warship to ferry him around,
just a fast ship.

“Take it easy for the next forty-eight hours,”
Sewell said. “There might be some dizziness, some stomach upset.
You had a broken collarbone. Let me know if it twinges. I’ll be
here pretending you’ll take my advice while knowing you won’t.”

She snorted a laugh though her belly was twisted up
in knots. If he heard any hysteria, he didn’t mention it. Instead,
he gave her a wry smile over his shoulder and waved her out the
door.

Beatrice waited in the hall, right where Sewell said
she’d be. She sighed heavily when they saw each other, and the dark
circles under her eyes said she’d done nothing but worry for at
least a night.

“Noal and Annika have been missing just over
twenty-four hours,” Beatrice said before Judit could ask. “We’re
heading for Meridian Prime.”

Darkness, which was worse: the time she’d been out
of commission or the fact that she’d soon have to face her family?
“How long until we get there?”

“Let’s put it this way; it would be easier to head
for the shuttle than the bridge.”

With a sigh, Judit changed course for the shuttle
bay, shoulders back, ready to face the ire of her grandmother, of
the rest of her family. She tried to wrestle down her worry, not
wanting to show weakness. If her family thought she was too
emotional to head up a rescue mission…

But she wouldn’t leave this in the hands of anyone
else. The Damat’s sleek little shuttle waited in the small
bay, the door open. Judit had to duck all the way to the two seats
in the cockpit, and she didn’t protest as Beatrice took the
copilot’s seat, both of them strapping in. Judit passed her hands
over the console, and it flared to life under her fingers.

She primed the engines. “Tell the bridge we’re ready
for launch when we’re within range.” She could have done it
herself, but Beatrice passed the words on. Judit wanted to save all
the calmness she could muster for her grandmother.

“We’re clear,” Beatrice said.

Judit shut the door of the shuttle and heard a hiss
as the air reclamators started up, pumping atmosphere through the
small space.

“Life support looks good,” Beatrice said.

The seat under Judit heated slightly, the whole
shuttle growing warmer as it prepared for the cold of space. Judit
keyed the huge outer doors of the airlock, and they slid open, a
warning light coating the bay with a wash of orange. The maglocks
on the landing struts held the shuttle in place as the atmosphere
was jettisoned from the bay before the inner airlock doors opened.
The floor slid outward, heading for open space, and Judit’s stomach
did a little lurch. The platform carrying them out always put her
in mind of the world’s highest diving board, and she had to shake
the feeling that if they fell, they’d keep falling forever.

She disengaged the maglocks as the platform stopped,
and the shuttle drifted gently forward. Judit guided them free from
the Damat with little puffs of air before they were in clear
space, and she could fire up the engines. They glided away from the
Damat and turned toward the bright riot of greens, blues,
and purples that was Meridian Prime.

How long had it been since she’d been back here? At
least two years, as the Meridians counted time. The family
preferred to keep Noal moving from place to place. Their ship was
their home more than any planet could ever be. Still, seeing the
twin moons around the planet’s curve and picking out landmarks like
the massive Paltross Island or the near perfect oval of the
Shuttered Sea coaxed a small smile from her. This was the
birthplace, the nerve center of her house, the jewel in the crown
of House Meridian.

“I like it, too,” Beatrice said. She gave Judit a
shy smile. Beatrice’s dark curly hair didn’t show a hint of white,
but she was dark-skinned like most people born on Meridian Prime.
She wouldn’t be counted as Blood by most, but she was the best
copilot, navigator, and aide that Judit could ever hope for. It
didn’t hurt that they’d known each other from childhood or that
serving Judit and Noal had been all Beatrice ever wanted.

“I’m going to have to talk to them alone, Bea.”

Beatrice nodded. “I’ll keep the shuttle warm in case
you want to make a quick getaway.”

Judit chuckled and headed straight for Meridian
City, the capital. Uninspired, she knew. Meridian City on Meridian
Prime in House Meridian, but she supposed her family didn’t want
anyone to doubt whose territory they were in. All steel and glass,
Meridian City shimmered in the sun, and the light reflecting off
the nearby bay gave everything a purple tint.

Judit headed for the city center, submitting all the
right codes to land at the dock reserved for high-ranking members
of the Blood. At the tallest building, where Meridian ran their
empire, she glided to a stop at the open bay. After she landed and
stepped out, she submitted to the bot that came forward and gave
her a quick DNA scan. Only then did the doors leading into the
large government building open.

From the outside, it gleamed like glass, even
crystal, but the inner corridors had no windows, even ones made
from glassteel. Nocturna spies were keen and everywhere, and there
was no way Judit’s grandmother would give them a glimpse into the
inner workings of Meridian. Instead the walls were a uniform gray,
as was the thickly padded floor. Maybe the leaders of Meridian
thought the gray kept everyone moving; people might stop to admire
bright colors or decorations.

The halls bustled with people, all of them wearing
the uniform of the Meridian military, just like hers, with trousers
that fit through the hips and flared only slightly above knee-high
boots. The jacket fit the same across the shoulders and then flared
beneath the belt that secured it around the waist. Gray, of course,
the uniforms only differed in the color of the buttons and the
stripes around the cuffs. She saw many brass buttons go by, a few
gold, but she was the only platinum; only the highest military tier
for the woman charged with guarding the chosen one.

Still, it meant nothing, save that it caused people
to scramble out of her way. In the history of her house, she was
unique. She had the highest honor of being guardian of the chosen
one, but she made no decisions for the house or its people. Every
other person she saw, no matter their tier, had stripes at the
cuffs of their uniform, white against the gray denoting their rank
within their tier, their level of responsibility within the
military. Her sleeves had none. It used to make her angry, as if
the military was saying she wasn’t really one of them, but she
supposed she deserved it today. She’d had one job to do, and she’d
failed.

The command hub was another riot of activity, a sea
of pale heads bent over consoles or talking to the spectral faces
of holo displays. Many held their hands to their ears to better
hear the comm signals in their heads. Judit caught snatches of code
as she weaved through the room. Short-range transmissions could be
made secret, but any long-range messages had to be sent over the
same gates that enabled ships to fold space and travel thousands of
light-years. Any such transmission could be intercepted, and any
code could be cracked, though they often worked for the short term.
Like every other house, Meridian only sent long-range transmissions
that they knew would be cracked. And like every other house, they
had computers and people whose only task was to listen to what
everyone else was saying.

And Judit wished all of them were talking about Noal
and Annika and how they were alive and safe and waiting for her to
come get them. She reached the central console where her
grandmother was speaking with a holo projection of Noal’s mother.
Judit took a deep breath then cleared her throat.

Her grandmother turned, and her eyes bored into
Judit’s, though her face was as calm and composed as ever. “Here
she is now,” Grandmother said in the latest code. “Judit, speak to
your aunt Cecily.”

Noal’s mother switched her gaze to Judit. Like all
holos, hers had a green cast, making her seem alien. And unlike
Grandmother, her brows were drawn in anger, and Judit could feel
her rage through the light-years that separated them. “Aunt Cecily,
I apologize—”

“We need your assessment, not your apology,” Cecily
said. “Do you know who it was?”

“I don’t…I’ve been in a biobed and have yet to
study—”

Her grandmother waved her away, the barest hint of
annoyance flickering across her features.

“Find them,” Cecily said, inclining her head. At
least she had the specter of politeness. With her son raised apart
from her, Judit wondered if she was worried for him or simply
concerned for the family, as they were all supposed to be.

“Your parents are in my office,” Grandmother
said.

Judit’s stomach dropped even further. Just what she
needed. She usually looked forward to seeing them. Well, to seeing
her father, but why did they have to come now? But the answer was
simple. They couldn’t share what they knew over the comm, so they
had to do it in person. Her grandmother probably had ships
streaking toward every listening post and mining operation,
desperate to compile whatever information they could. Judit
straightened her shoulders as she headed toward the office, ready
to hear whatever they had to say. She’d do whatever she could to
find Annika and Noal, even if it meant being berated by everyone in
Meridian.

As she passed the small door into her grandmother’s
personal office, leaving the noise of the command hub behind her,
she let out a breath. Calm, looking calm was important. Behind the
desk, a projected image gave the appearance of a window, a live
feed of the outside. The sun was slanting down over the bay,
turning the sea to silver and gold.

Her parents rose from the sleek black couch next to
Grandmother’s desk, and Judit looked as she always did for the
resemblances between them and her, tiny markers of who they really
were, but so many of the Blood shared so many features. Her mother
had the silvery white Meridian hair and the dark eyes, but Judit
saw her own chin in the slope of her father’s jaw. She’d gotten his
broader shoulders and sense of humor. His hair was a deep copper,
and she’d always admired him for not dying it to match the Meridian
Blood. His green eyes smiled at her, but her mother was as calm and
put together as ever in her military uniform.

“We’ve spoken to Nocturna,” Judit’s mother said.
“They deny responsibility.”

Judit nodded. She leaned on her grandmother’s desk,
and her parents resumed their seats. “Annika seemed surprised by
her guardian’s actions,” Judit said. “And it seemed
opportunistic.”

“What happened?” her mother asked. “The scans showed
you weren’t in the room when the attack began.”

“If you’ve seen the scans, you know what happened. I
was…in the washroom.”

Her father shook his head. “Jude, it’s not your
fault.”

Judit fought a blush even though they wouldn’t see
it. With the rush she’d been in upon waking, she hadn’t had time to
think of the washroom, to think of Annika gliding toward her with
unashamed lust. “I should have been there, but Noal told me Annika
needed help.”

“Then you should have let her guardian help her,”
her mother said. “She is not
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