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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

When I first sat down to write this series, I wasn't sure I'd ever finish it. After losing my daughter Meagan, I lost interest in most things   including the world I'd spent years building. But I remember after she read the 1st book asking questions about Kyle, about Starforce, about what happened next.

So, I finished it. For her.

This book began as a story about Starforce as a unit, but the more I wrote, the more I realized the heart of the story belonged to Kyle Blake a man who doesn't yet know who he is. I've tried to give him the depth he deserves. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as Meagan enjoyed hearing about it.

Jeremy
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Prologue: The Resolute Epoch
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"The man who fights for a throne he cannot keep will lose everything. The man who fights for his son may yet save the world."

The night smelled of purple roses.

Even now even here, crouched in the dark with the sound of armored boots outside his chamber door   Prince Kailak could smell them. The roses grew in the courtyard below, climbing the stone walls in wild, tangled clusters, and on warm evenings their scent drifted up through the open balcony doors like a memory that refused to stay buried. He and Ziarra had stood among them once, laughing about something neither of them could remember anymore. The picture from that afternoon both of them sun-warm and careless, her head tilted back mid-laugh had just been blasted off the wall by one of his father's guards.

He heard the glass shatter. Heard the frame splinter. He did not look. He couldn't afford to.

From the hidden compartment he'd built into the ceiling of his own chambers   a precaution he'd made three months ago when the whispering started, when the sideways glances from his father's court had begun to feel more like measurements than greetings   Kailak watched his life being destroyed below him. The guards moved with efficient contempt, toppling bookshelves, upending chests, dragging the bedding off the frame before finally unloading a weapons blast into the mattress itself. Feathers and smoke filled the air.

They thought he and Ziarra were sleeping. They intended to make sure neither of them woke up.

He pressed his back against the ceiling and controlled his breathing. His heart was trying to escape his chest. His son was two months old.

Earlier that evening before Johan had arrived breathless and sweating at the chamber door, before the plan had to be accelerated by five hours   Kailak had been sitting with Kyle in the dim lamplight, watching the child sleep. He'd been memorizing him. The round, impossible smallness of his fists. The way he breathed in little stuttering rhythms. The way his face shifted between expressions even in sleep, as though he was already dreaming of things too large for his small body to contain.

King Savante had received a prophecy. His own grandson would one day stand on the throne of Planet Mist and rule it with justice. Savante, a man who had built his power on fear and kept it through blood, could not tolerate the idea that something he created might one day correct him. He had not told his son. Instead, he had simply begun making arrangements.

Kailak had found out three weeks ago.

"They're gone," Johan had whispered when Kailak opened the door. His oldest guard   a compact man with a weathered face and the particular stillness of someone who had survived many dangerous situations by learning exactly when not to move   was shaking. That alone told Kailak everything he needed to know. "I overheard the King's men. Tonight. Midnight. The three of you."

Ziarra had gripped Kailak's arm. It was barely seven o'clock.

"Johan." Kailak had taken the man by both shoulders and looked at him steadily. "You know what I need you to do."

"I should fight with you."

"No. You take them to Starforce. King Lehum has agreed to keep them safe until I come for them. That is the mission, Johan. That is the only mission."

"I won't leave your side." Ziarra's voice cracked on the last word. She pressed Kyle tighter against her chest. "I will not leave without you."

He had kissed her then. Long and quiet, with the kind of desperation he hoped she didn't feel underneath. Kyle, awakened by the movement, had blinked up at him with those wide dark eyes   already so serious for an infant, already looking at the world like it owed him an explanation.

"I will find you," he'd told Ziarra. "I swear it. But you must go."

He'd watched them step through the portal to Starforce. He'd watched the light close around them. And then he'd gone to build his trap.

Below him now, the last of the guards were leaving. Kailak counted the footsteps, counted the pause at the door, counted the diminishing sound of armor down the corridor. He waited. He had always been patient   it was one of the things Ziarra loved and occasionally resented about him.

Then the door opened again.

King Savante entered alone.

He was not a large man. He had never needed to be. His power lived in the spaces between words, in the silences he stretched just a beat too long, in the way he could look at a person and make them feel that he already knew every terrible thing they'd ever thought. He wore no crown tonight. He scanned the ruined room with the calm assessment of an accountant reviewing damage claims.

"Hello, son," he said. "Where are your wife and my grandson?"

Kailak dropped from the ceiling.

He had rehearsed this moment. He had thought carefully about what he wanted his last words to his father to be   had run through speeches, arguments, accusations. But standing now on the broken glass of what used to be his life, looking at the man who had ordered his family's murder with the same bureaucratic detachment he used to approve trade agreements, all the prepared words fell away.

"Safe," Kailak said. "From you."

Savante's jaw tightened. Just slightly. "You always were sentimental."

"I learned it from watching you be the opposite."

The sword was out faster than Kailak expected. For a man his age, Savante was still shockingly quick. The blade found its mark   a precise, practiced thrust through the chest, the kind of wound a soldier gives when he wants someone to die slowly enough to hear the answer to one last question.

Kailak felt the cold before the pain. Then the warmth, spreading outward from the center of him. He put his hand to his chest and looked at it, and looked at his father.

"One day," he said, and his voice was surprisingly steady, "my son will return. He will stand where you stand. And he will be nothing like you."

He sank to his knees. The purple-rose scent was still in the air. He held onto it.

Savante watched him die with an expression of mild inconvenience.

Then the old king turned to his most trusted advisor, Mevila, who had materialized from the shadow near the doorway the way he always did   silently, at exactly the right moment.

"The dream," Savante said, almost to himself. "It was of Kyle. Not Kailak."

"Yes, Your Majesty." Mevila folded his hands. "Which means your troubles are not yet finished."

Savante straightened his sleeves. "Then find the child."

"My own son will begin the search when he is old enough. He is three years now. By the time Kyle is of age, my boy will know every shadow on Starforce. He will find the heir." Mevila paused. "And he will not be gentle about it."

"Good." Savante stepped over what remained of his son. "See to the guards. All of Kailak's personal men. I want no loose ends."

Outside, the purple roses continued to bloom, indifferent to everything.
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Chapter 1   Shockwave
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Eight years is a long time to have a partner and not enough time to lose one.

Kyle Blake knew this with the specific, non-negotiable certainty of someone who has learned it in the worst possible way. He'd been a detective on the Colvidre police force for eleven years   the last eight of them alongside Joseph Maren, a man so casually stubborn that he'd once talked Kyle out of a hostage situation through a closed door and then complained the whole drive back that Kyle had let the guy surrender too quickly. Joseph had theories about everything. He had opinions about the correct way to eat toast. He had never, in eight years, worn a bulletproof vest.

"Are you going to put it on today?" Kyle asked.

They were parked half a block from the First Commercial Bank of Colvidre on a gray Tuesday morning that smelled like rain and exhaust. Inside the building, an armed individual had already killed one person and was apparently still inside   which meant Kyle and Joseph were about to walk in opposite directions and see what happened.

Joseph popped his neck. The sound moved from shoulder to shoulder in a slow, deliberate crack that Kyle had heard approximately three thousand times and never once gotten used to. "No."

"We've had this conversation before."

"Every single time," Joseph agreed pleasantly. "Which should tell you something about how it ends." He checked his sidearm, dropped it back into its holster. "I'm going around back. Don't take the front door until you hear me in position."

"Joseph "

But he was already moving, that particular rolling walk of his, unhurried and absolutely confident, the walk of a man who had spent twenty years being right about situations like this and had stopped seeing any reason to change his approach.

Kyle watched him go. Then he moved toward the front.

He never saw exactly what happened at the back. He reconstructed it later, from the positioning of the shell casings and the angle of impact and the testimony of a woman across the street who'd seen a blur of black exiting the rear exit with the particular speed of something that wasn't quite human.

What he heard was Joseph's shout   short and sharp, the warning shout, the kind that means I have eyes on the target   and then two sounds in quick succession that weren't gunshots. Softer than that. More precise. Like something being driven home.

Kyle cleared the front entrance in four seconds. He came out the rear door in nine. Joseph was already on the ground.

He'd seen officers down before. It was part of the job in a way that you absorbed over years until you could approach a scene without the animal panic taking over, until you could do the triage and the radio call and the assessment with your hands steady and your voice level.

Not this time.

"JOSEPH."

He was on his knees before he'd made the decision to kneel. Joseph looked up
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