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      Blurb

      

      When Mary, an ordinary cadet, finds out she’s a hidden princess of an ancient royal family, her normal life flips. Boring classes at the Academy are replaced with diplomatic meetings, intrigue, and far too much pressure. But that isn’t the worst part. When someone tries to assassinate her, she’s handed a security detail.

      And who’s the head? Only her worst nemesis – a man as arrogant as he is efficient. Lewis Bishop might not like Mary, but he’ll get the job done no matter what. Even if it yanks him on the journey of his life and sends him spiraling through the violent Milky Way and right into Mary’s arms.
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    Prologue

    Mary

    I was going to die.

    The Coalition couldn’t save me, and god knows I couldn’t save myself. That left only one other person, but Lewis Bishop had broken his promise, and he’d never come back.

    He might’ve sworn to take me through hell and right out the other side. But if there are only two universal constants, one is people like Lewis can’t be trusted. The other is anyone will kill for absolute power.

    And the Aquarian Pr’ma would do everything to slaughter me for the rest of my measly force.

    She stared into my eyes as she aligned with a darker power. With a single flick of her fingers, shadows escaped her eyes and shot around me.

    I struggled. I could do nothing.

    As death loomed, a single tear trickled from my eye and tumbled down my cheek. By the time it reached my chin, it shivered and paused.

    “It’s over,” the Pr’ma hissed. “You were never meant to succeed as the Aquarian princess. It was always a death sentence. And it’s time to carry it through.”

    I watched in slow-motion as she stretched her long-fingered hand toward me, her ceremonial robes glinting in the light shining from the senate windows behind her.

    I could only see her eyes and the looming death in her fingertips.

    This was it. I’d faced the end. But I’d forgotten one determined Special Lieutenant.

    A dark shape flitted into view around the side of the senate tower.

    
      Lewis.
    

    “Mary. Mary, hold on,” he roared. He flew right at the window behind the Pr’ma and smashed through it.

    The Pr’ma barely reacted as Lewis landed beside her. “Give me the chariot now. Take her from it. Now,” the Pr’ma roared at her power.

    “Like hell,” Lewis spat back. He angled forward to punch the Pr’ma.

    She threw out a hand and grabbed my throat, shadowy power blasting out of her skin.

    While she looked in control, aligning was depleting her. Her breath became ragged, and she bent toward Lewis. “You didn’t need to do this, Lewis. You look smart. I saw it in your eyes, and I felt your affection. I know what you want. I will give it to you.”

    Lewis desperately tried to break her grip on my throat. “The only thing you can hand out is death, Pr’ma, and there’s no way I’m gonna accept it. I have a job to do, a princess to save, and a monster to defeat.”

    Anger consumed the Pr’ma’s face as more shadows blasted up from her skin. They must hurt. She clenched her teeth, her back arching with pain. “You can’t stop me. Nobody can. I am destined,” she roared.

    “I thought you were the Aquarian’s Democratic leader? Democracy and destiny don’t mix,” Lewis spat.

    “I am the chosen one. I will finally help my people shrug off our pointless past. I will remove the false stories. We will be free. Free.” Her voice changed, dark power rising through it. She wasn’t speaking anymore – this came from the power she’d aligned with.

    I could barely move. I was all but dead. Yet something within me lifted my hand and forced it toward Lewis.

    “Lewis… just trust me. Trust me. This is going to be crazy, but—”

    “Mary, from the day I met you, I trusted you, all right? I trusted you, because I fell head over heels for you. And I’m not done falling yet.”

    
      What?
    

    There was no way the Academy’s most charming graduate could like me. But Lewis never lied. And if he’d proven one thing today, he always enacted his promises.

    I didn’t have time to think about this. The Pr’ma’s dark power increased, pulsing dangerously. We had to escape now or never.

    “Now,” I screamed.

    “Yes. Now,” the Pr’ma roared louder, the shadowy power now all but controlling her tone.

    I yanked Lewis close. I didn’t have the strength. I swear something reached into me and gave it to me. One last gift to see me through hell. But not without Lewis.

    I closed my arms around him and stared into his eyes as my white plait floated around my face. “Lewis, this will hurt.”

    He laughed. “Mary, I don’t care. As long as I remain by your side, that will be irrelevant.”

    I squeezed my eyes closed and hissed, “Align.”

    The Pr’ma roared. Her voice now belonged to the shadows. Before they could consume me, I aligned. My skin lit up brighter than I’d ever seen as I tightened my grip on Lewis’s body.

    As a flash of bright light spirited us away with one last second to spare, the shadows consumed the Pr’ma.

    They weren’t done. They’d come for me. For when you have power, you must fight through hell to keep it.

  
    Chapter 1

    Mary

    “Can you hurry up already?” My peeved roommate, Reggie, sighed wholeheartedly as she crossed her arms and leaned against the main door.

    I fixed my hair one last time. It looked terrible. So did the rest of me. I had a gangly figure, long features, frizzy hair, and an ungainly lope. Why was I doing this again?

    Reggie probably thought it was charity. She got a certain look in her eyes as she crossed her arms again. “Can you please not make me late? You’re the one who twisted my arm to do this.”

    I winced. “I get it. I should just… give up, right?”

    Reggie might look cold and hard on the outside. She had an endearing soft core. She thumped over to me in her heels, and yeah, it’s hard to thump in stilettos. She managed it. Her statuesque, powerful form could extract any noise she wanted from any freaking object. Need a wall to scream? She could do it. She was top of our grade’s combat class. Sorry, second. The top was a certain golden boy who went by the name of Lewis Bishop.

    The running joke amongst cadets promised that wasn’t his name and he wasn’t even a student. He was a spy from intelligence. He was too good. Nobody could beat him. He even went on real missions, only occasionally dropping in for a class.

    And I was thinking about him, why? Apart from being the golden boy, Lewis was also categorically the Coalition’s greatest ass. Yeah, I meant the entire Coalition. Not just the Academy, where we cadets learned to ply the trade of space soldiers. I meant the whole network of planets across the Milky Way and further.

    No one else was quite as arrogant as Lewis.

    Reggie grabbed me by the hand and looked me up and down. “I get that you don’t have any confidence.”

    I winced. “Because I’m a giraffe in hand-me-down clothes?”

    “I’d hardly call you a giraffe. You’re not tall enough.”

    Sure. Amongst ordinary mortals, I was gangly. Amongst the elite, I was nothing. Why was I at the Academy again?

    It was a calling, I guess you could say.

    Reggie thought I lacked confidence, ha? First year, I’d burned with it. It’d lasted about two weeks. Lewis and his friends had a lot to do with that. They formed E Club, the group of greatest elite cadets on campus. They pushed themselves further than anyone else, knowing they’d reach the stars long before graduation.

    The kids of admirals, soldiers, and diplomats, they all had a head start. They knew why they were here and what they wanted. Me? Look, I didn’t know anymore.

    Reggie was an astute operator. One long, hard stare from her, and she’d pry your secrets out and dump them at your feet. She wasn’t in the dumping mood now, apparently. She pulled me toward the door. She sighed again, but it wasn’t long-suffering. “You make confidence, Mary. You don’t wait for it to come along.”

    I had to snort. I looked her up and down, from her heels and svelte black dress to her statuesque features. She was amazing. Her slightly bluish-blond hair added to the mystique. She was mostly human. I’d never asked what the other side was. It made her stunning, giving her a stare that could break a Barbarian warrior in two.

    I was a plain human, straight down the line with no genetic difference at all.

    My family history was so well researched and simple you could trace me back to the most boring Cro-Magnon in the jungle. I sure hadn’t fallen far from the family tree.

    “You make your own confidence,” Reggie snapped again. She channeled her admiral voice. Her dad was one, so she got the tone just right.

    Five years of Academy training had schooled me to react to that voice. I stood straighter and only just stopped myself from snapping a salute.

    “You don’t wait for the world to get easier, Mary. You go out and carve your own place in it. Do you understand me?”

    I winced. “I think I understand. I shouldn’t come tonight.”

    “Not an option,” she snapped as she yanked me out into the corridor.

    Other cadets wearing their fanciest gear walked from their rooms, arm in arm, laughing and chatting.

    We were only several weeks from graduation. We still had tests and major exams, but this would be our big night off.

    Every bar and club in the greater Academy area would be open until the wee hours of the night.

    I would prefer to go right back into my room and just wait out the next several weeks. Then… I guess I’d become an ensign on a ship somewhere. Hopefully, a nice, quiet one that didn’t do anything. Had I planned my life? Or had I just thrown some darts at a board to see what’d stick?

    “I don’t know what you’re thinking about, but based on your expression, it’s pointless. So stop thinking pointless thoughts,” Reggie snapped as, still frog-marching me, she pulled me toward the superfast lifts at the end of the corridor.

    We waited behind cadets until Reggie strode forward. It was her figure. No, it was her frigging confidence. I sighed internally. If confidence really were on tap, I’d jam the thing open. Then maybe I’d find a way to be confident enough to make a difference.

    As soon as the lift opened, Reggie pulled me inside. “We’ll head to Barnaby’s first, okay?”

    I made a face. “Isn’t that the new E Club haunt?”

    “To be fair, we’ve taken over most of the clubs in town. Our ranks are really growing. Everyone’s stepping up to join and make a difference.”

    Yeah. I’d heard that too. The average scores at the Academy were going up. It wasn’t grade inflation. Cadets were trying harder. The Coalition was also recruiting from further afield, getting specialists from other areas and convincing them to retrain. It meant the current crop of cadets was pretty darn impressive. But to be pretty impressive, you still need some ordinary stooges to compare yourself to, ha?

    That was me.

    Reggie pulled me to the back of the lift. It meant plenty of other students stood between us and the doors. I could try to escape, but I’d never make it in time.

    “You’re gonna stay out the entire night. You will let your hair down,” Reggie ordered me.

    “It’s already down.” I tugged at some of my unruly, crinkly black locks.

    She frowned. Even a seasoned soldier would buckle at such an expression.

    “You know what I mean,” she chided.

    I was regretting everything. When I’d asked Reggie if I could hang out with her tonight, she’d reluctantly agreed.

    I should’ve just tucked my head down and pretended to study.

    “What if we run into E Club?” I asked.

    “It’s a free night. No one’s gonna care if you mingle with them.”

    Yeah.

    Reggie might not care. I’d switched on her competitive gene. It was now a game to get me to spend the entire night with her. Or if not a game, a deadly serious mission.

    Her friends wouldn’t be so keen.

    I eyed the exit as we arrived in the main area and the lift doors opened.

    Reggie tightened her grip on me. We walked out with a sea of cadets into the main grounds. It was a giant grassy green quadrangle spread between five tall towers. Oaks lined the lawn, paths crisscrossing between them.

    We headed around the back of the accommodation block.

    “We’ll hit five clubs in two hours. That will leave the most important club to last. The Star Club.” She smiled, the first time she’d looked genuinely happy since I’d asked to tag along.

    I winced. “Don’t officers and admirals hang out there?”

    “That’s the point. We’re going to make a good impression.”

    My gut squirmed. She was the daughter of a well-liked, highly-decorated admiral. She didn’t need to make an impression. It also meant that she had good credit in the bank. She could drag along a complete no-hoper to the freaking Star Club, and nobody would think much. Me – the no-hoper – would get pilloried.

    “I don’t want to go,” I muttered.

    Her hand descended on my shoulder, locking me down more effectively than a compression shield. “But you’re still going, and you will have fun.”

    I didn’t shake my head, though on the inside, I freaking shivered.

    We headed into town. A lot of the cadets had the same idea we did. They didn’t necessarily stop at Barnaby’s but headed to the same quaint district. It still had cobbles for streets. There were old-school looking lanterns, park benches, and beautiful trees. I could just slip away and sit under an oak—

    Reggie could read minds. That or she knew exactly how much I already regretted this.

    “This way. Barnaby’s awaits.”

    We spied the club. A low, three-story brick building with two beautiful cast iron lamps right out front. Half close your eyes and squint, and you’d think you’d just rolled into a Charles Dickens novel. Aside from the space cadets spilling in through the front door, of course.

    Tonight was one of those rare nights where we could get drunk.

    I had no intention whatsoever of imbibing real alcohol. That’d only make tonight even more embarrassing.

    As soon as we entered Barnaby’s, I cringed.

    It was all the E Club. Seriously, I didn’t recognize anyone else from my grade. Wait, I did. One of the kids a lot like me, someone who just scraped past, took one step in the door, turned, and ran right out.

    He knew when he wasn’t welcome.

    I tried to join him.

    Reggie tightened her grip on my arm.

    She saw her friends, tugged me over, and pushed me down into a booth. She crammed me right up against the corner. I’d have to jump on the table and somersault over her head to escape.

    I’d never make it.

    Her friends just looked at me.

    I tried to shrink back into the collar of my modest black and white dress and bit my lip.

    So much for having fun. This was how I’d spend the rest of the night. Crammed like a sardine against walls, doors, bulkheads, and other people as Reggie bullied me into having fun.

    I was resigned to my fate.

    Reggie started to let her hair down. Someone memorable walked in as everyone solidly ignored me and she chatted to her friends.

    Oh, no way. Not him. He should be out on a mission. Why him?

    Silence spread like wildfire. You’d think Admiral Forest herself had just sauntered into Barnaby’s to buy everyone a drink.

    The golden boy, number one hero, and freaking walking god of E Club strode in wearing black fatigues and a smile that could kill.

    Lewis freaking Bishop.

    He scanned the crowd. He didn’t need to look for Reggie. She bounded to her feet and shot over to him with a hair flick and a smile smoother than velvet.

    I tried to hide behind my hand.

    Reggie had convinced her friends not to care that I was cramping their E Club style. Do you want to know who would care? Do you want to know who’d happily throw me out on my ass, revealing his more competent combat skills?

    Lewis freaking Bishop.

    I think he saw me. His eyes might’ve even narrowed. But Reggie blocked him with her statuesque form. The attractive smile spreading over her lips helped.

    “I can’t believe he’s actually back. I thought they already graduated him? Do you think this is some special mission?” one of Reggie’s friends asked.

    “I’m pretty sure they did graduate him. Look at his fatigues. He doesn’t have a cadet pip. I’d say he’s finally risen above the rest of us. He must be a newly minted officer.”

    “Newly minted?” one guy snorted. “Are we really going to pretend that guy wasn’t an officer all along?”

    “What would be the point of embedding an actual Coalition asset in the cadet program?”

    “Just saying that Forest’s done it before. She was keeping an eye on us, maybe searching for dissidents. I don’t know.” The guy leaned back and crossed his beefy arms. He stared over at Lewis, but in that kind of way a tough guy does when he really doesn’t want to be noticed.

    When Lewis stepped to the side, letting Reggie sweep closer to the bar, the guy suddenly crumpled, folding himself over his drink like a stack of cards tumbling to the floor. “He’s too good.” He found his voice. “Rules anything he touches. Not one of us here could possibly take him down. The guy isn’t a cadet, and I guarantee he was never a cadet.”

    One of Reggie’s attractive friends shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I think I could take him down.”

    Everyone laughed.

    The friend in question stood, shrugged her shoulders, pretended to take a step toward the bar, then changed her mind. It gave me all the time I needed to scoot out from the booth’s corner.

    Nobody noticed. Hell, if they did, they probably started cheering.

    I wiped my sweaty hands down my plain white and black dress. I looked like I’d scrounged in a reject bin while everyone else had shopped amongst the stars.

    I caught my reflection in a shiny maintenance panel.

    I looked….

    Like what?

    Like I didn’t fit.

    Why dress it up? Why couch it in fancy terms? I didn’t look like I belonged. And while you wouldn’t expect the Coalition Academy to be that image-obsessed, you’d be wrong. They didn’t care if you weren’t statuesque and didn’t have a smile like Lewis that could wrap the world around your little finger. They cared if you fit the bill, had the right attitude, scores, and intelligence. I lacked all three.

    I tucked my frizzy hair behind my ears, intending to pretend to head to the bathroom then loop around the bar. I’d reach the door. And run.

    … No, I’d walk out of here. Reggie was busy.

    Good.

    I stepped toward the bathroom doors and saw a shadow looming behind me. Something in my stomach reacted, this clench I’d never felt before. I’d been in dangerous situations. Back in first year, a simulation had gone wrong. Holograms had taken on their own minds, and they’d almost killed a cadet.

    I’d seen it happen.

    I knew what it was to suddenly fear for your life.

    But even then, I hadn’t felt this sense that something wasn’t right, that the whole universe was ready to break—

    A hand descended on my shoulder.

    Cold fear gripped me, surging through my stomach, reaching my throat, and unclamping my lips. I don’t know what made me do it, but I screamed at the top of my lungs.

    Barnaby’s was loud. It was packed with unruly cadets who wanted to get drunk before their exams. They needed one last night of fun to remember the Academy by before they were thrust into the stars and responsibility.

    They could’ve all been singing at the top of their lungs. It wouldn’t have mattered. My high-pitched shriek would’ve blasted above any cacophony they could make.

    Everyone stopped speaking.

    The people closest to me turned to stare in surprise.

    Before the embarrassment could settle in, Reggie could walk over, and get rid of me herself, I turned to face a man.

    I….

    He wore a regulation Coalition cadet hoodie. Something kids wore when they were just goofing about at home.

    The hood was low, though, either longer than usual or just yanked down until I could only see the guy’s mouth.

    Two thin strong lips pulled into a flat line, then the left curled up into a smile, and the right yanked down into a frown.

    I’d never seen someone move their lips with such precision. It gave me the sudden impression he could move any part of his body with the same precision like a surgeon carving you in half with a single slice of his scalpel.

    I think someone asked if I was okay. Other people just grunted I was an idiot. I couldn’t hear a single thing. My world narrowed until it was just me, that smile, and the cold hand on my arm.

    The guy tilted his head up.

    Finally his hoodie’s hem lifted enough for me to see his eyes. It’s just that eyes didn’t stare back at me.

    He had eyeballs. Inside were vacant holes. It was like he wasn’t real, wasn’t an actual sentient being, was a freaking space anomaly come to life—

    He didn’t remove his hand from my shoulder. I couldn’t make another sound. Fear gripped my body in an iron-cast hold even a crowbar couldn’t break.

    This crowbar had never met Lewis Bishop.

    I hadn’t even seen him stride toward me. The next thing I knew, he locked a hand on the guy’s shoulder and pulled him back.

    I returned to myself as soon as Lewis broke the man’s grip. The guy hadn’t stunned me or slipped me some drug. It sure did feel like it, though. I jolted, wanting to jackknife.

    A flood of fear turned into panic then sheer surprise. I’d never felt emotions this strong—

    Lewis spun the guy around. “You okay, buddy? I don’t think she wants your hand on her shoulder. You—” he stopped speaking abruptly and tilted his head down.

    I had no idea what I’d seen. But I couldn’t have seen what I thought I did.

    Lewis ducked his head low enough to stare up through the guy’s hood. He didn’t suddenly lurch back and scream that an anomaly had come to life. He frowned slightly. “Buddy, you okay?”

    Wordlessly, the guy muscled past Lewis.

    I stood there, everyone’s attention back on me. Why? Because Lewis freaking Bishop had saved me.

    I stared up at him as he turned and looked down at me. The important part of that equation was he looked down at me. I wasn’t referencing our height difference. I meant that Lewis crumpled as he suddenly recognized who he’d saved. What, if he’d done a proper background check on his damsel in distress, he would’ve walked away?

    Probably.

    He settled onto his back foot, crossed his arms, and shook his head once. No ‘hey, how are you?’ No ‘what are you even doing in this club?’ And certainly not a ‘hello’.

    Just a grunt.

    He turned. I expected he’d wade back to Reggie. She was gone.

    I could only see the front door, my vision narrowing. I fully intended to run toward it. People were talking again, and the topic of conversation was me.

    Wow. I thought I’d get through at least one club before making an idiot of myself. I couldn’t even remind myself I hadn’t done that. A creepy guy had grabbed my shoulder out of nowhere—

    I stopped attending to the club. I stepped forward, locked a hand on my stomach, and realized I still felt cold. This gripping, frozen coldness. It didn’t seep through me so much as grab me and hold me to the spot with impossible-to-fight force.

    Who the hell was that guy?

    Someone grabbed my wrist. Fortunately I didn’t scream again. I could tell it was Reggie. Her worried face pressed close. “You okay?”

    “I—” I looked at her, and slowly the nerves started to fade, my brain catching up to the fact I was an idiot.

    “Who was that creepy guy? What did he say to you?”

    I shook my head. “Nothing. Where did—”

    “My date go?” Reggie jumped in. Her lips crumpled sideways. She didn’t look happy. “Lewis didn’t even say hello. He just hightailed it out of here. I guess that’s what happens when you’re a newly minted officer.”

    I couldn’t tell if that was jealousy, pride, or a confusing mix of the two.

    Reggie liked Lewis. And I think he liked her, though if you asked my sarcastic brain, it knew he couldn’t like anyone. He was too busy liking himself full-time.
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