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      The crashing of glass sent cold fear through Sasha. She gasped and looked around, only to see one of the servants had dropped a crystal wine goblet. Her heart racing, she swallowed hard and tried to will the rising panic away. Even after one month spent safely on planet Hoshhha and the natives’ insistence that she would remain protected on their world, she still couldn’t shake the terror of knowing the Tarrkollian Empire was likely still searching for her.

      “Relax, Ambassador Embers.” Princess Alisss smiled as she stirred sugar into her tea. “Even if the Tarrkollians suspect you are here, they will never manage to penetrate our planetary shield. You are safe on Hoshhha and my father will never send you away.”

      Sasha looked at Princess Alisss, tried to force a smile, and failed miserably. “I hear the Tarrkollians keep increasing the bounty on my head. What if someone on Hoshhha decides to⁠—”

      “That will never happen,” the princess said, interrupting. “The guards will keep you safe, even when you leave the walls of the palace.”

      “I appreciate all your family has done for me. Truly,” Sasha said. “But I hate that my name has been sullied. My reputation…” Her throat closed up for a moment. “Everything I’ve worked for has been ruined. I still dream of clearing my name and returning to Earth one day.”

      “Hoshhha is a beautiful planet, Ambassador. You could make it your permanent home. Perhaps even marry. My father could arrange a match for you with one of my brothers or uncles.”

      Sasha felt her eyes widen at the mention of marriage. Been there. Done that. Never again. She inhaled a deep breath and stared out the window at the impressive landscape of Shhhini, the capital city of Hoshhha. “Please, Princess Alisss, I wish you would call me Sasha,” she said, changing the subject. She most certainly didn’t want to talk about marriage. “I’m not an ambassador anymore.” Disgraced former ambassador. That’s what the headlines about her said.

      “Very well, but only if you call me Alisss.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      They finished their midday meal in relative silence. Sasha appreciated that Princess Alisss had taken a liking to her. It was nice to have a real friend. After years of working as an ambassador, attending countless political banquets, social functions, and hosting an array of universal leaders at the Earth embassy on Tarrkollia, Sasha could still only count the number of real friends she had on one hand. Those friends were on Earth, but she wouldn’t dare risk their safety by contacting them until she cleared her name.

      If she cleared her name.

      Even if she proved Tarrkollian prince Galik O’Rinn had indeed physically attacked her, she couldn’t dispute the fact that she’d murdered the royal. How was she to have known that hitting him over the head with a vase would kill him? She’d only meant to knock the man out and prevent him from violating her—not kill him and create an intergalactic incident.

      At least she could count on the Hoshhhans to protect her. Several years ago, after she’d hosted one of their ambassadors on Tarrkollia, they’d bestowed her with a Citizenship and Eternal Friendship Award. In the aftermath of the incident with Prince Galik, she’d been lucky to run into a Hoshhhan trader willing to smuggle her off Tarrkollia.

      Hoshhha was a beautiful and peaceful planet. Anyone would be lucky to call this place home, particularly to have a spacious room in the palace that overlooked the capital city and the countryside beyond. But despite the emperor’s continued promises to keep her safe, Sasha would never truly be able to stop looking over her shoulder unless the bounty on her head was lifted and the charges against her were dropped. She also hated that everyone on Tarrkollia and Earth thought she was a murderous traitor. She wished the real reason she wanted to see herself exonerated was because she sought justice—Prince Galik had been in the wrong that night, not her—but the truth was that she couldn’t help but care what people thought of her. It hurt knowing that everyone, aside from her royal Hoshhhan hosts, believed she was a criminal. She couldn’t simply relax and enjoy a life of abundance on a breathtaking planet as if she had not a single care in the universe.

      She had a responsibility to her world and herself to clarify the facts. Human-Tarrkollian relations had suffered since her escape from the alien planet. The last she’d heard, the Earth embassy she’d called home for four years sat empty and all trade between the two planets had ceased. She’d worked hard to bring the two planets and their people together and it had all gone to hell because of a sleazy prince who wouldn’t take no for an answer. She repressed a shudder as she recalled the moment she’d awoken in the middle of the night to the naked royal pressing himself against her. He was the criminal—not her.

      Proof. She needed proof that he was the guilty one. Problem was, she didn’t know how to go about proving her innocence. The only other witness—Prince Galik himself—was dead.

      But she likely wasn’t the first female he’d attacked or harassed. If only she could interview the palace workers and other foreign dignitaries who’d worked with the prince. But managing to set foot on Tarrkollia would be exceedingly difficult, and finding a way into the palace without being recognized would be near impossible. She wanted to prove her innocence, but she didn’t want to get killed in the process.

      Her other option would be to travel to the Universal Alliance Headquarters on Rossina and request an audience with a truth panel, a group of psychic Commoxan judges who could exonerate her. But the chances of reaching the planet without running into a bounty hunter were slim, so slim and dangerous that the emperor of Hoshhha had refused to allow her to attempt the trip.

      “Sasha? Sasha. Sasha,” the princess said, pulling Sasha from her thoughts.

      “I’m sorry? Did you say something, Alisss?”

      “I was wondering if you would like to join me for a walk in the gardens in an hour.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ll have to invite my sisters too, or Father will accuse me of not being polite. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “I would like that. Thank you. Excuse me.” Finished with her meal, Sasha rose to her feet, gave Alisss a polite smile, and exited the private dining room.

      Once back in her room, she strode to the window that overlooked the city. For a brief moment, she allowed herself to imagine making this planet her permanent home. She even imagined marrying one of Princess Alisss’ brothers or uncles. They wouldn’t be able to have children—Hoshhhans and humans could have sex easily enough, or so she’d heard, but they were not able to conceive children together—but perhaps they could adopt. She’d sworn off men and marriage years ago, but Hoshhhan marriages were different from human marriages. Hoshhhan males became strongly bonded to their females, and for as long as they lived, they never considered straying from their marriage vows. A warm glow started to fill her.

      But no. She shook her head to dispel the tempting thoughts, even if all of Princess Alisss’ brothers and uncles were exceedingly handsome and kind. She could not become complacent and give up on her quest to prove her innocence and mend the relations between Earth and Tarrkollia, not to mention give up hope of eventually repairing her tattered reputation.

      One day, Sasha wouldn’t be afraid bounty hunters were coming for her. One day, everyone would know the truth about Prince Galik. And one day, she would be able to travel back to Earth or anywhere else in the universe she wanted with her head held high. Her heart clenched.

      One day.
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        * * *

      

      Vaxxlian warrior Zann wiped the blood from his knife and put it in a holster next to his blaster. He stood above the lifeless body of Freuth, the former warrior who had betrayed their people and helped the Irrcons during the great war, repeatedly transmitting battle plans and other vital information to the enemy. If not for Freuth’s interference, Vaxxlian forces might have been able to prevent the annihilation of Vaxxlia.

      Rage filled Zann when he recalled the fateful hour his home planet of Vaxxlia had been destroyed by a powerful weapon the Irrcons had just developed. He wished he could revive Freuth only to kill him all over again. Nearly every Vaxxlian female had perished during the attack, as well as countless warriors and other Vaxxlian citizens. Children. Far too many children. It was the greatest tragedy his people had ever known.

      As his heart rate returned to normal, Zann sent an encrypted message from his wrist comm to any remaining Vaxxlian hunters who might still be searching for Freuth, though the criminal had boasted that he’d killed nine hunters who’d come for him. If that was true, it meant Zann was the last hunter alive from his unit.

      Next, he sent his commander a short message:

      FREUTH IS DEAD.

      His wrist comm flashed with multiple unread messages from his brothers, but Zann would check them and respond to his brothers at a later time. He had gone dark for nearly a year while he hunted the greatest traitor his people had ever known, not wanting any distractions as he sought to bring Freuth to justice.

      He moved to the mouth of the cave where he’d found Freuth hiding and eyed the sunset. Rays of orange glittered across the ice ponds and the snow-covered treetops. Days on this unnamed planet were short and cold and he looked forward to finally leaving. He zipped up his coat and trudged out into the evening air, heading for his ship, the Yossa, which was hidden on the other side of the nearest mountain.

      If he ran through the night, he would reach his vessel by morning, and he would be able to depart this wretched planet once and for all. He’d been here tracking Freuth for four days, and though the days were short, the bitter cold had made them feel longer than the longest summer day on Vaxxlia used to last.

      His thoughts soon turned to his younger brothers—Deza, Stax, Kirn, and Fynd. He wondered if they had already returned to their new planet, New Vaxx, with the human females who would be their mates. Now that the war was over and the Irrcons defeated, all Vaxxlian warriors had been tasked with finding a human female to claim as a mate, as humans were the only known species compatible with Vaxxlians. He’d departed New Vaxx at the same time as his brothers to search for a mate, only he’d had a top-secret mission to complete before he could begin his quest to find a female.

      His boots crunched in the snow as he raced up the mountain, his limbs aching from his fight with Freuth. He could have killed the disgraced former warrior with a blaster and easily vanquished him, but Zann had wanted to kill Freuth slowly and painfully. The traitor hadn’t deserved a quick death.

      Dark images and memories spiraled through Zann’s mind. The look of fear in Freuth’s eyes as Zann had slashed the blade across his stomach. The frantic gurgling sounds the traitor had made as he eventually choked on his own blood. The sight of Freuth sprawled on the cold floor of the cave, bleeding from multiple wounds while several of his fingers lay next to him.

      Zann had butchered the male over the period of an entire
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