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			This night was mine.

			The party was in full swing: the gossip buzzed along my skin, the music thrummed through the soles of my towering heels, and the crowd flowed around me like a river of colorful silks and gems, bending to me.

			The ballroom itself was the crown jewel of the palace: a transparent crystalline floor, slowly darkening bell-shaped walls, and the blackness above, where a scale holo-map of our star system hovered and sparkled in the air. Directly under the image of Luvos, my homeworld, in the heart of the palace that overlooked our capital city, I stood. I was the center of it all, everything and everyone in my orbit.

			But I had a mission. Heathran Belarius had arrived and was in my sights. I snatched a glittering goblet from a passing platter and downed the contents, which lent me extra fire. Not that I felt like I needed it, particularly. Not even the heir to the galaxy’s most powerful family would be able to withstand my charm, despite how forbidding he looked in his dark purple suit and gold cravat, which perfectly offset his near-black skin. His flat eyes scanned the crowd, seeking…

			
			Someone stepped in front of me, cutting off my view of Heathran in the scintillating crowd. The words of dismissal rose on my tongue, ready to be bared.

			“Marsius!” I said instead as I recognized my little brother. “I was about to greet Heathran. We have very important business to discuss.”

			The dismissal sheathed in my words didn’t escape him, and he made a face. “You never discuss important business. You probably want to talk about clothes or the latest gossip vid or”—his face distorted further—“kissing or something.”

			“Or something,” I said as patiently as I could manage, suppressing the desire to put my hands around his throat and squeeze. Amazing how an eleven-year-old could try to be so belittling to his superiors. “And since you’ve made your distaste for such topics plain, why don’t you run along and leave me to it?” Tousling his brown hair, I looked over his head to find Heathran slowly migrating from where he’d stood near the ballroom entrance. He wasn’t getting much farther from me, but he wasn’t getting any closer, either.

			“Because you should be discussing important business,” Marsius said, dodging out from under my hand and drawing my eyes back to him once again.

			I tried not to grind my teeth in impatience. Tonight was for smiling. “Oh? And I suppose you’re here to tell me what that is. Let me guess,” I said, giving him a taste of his own belittling medicine. “Now that I’m heiress, you’ll want more sweets at dinner, and your favorite team to be declared the unending victors—”

			
			“Sol,” Marsius interrupted with a frustrated jerk of his head, “just because I’m younger than you doesn’t mean I’m stupid. And I know you’re not stupid either, even though you act like it most of the time.” He hurried on after my eyes involuntarily widened, misreading my surprise for anger, most likely. “Which is why I’ve been trying to talk to you for weeks. I have a plan.”

			“For how to get more cake on the menu?” I asked dismissively, trying to move around him.

			He planted himself in front of me once again, a miniature version of all the men in dress suits who’d been trying to force my attention to their plans, of late. “I can help you. We can help each other. I know that you don’t really want to be heiress, that you didn’t want Nev to be exiled.” His voice grew ragged over the name. Of course. This was about Nev, our older brother and mutual grievance. “I think we need Nev back. I know I can convince him to return, but Father won’t listen to me.”

			I sighed. Clearly, Marsius didn’t grasp the severity of the situation. “Nev forced Father to disinherit and exile him. Our brother betrayed us for a commoner girl, and you know exactly how many soldiers and Bladeguards he killed in the process. And our family has been an absolute disaster since he was exiled. You think I don’t pay attention to important business, hm?” I asked, flicking him lightly on his silver cravat, which seemed too grand for his lanky neck. “Well, our finances have taken a dive, our research into Shadow has stalled, and everyone is moping about like you.”

			“But what are you doing to elevate it?”

			“Alleviate it, you mean?” I asked, smirking as he flushed. He might want to play at being an adult, but there was nothing like an older sister to remind him he wasn’t one. I tossed my shining golden curls. “By being a pleasant diversion. How do you like my party?” I didn’t wait for him to answer; his expression was answer enough. “Don’t fret, Marsius. I promise to talk to Father about Nev.”

			
			Despite my not specifying when, he brightened. “Really? I can—”

			“You can enjoy yourself, like other kids your age are doing.”

			“But—”

			“You can help, I know. You’ll help by leaving me in peace right now.” It sounded churlish, but I was out of patience. Before Marsius could make even more of a scene, I stepped around him, and bumped right into someone else. A broad chest blocked my view, another dark suit. I wanted to run them through with my smile…and then my sharpness melted entirely.

			“Father!”

			“Solara,” he said, giving me a nod. “Marsius.”

			There was no mistaking the dismissal in how he said my little brother’s name, and no avoiding it for Marsius. He bowed his head and dodged off through the crowd, sending me one last pleading look. I didn’t acknowledge it. Too bad Father hadn’t dismissed me with him. I could have gone straight for Heathran, who was drifting away from me, now that he’d seen who was speaking to me.

			Nothing killed the potential for romance like a father—and a king, no less.

			Father stood, regarding me for a moment, taking in the daring cut of my dress with a disapproving twitch of his eyelid. His own suit was the model of a Dracorte king’s, darkest of blues, subtly embossed with our family emblem at the cuffs, less subtly layered in silver embroidery and military medals that no doubt indicated something grand about his person. The ensemble looked as stiff and uncompromising as he was, though the sharpness of his Dracorte-silver eyes looked dull from the pressure of recent events.

			
			He surprised me by holding out his hand. “Will you honor me with a dance?”

			He hadn’t paid any attention to me yet this evening, never mind that this was the party celebrating that he’d declared me his heiress. Perhaps he was too busy silently mourning his previous heir.

			And perhaps he was right to.

			I stilled the thrill of both anticipation and apprehension that came with Father’s attention, and took his hand. “The honor is mine.”

			“We need to talk.” Of course, he wouldn’t want to simply dance with his daughter. He was here because he wanted something, just like everyone else. The music and our choreographed motions would cover any disturbance between us.

			“If this is about that peace accord you wanted me to study, please, spare me. I’ll get to it soon.” Actually, I already knew it back to front, but even if I’d wanted to tell him that, he likely wouldn’t have believed me. I hadn’t exactly cultivated the image of studious daughter.

			Father led me into the first couple steps of the dance. For a flaring, astonishing second, I wished he would just move with me to the music and keep his mouth shut, and not only because I knew I wouldn’t like whatever he was going to say. He was a skilled dancer, and I could almost imagine enjoying myself. But the feeling, and any chance of that happening, passed.

			
			“It’s about your Rendering, and your Flight,” he said. “You need to complete these important rites of passage for anyone to truly take you seriously as heiress.”

			That was almost enough to make both my feet and my smile slip. I hadn’t expected him to want me to pass the test of the Rendering at all, or complete a Flight—a solo mission to bring something of value back to the family—quite so quickly. “I had some thoughts on where I could go on my Flight to improve diplomatic ties with our family, but—”

			“That wouldn’t be to Embra, would it?” Father said flatly, with a sardonic lift of one brow.

			Embra was the Belarius homeworld. Heathran’s. Father thought I wanted to use an honored family tradition in order to go flirt. He was taking me as seriously as Marsius was.

			I carried on, ignoring both him and my white-hot flash of rage. “But surely you don’t expect me to complete the Rendering. Nev did that when he was eight!”

			He spun me in a circle. “All the more reason you should be able to admirably undergo it at age eighteen.”

			I laughed as I came back to him, though I wished I could scream. “You expect me, in these heels, to stand around with weights on my shoulders for an entire night in front of an audience just to prove I can?”

			“It’s to prove your dedication to—”

			“I know the symbolism,” I snapped, my cheerful façade breaking for just a moment. “And I know my dedication to my family and my subjects can be demonstrated in other ways.” I couldn’t help a smirk. “Have Marsius stand in for me. He’s young and resilient.”

			No one else would have noticed, but Father missed a beat. “You can’t be serious. You would allow your little brother to accept your burden?”

			
			“It’s called a joke, Father dear,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Must every moment be serious unto death?”

			Father’s face was a perfect mask for the dancers around us. “I’m disheartened to see that being made heiress has done nothing for your sense of responsibility or decorum.”

			My hand clenched sharply in his. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do more, tear away or crush his fingers. Would that I could do either without causing a scene.

			Father shot me a disapproving look at what he probably perceived as a childish show of emotion. “However, I can’t say as I’m surprised. Which is why I’ve just come from speaking with Gavros.”

			Whatever they’d spoken of, then, it couldn’t be good. “Gavros…” I acted as though I couldn’t quite place the name. “Gavros Dracorte? The general? Some second cousin or another of yours?”

			“He’s a royal of the finest breeding, and of the highest military distinction. Qualities which will make him an excellent match.”

			Match. The word was like a punch to the stomach. “For whom?” I asked, even though I knew.

			“For you, of course. Don’t be obtuse.”

			It took everything I had not to come to a halt, to let him lead me in a few more steps. To follow like an animal to the slaughter. “But he’s old.” Gavros was younger than Father by a score of years, but he was still over twice my age.

			“He is hale and in his prime, with an unparalleled grasp of strategy. You’ll find his intellectual prowess stimulating,” Father insisted in that tone of his, as if he could direct gravity to weigh more heavily upon me. “Anyway, you knew long ago that your eventual royal partner wouldn’t be someone you’ve flirted with at a party.” His eyes flicked in Heathran’s direction. “And you can never pollute the Dracorte name with another royal line. Not even one that some may see as superior to ours.”

			
			I didn’t bother telling him that I agreed. I took a deep breath and murmured quietly, “That’s why I never intend to marry.”

			Father paused for less than a beat this time, as if he was ready for combat. “You will put the stability of the entire system at risk for a childish whim?” Weighty or not, his voice was still calm. Rather, it was my hand that twitched in his again. Childish whim? Hadn’t Nev been the one to give up the throne over an infatuation, putting us all in this position in the first place? “Solara, we are talking about the fate of our family, not a game.”

			True. The game was up.

			“Perhaps you’re right.” My vision glossed in tears, and I lifted my lids enough so that only Father might see them, looking entirely vulnerable despite how he might hate it. I kept my voice low. “I’m not ready for this, especially not marriage. Nev had his whole life to prepare for rule, to accept the responsibility. I thought I would have more time to adjust.”

			But Father hadn’t given me any time.

			“We’re not talking about him,” Father growled under his breath, sending me into another spin that was a little too fast.

			“Why aren’t we?” I’d promised Marsius, after all. It was just happening sooner than I’d expected. “Everyone thinks Nev should be here instead of me, only no one is saying it aloud.” I held Father’s eyes as he led me in a complex series of steps, and he blinked first. I’d watched him stare down my brothers more times than I could count, but he’d never managed the same with me. “If you believe I’m not cut out for ruling, then just say so.”

			“Nevarian”—he had a difficult time saying the name—“is a traitor to the throne. Your throne, someday, even though you seem not to care much about it. I don’t want to hear his name again.” This lapse in Nev’s duty was a failure to be taken so seriously it couldn’t even be discussed, not childishness, as he saw my own shortcomings. Even as a disappointment, Nev had done better than I, in Father’s eyes. “He is no longer our concern.”

			
			Father sounded like he meant it, but my older brother still had worth to many here, not the least of whom were Mother and Marsius. Many people still looked to him, idolized him, even in his absence, even after all the damage he’d done to our capital, Dracorva.

			No one would take me seriously as his replacement. I cast a glance at the farthest planet in the model of our system, its sun a faint spark at the distant edge of the ceiling, nearly lost in darkness, where Nev was spending his exile with his common girl.

			“Erratic, irresponsible notions such as these are all the more reason for you to make haste in marrying,” Father continued. “Gavros will be able to support you, guide you in decisions—”

			Rule for you, make you into a figurehead.

			“I refuse to marry him, or anyone.” My voice turned to steel, slicing through the lecture and making Father blink and miss another step. “And you can’t make me.”

			He stared for a long moment. I could see the flash of desperation, as brief as the twitch of my hand, in his eyes. Our family was in peril, and yet he viewed me, a young woman assuming the throne alone, as its greatest danger. In that moment, if there was a way he could have forced me to marry, I knew he would have.

			And I hated him for it.

			“You yourself just conceded that you aren’t ready for this responsibility,” Father said slowly, “and yet you refuse my solution. What exactly are you proposing?”

			
			“If I need help, there is one person who has trained for this from birth—if no longer to rule, then to advise me as I rule, from behind the throne. His failures will be hidden in my shadow, and his strengths will become mine. We need to go to Alaxak.” My voice didn’t waver now. “That will be my Flight. And”—I swallowed—“I promise I’ll complete the Rendering afterward.”

			Father only had to see Nev again and he would understand. No doubt he believed Nev to be an unforgivable traitor. But perhaps not before he would at least try to treat with him. Try to see him differently, despite his past behavior—the same courtesy he refused to extend to me.

			When he met Mother’s eyes across the ballroom, I knew then that he would do it. Mother missed Nev. Underneath all her layers of prim and proper, she was completely sentimental at heart. Father missed him too, but the difference was that she’d admit it.

			The music swelled. Despite losing Heathran for the moment, the night was indeed mine.
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			I was home. Not only was I in my captain’s quarters on the Kaitan, but the ship was docked on Alaxak, in my village harbor, Gamut. I stretched on the furs of my bunk, still drowsy from my afternoon nap after a furious Shadow-fishing schedule had kept us up all night. I wasn’t ready to be awake, but a knock at the door sent me sitting up.

			“Hey?” I answered.

			I knew who it would be before I heard his voice. “It’s me.”

			“Hi,” I said as Nev entered without waiting.

			Ancestors, but the sight of him still took my breath away, even with how easily he slipped in that door these days, even with the scraggly beard he now wore as a partial disguise against casual observers. The startling silver-gray eyes, so bright they nearly glowed, the sculpted face, the perfect waves of light brown hair my fingers itched to touch. The fact that all these features came from very particular bloodlines didn’t seem to bother me anymore. Not much, anyway.

			
			I stood up as he entered, and before I knew what was happening, his arms were around me, and he was crushing me to his chest.

			Whoa. I still wasn’t used to this. And, Great Collapse, he was strong.

			“I missed you,” he breathed into my hair.

			I let out a strangled laugh. “You saw me all day—er, night. And you’re also squeezing the air from my lungs.”

			“Sorry.” He loosened his hold but didn’t let me go, perching his chin on the top of my head. “And I was around you. It’s not the same.”

			“Well, we can’t exactly be doing this in the middle of a Shadow run. We might as well fly straight into a star.”

			Nev’s arms slipped away from me. Maybe he’d sensed my stiffness. I didn’t mind his presence here—in fact, part of me wanted it to be a more permanent arrangement. But the tension from the previous run was still too fresh in my mind.

			Instead of talking about any of that, he said, “Come out with me.”

			I blinked at him. “Where?”

			“There’s a bonfire on the beach tonight.” He playfully tugged my arm toward the door. “You know, you led me to believe this place was dreadfully boring—and I thought it was too, when I was here by myself. But I now know that I was just never invited to where the real fun was.”

			I sighed. “I don’t go to these things often myself. I mean, I’m invited, but…”

			Not many people wanted me around. Everyone knew what happened to people in my family. It happened to other families too, even on other planets near concentrations of Shadow, but my family was one of the oldest on Alaxak, our Shadow grounds the biggest. Now only Arjan and I were left of the Uvgamuts. We were like missiles ready to explode.

			
			Not so fun at parties.

			That didn’t stop Nev. “All the more reason for you to come,” he said.

			Somehow, I let him drag me out the door and off the ship. “Wait, the rest of your disguise,” I said as we headed down the ramp that stretched to the dock.

			His new beard wasn’t enough to mask him, though it helped. He paused to slip in the flat brown contacts and bite down on a capsule, both of which he always carried with him now. His features altered in seconds, almost like they were shifting slightly on his face, and then we were good to go.

			The walk down to the beach was freezing, crystalline, stunning. I’d seen it many times, but alongside Nev, an outsider, I viewed it with new eyes. The night sky was black velvet glittering with gems, with a sash of shimmering, colorful light across the expanse—the far-off molecular clouds. The two moons shone like spotlights. Our breath fogged the air as we stared up at it all, walking hand in hand and trying not to trip over rocks, chunks of ice, or driftwood on the path from the dock down to the beach. Gamut itself was a collection of softly glowing orbs beyond the shore, as were the lights of various starships along the dock.

			The ocean was a humming whoosh in our ears, and for a second, I didn’t know if I’d ever been anywhere more perfectly beautiful. In that moment, I forgot everything that was bothering me.

			Until Nev finally brought it up.

			“I know today—last night—was difficult. I know the crew hasn’t entirely accepted me, especially Arjan, and since he’s your brother, you might find that particularly troubling.” He spoke quickly, as if to get it all out before I could stop him—deny it, even though there was nothing to deny. He and Arjan had been at each other’s throats the entire run. “But we can do this,” Nev finished.

			
			This. That little word held so much. And I got the feeling that Nev had intended it to. What was this? Nev, living and working on my ship, my planet? The two of us together, not just as captain and crew, but as something more? Building a future we could both share, despite coming from completely different places?

			I wasn’t even quite sure what that future would look like. I didn’t know if I could share the responsibilities of captaining the Kaitan with Nev, or if he could give up all remnants of his old life to accept them. Even if we could, would we make our union more official? I’d never let myself consider something like marriage before. I never thought I’d live long enough.

			I still didn’t know if I would, but for some reason, the threat of death was no longer enough to keep me from toying with the possibilities.

			“I didn’t bring you out here to talk about that, though,” he said, helping me over a particularly large driftwood log, pale as bone in the night. No one usually helped me step over things; he only got away with it because he was holding my hand. Still, I somehow liked it. Which meant my brain was definitely turning into a puddle of sickly sweet goop.

			“So what do you want to talk about?”

			“Anything. We haven’t had much time for simple conversation with so much outside interference.” As if our coping with his exile and fishing for Shadow were only outside interference—but in the darkness, I caught Nev’s grin, which let me know he was joking. “Why, Miss Uvgamut, courtship usually involves getting to know one another, flirtatious banter, flattery, starlit walks…”

			
			I tried to suppress my own grin. “Is that what this is—courtship?” Nev looked at me so seriously for a moment that my cheeks grew warmer than should have been possible out here. I went on quickly. “Well, whoever wrote your courtship manuals probably didn’t plan for it to be below freezing. Or for giant logs and pebble beaches in place of crystal floors and hand-tailored gowns,” I teased, as he struggled up onto another log that was waist-high. The bonfire winked at us in the distance from beyond it.

			“Oh, I don’t think any Dracorvan courtship manual would have covered someone like you. You’re one of a kind, I’m afraid.” He stuck his hand down for me, but I ignored it and vaulted up onto the log instead.

			“Is this the flattery part of the flirtatious banter?”

			Nev laughed loudly, his unrestrained amusement ringing all around us, and I realized I loved that sound.

			His hands slid along my arms, top to bottom. It didn’t matter that I was buried in layers of fur-lined leather; his touch made me shiver. “I can’t believe I ever thought flattery would work on you,” he said. “Remember when we first met? You told me if I sucked up any harder, you’d think you were in a vacuum.”

			Now I couldn’t keep from grinning. “Who knows, maybe it did work.”

			“Should I try again, then?” He cleared his throat theatrically and swept his hand to his heart. “You fly a ship better than a Bladeguard wields a Disruption Blade, and you lead your crew like a seasoned general—”

			My own laugh rang out now. “Ancestors, no. Stop!”

			“So then let’s get to know each other instead.”

			
			I looked away as his eyes grew more intense again. Unlike him, I didn’t magically have the right words for these types of situations. “Nev, I think it’s safe to say we know each other.”

			He shrugged. “I know what you sound like when you’re afraid. I know what you look like when you think you’re about to die.” Before everything could get too serious, he added, “What I don’t know is what your favorite color is.”

			I was about to answer something teasing, until I thought about it for a second. “You know, I’m not entirely sure. Wait, yes, I am. It’s the cloudy silvery-blue of glacial runoff. You?”

			“Somewhat similar to yours, actually: aquamarine, because it reminds me of Luvos’s sky and oceans.” At the mention of his home planet—the home he could never see again—my smile dropped away. Nev noticed, and his own smile quickly filled in for mine. “Moving on. Hm, you’ll probably throw me off this log if I ask what your favorite flower is.”

			“Hey, don’t assume I don’t like flowers,” I said with mock indignation, then seized his shoulders and threw him off the log. Unfortunately, Nev was too fast and dragged me with him. We both went tumbling in sand that was part windblown snow and crusty ice.

			Nev took advantage of our tumble and pinned my shoulders to the ground, leaning on top of me while he was at it. The stars sparkled in his hair. My breath caught, and not just because of his weight on my chest. It didn’t matter that his eyes were dull, his nose was a bit crooked, and his jaw, cheekbones, and brow looked off. Whatever it was inside that made him shone out like a sun and drew me in like nothing else could.

			“This is where I’m supposed to compliment your beauty and try to kiss you,” he said, his words warm, foggy caresses on my cheeks. “But because you’re you and I’m me…” He sprinkled snow on my neck, where it trickled down the back of my fur hood.

			
			I squeaked and threw him off me. He sat up, but he was laughing so hard he couldn’t stand.

			“Now I know what you sound like when you squeak,” he said, gasping. “See, learning new things.”

			I tossed a handful of snow at his face. While he was busy trying to block, then spitting and wiping his eyes, I rolled to my feet and stuck out a hand, for him this time.

			“Mr. Dracorte,” I said in the finest courtly tone I could muster, which was probably laughable. Instead of laughing, he blinked at me in surprise. Mr. sounded so strange with Dracorte, but I wasn’t about to call him Prince or Your Highness. I didn’t think he would want me to, either. “Might you escort me to the bonfire?”

			He grinned and took my hand. After I pulled him to his feet, he kept hold of it. I looked at him, feeling suddenly shy. “It’s a snow-whisper. My favorite flower. They don’t look like much, just these tiny, pale pink blossoms, but they actually bloom on snow. You can even find them in Gamut in early spring.”

			His voice was low. “I would very much like to find some with you, when the time comes. But for now…”

			The bonfire was a massive orange beacon, beckoning us through the darkness between the waves and the shore. I could hear the thrumming of music even at a distance. Some bonfires were the quieter kind, with mingling and conversation. Some, like this one, were for only one purpose. The silhouettes of heavily clad figures leapt and spun—so different from the confined forms of the royal dances that I’d suffered through on Luvos, but no less skillful. Pounding, whipping feet kicked up sand in time to a powerful drumbeat backed by a half-dozen other instruments and a singer with a lovely, smoky voice.

			
			Nev leaned close, his breath a husky murmur in my ear that made me buzz. “I want to dance with you.”

			I didn’t—couldn’t—resist as we drew near and the music took hold of us. Nev swept me up in his arms, sending us into something like a skipping waltz, but looser, freer. I was still terrible at it, but I threw my head back and laughed, my hair spilling out of my hood. Fire and the shadows of other dancers spun in the night. I couldn’t tell who they were, and I didn’t care. Mostly, all I could see was Nev’s flame-glowing face, which didn’t even look strange to me anymore.

			He bent his head and kissed my cheek, then neck, trying to nuzzle deeper into the layers. His lips were chilly, but I’d never felt so warm. Definitely different from how we’d danced before. Even here, in the darkness, I was suddenly conscious of who might be watching us. Sure enough, somebody whooped, but it didn’t matter.

			Nev pulled away for a second, his eyes glowing even behind his contacts in the firelight. Then, finally, he kissed me on the lips, first softly, then deeply, his tongue joining mine and carrying on the dance. My heart, my body, and the very air pounded with the beat. My head spun, but it felt like the entire planet was shifting around us.

			The motion of his lips paused, his mouth alongside my face, his breath panting. “Qole.” He swallowed, started again, and my pulse leapt, as if attached to his words by a string. “Qole, I think I lo—”

			A harsh beeping shredded what he was about to say, wrenching both our eyes open. It was coming from our comms, from Nev’s on his wrist and mine clipped to the inside of my coat.

			
			Nev opened the line before I could.

			“What?” he snapped.

			“Sorry to disturb you, Your Highness.” My older brother’s tone made me wince. “But Basra has just informed me that there’s a spike in Shadow activity. I know working for a living might be an unfamiliar concept for you, but it’s time to fish.”

			I cut in before Nev could say something to irritate Arjan further. “Thanks for letting us know. Prep the ship. We’ll be right there.”
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			Death was headed straight for us once again.

			“Arjan, look out!” I shouted into the comm.

			I could see his skiff against the bright, rainbow hues of the molecular clouds through the viewport ringing my captain’s station on the much bigger Kaitan. My brother was towing a glowing net between his ship and ours while banking around other asteroids and debris. Except he hadn’t seen the giant rock whirling straight for our net.

			The net was only meant to hold Shadow, the energy source we were trying to harvest. Not asteroids. Never mind the damage that would cause to our new net—but the tension of the impact would draw Arjan’s skiff and the Kaitan together, as if we were weights at the end of a string, flinging us into each other.

			Arjan cursed and barrel-rolled, twisting the cables around each other and collapsing the surface area of the shimmering mag-field. But not fast enough. The cables still glanced off the asteroid. The Kaitan shuddered, and his skiff lurched violently. He barely managed to straighten out in time before colliding head-on with yet another asteroid.

			
			Just another day fishing for Shadow in the Alaxak Asteroid Sea.

			“Sorry. I assumed he’d seen it, or I would have shot it,” Eton said from his perch up in the weapons turret.

			“Great Collapse, Arjan,” I said, “that was too close. Watch your blind spot!”

			“Captain, word choice,” Basra warned off-comm from his station below me, visible through the grating under my feet. The gender-fluid, slightly slouched twenty-five-year-old beneath me was not only the best trader in the galaxy and so knew how to read people like infopads, but he was also Arjan’s boyfriend. Or girlfriend, depending. His appearance and expression were neutral at the moment, only his eyes sharp in his handsome, coppery face.

			It was too late to take back my words.

			“Yeah, well”—my brother’s voice was bitter, cracking, furious—“that’s a little hard when I’m missing an eye.”

			Sure enough, the asteroid had been on his left, on the side where he now wore a leather eye patch to cover the empty socket. I usually tried to position the Kaitan so the mag-field net wasn’t on his left, but sometimes it was simply impossible.

			“I offered to be his spotter,” Nev muttered from the copilot station. That console had never been used until now, except by me as a child when I’d watch my father fly. I didn’t turn to look at him, trying to keep my focus. I wasn’t used to having company up here.

			My hand tightened on the throttle. Nev’s past—a royal among us commoners—made it difficult for some of the crew to accept him. Maybe, in some ways, for me too. And somehow it was even harder to accept him here in the copilot’s chair than it was in my captain’s quarters. Our differences were easier to ignore behind closed doors, without an audience.

			
			For Arjan, having anyone in the skiff, helping him fly, would have been much worse: an admission. My brother couldn’t fly nearly as well now. He was putting us all at risk. I’d been trying to give him time to adjust, but I couldn’t deny it anymore.

			I eased off the throttle, making our course less deadly and forcing Arjan, on the other side of the net, to slow with me.

			I hoped Nev would keep quiet, but he added, more loudly, “Maybe next time, you’ll let me—”

			“I don’t need your help, Prince,” Arjan hissed through the comm. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough already, hey?”

			I tensed. Nev’s guilt over what had happened was huge, as was his desire for forgiveness, his hope that he was one of us now.

			The word prince made it clear that he was not. Not forgiven, not one of us.

			“Nev doesn’t have to be the key,” Basra said crisply from below. “You know I can help you. Bionic replacements are—”

			“Astronomically expensive,” Arjan shot right back. “I don’t feel like being indebted to any more rich people, unlike some of us.”

			Both Basra and I sat back in unison. I wondered if he felt as stung as I did. Basra wasn’t just a rich person. He was also deeply in love with Arjan.

			I felt stung for a different reason. Yes, I’d used some of Nev’s remaining funds to rebuild the Kaitan. Not only had I repaired all the damage we’d taken and installed a new mag-field net, but I’d upgraded the ship’s electronics, weapon systems, and containment hold.

			The latter was now strong enough to contain a large amount of Shadow until it could be pumped off. This way, we didn’t need a loader—someone who had to risk their life near-constantly by filling smaller canisters with a substance that could drive them mad or burn them to ash in a heartbeat. Nev was probably happy to pay for that, since I’d first hired him on as our loader, back before we knew he was a prince. Before everything had fallen apart.

			
			But it wasn’t like I’d just accepted his charity. He was the reason the ship was in shambles in the first place, and part of the reason Arjan was missing an eye. He owed us, not the other way around.

			And yet Arjan refused to accept anything from him or anyone else.

			“Just get the damned bionic eye, Arjan, so you can stop nearly killing us.”

			Great Collapse. Leave it to Telu to speak the truth nobody else wanted to. Our hacker, my childhood friend, sat at a station near Basra’s, her eyes focused on her feeds, alert for any drones she would have to reroute. The spike of black hair slashing her face and the stark lines of the tattoo around one eye made her look as sharp as she was.

			“How about you stop being a bitch—” Arjan began.

			“How about,” Eton snarled through the comm, “I shut you all up with a few plasma missiles?” We had those now, thanks to Nev. Even Eton, my huge surly weapons tech, grudgingly appreciated those upgrades. Still, he couldn’t keep from adding, “Or maybe we can all agree to just launch Nev out of the airlock, and I shoot him instead.”

			“All right, pack her up,” I said. “Get back to the ship, Arjan.”

			“What?” Arjan demanded. “No, we need to finish this run. We still need to make our own money, remember?”

			“If you guys are going to bicker like children, we’re going home. Children can’t make Shadow runs. You act like this, we’ll actually die, not just nearly die.”

			
			“But—”

			“Now,” I snarled.

			Only the roar of his engines answered me. The skiff shot forward, and I had to lay on the throttle myself to keep up.

			“Arjan!”

			“I can’t hear you!” he called. “Comm is cutting out.”

			That was a steaming pile of scat, and he knew it. It would serve him right if I didn’t keep up and let him reach the end of his tether to come to a neck-whipping halt, but I didn’t want to hurt our equipment. There was no way I’d be willing to ask Nev to buy us a second net.

			Maybe its destruction would be unavoidable, because Arjan was heading right for an even denser cluster of asteroids, interwoven with thick bands of Shadow that flowed in a glittering purple-black river against the brightness of the molecular clouds in the background. Both Basra and Telu swore beneath me. A run like that would have been tough in the old days. Now, as much as I hated to admit it, it would be nigh impossible.

			“Yeah, I know,” I said in response.

			“Qole,” Nev said, his tone calm but edged with concern. “That won’t only be difficult for Arjan. Remember to let me help you. You’re not alone.”

			The problem was, even back when Nev hadn’t been up here, I hadn’t felt alone. I’d had help; it just wasn’t of the human variety.

			I sensed it, as Arjan careened toward the rivers of Shadow in his skiff: the ripple, as if he’d reached out to touch it. My brother had been avoiding any blatant use of Shadow longer than I had, but now his need to prove himself seemed to be overcoming his fear of the substance and what it could do to us. His very rational fear.

			
			Despite that, it called to me—or at least to the Shadow already inside me, lining my bones and veins like soot after generations of my people’s exposure. I wanted to answer. But that was why Nev was here. With his support, I wasn’t supposed to purposefully draw on large amounts of it or ignore it, because either extreme seemed to trigger hallucinations and bone-deep weariness or violent mood swings. But it was a fine line to walk, especially if that line traversed an asteroid field.

			My hands tightened on the controls, my focus sharpening.

			“Qole…,” Nev repeated.

			“You’re a decent pilot, Nev, but you’re not this good,” I said through gritted teeth.

			“I don’t have to be. I just have to help you be good enough.”

			“I’m going to use it if I have to, Nev. I can’t let him kill himself.”

			“You won’t have to,” Telu said. “I can hack his controls, force him to return.” She spoke over the comm, not caring that Arjan could hear.

			I shook my head, even though she wasn’t looking up at me. “That could get him killed, we’re already too deep in the asteroid field. He needs full control. Eton, be ready to blast the net apart if it catches and he’s in trouble.”

			“Roger,” Eton responded, “though I might not be able to get it in time.”

			“Idiot,” Basra murmured. “If he doesn’t die, I believe I may kill him.”

			“Get in line,” I said.

			But Arjan didn’t die. The skiff rolled and dipped, pivoted and rose. He wasn’t just threading a needle; he was threading a dozen at the same time. He must be using so much Shadow, his eye would be fully black with it by now.

			
			What he was doing was amazing, and yet keeping up with him in the Kaitan was even harder. The skiff was far smaller and more maneuverable. I heard the roar of photon blasts as Eton shot debris out of my way, while I did my best to dodge the bigger asteroids. Nev was my backup, his hands sure and swift on the controls, adding thrust where I needed it and giving me an extra pair of eyes. He watched readouts I couldn’t pay attention to and made minor adjustments to avoid collisions that wouldn’t have been fatal but would have caused damage.

			“Large one, fast approaching, bearing one-three-seven—blasted hell!” Nev shouted, as I barely reacted in time. The surface of the asteroid came so close to the viewport I could have counted the craters in its surface before it went whizzing by.

			I ground my teeth. I could still do this without…

			Then I saw the drone, breaking away from the other side of the asteroid where it had been clinging. It must have been powered down so Telu couldn’t detect its signal, but I’d gotten too close to its defense field.

			Drones didn’t like that. Without a hacker, there wasn’t much to do but run as fast as you could. Attacking a drone would lead more than just that one to retaliate, since they responded to destructive threats by beaming alert signals to their companions. Not even their masters could reprogram that function, not since the know-how to do so was lost in the Great Collapse. Hundreds of thousands of drones interlaced the systems, and they could theoretically overwhelm any fleet. But we had a hacker.

			
			Telu cursed. “Sneaky bastard!” And then to me, she said, “On it.”

			But not even Telu could hack its programming fast enough and send it on another course of action. The drone, three times the size of the Kaitan, launched straight for us.

			Everyone cursed then. Tentacles waving, plasma-rimmed maw gaping, the drone lashed out at our ship. Without thinking, I threw the Kaitan into a maneuver that kept us from being rent in half, and heard Arjan shout over the comms.

			Right. He was attached to us, and I’d sent him whipping. We usually only encountered dangerous drones with advanced warning and full maneuverability—as in, without the skiff deployed. I couldn’t move without taking Arjan into account during Shadow runs either, but unlike asteroids, this drone wouldn’t stick to a simple trajectory that we could both predict.

			“Sorry, Cap, this is weird,” Telu said through gritted teeth. “Its programming isn’t responding like normal. It’s almost like…Just gimme one more second.”

			Nev wasn’t enough. Even together, we would never be good enough. Blackness flickered at the edges of my vision. It wasn’t the darkness of space outside, but the darkness within me.

			Everything was suddenly sharper, clearer, moving more slowly. I dodged the next five asteroids and the drone, and kept in line with Arjan with ease, dancing and skimming around everything like light over the ocean’s surface, all without tangling our net. If Arjan had threaded a dozen needles with the skiff, I was weaving an entire tapestry with the Kaitan. Eton didn’t even have to fire.

			In the seconds that could have just as easily spelled our deaths, Telu had time to hack and reprogram the drone, and it went shooting off into the blackness. For a moment, all of us, even Arjan, just breathed.

			
			“Qole…,” Nev began.

			“Don’t. Just don’t. Not now.”

			“Okay,” he said, and I could feel him turning back to his feeds. “But after.”

			At least now we all knew there would be an after.
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			By the time Arjan strode onto the bridge with a triumphant grin on his face, our new containment hold was filled to bursting with Shadow. Not that it improved my mood. All of us were waiting for him on the bridge, in fact, in a line like a firing squad.

			He was much healthier than he had been even a couple of weeks ago, standing tall and looking more filled out, only fading pink scars lacing his tawny skin where there had once been angry red wounds. But his eye…that would never heal without help. His black hair, once shoulder length, was chopped short and spiky to keep it out of the eye patch.

			His grin fell when he saw the looks on all our faces. “Oh, come on.”

			He especially avoided Basra’s gaze, but with a stubborn set to his mouth. He’d known Basra would be furious but had acted anyway. Maybe even because it would infuriate Basra. Arjan wasn’t only resentful because Basra was rich, but because Arjan hadn’t known he was, not while they shared the same ship as crew, or even after they started sharing the same bunk.

			Basra glanced at me, as if saying, After you.

			I tried to keep my voice level without much success. “You disobeyed a direct order and put the rest of us in jeopardy—”

			
			Arjan’s eye narrowed a fraction. “I couldn’t hear you clearly.”

			“Like hell you couldn’t!” I snarled at him, unable to resist stamping my foot while I was at it. “We just had those systems replaced. Don’t you dare lie to me.”

			“Never mind that you’re lying to yourself.”

			Before I could ask him what that was supposed to mean, Telu said, “The comm channels were as clear as deep space, Arjan. I would know, since that’s part of my job to monitor them.”

			He shot her a look reminiscent of the obscenity he’d spat at her earlier, then said, “What’s the big deal anyway? I pulled off the run, and outmaneuvered a drone.”

			I broke our formation to march right up to him, jabbing a finger in his chest. “No, you didn’t. Shadow did.”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, so what? It’s our blasted curse, so why not use it to our advantage while we can, at least?”

			Curse was one thing he had right. My father and mother had gone mad and died in their early forties. My oldest brother, Onai, had followed them at twenty-five. Arjan was twenty-one and I was seventeen. At the rate we’d been going…who knew?

			“Why not? Are you serious, Arjan?”

			“Maybe you can pretend you don’t need it anymore, but tell me how else I could have done that, how else I could keep doing what I’ve always done.” With only one eye, he didn’t add, but we all heard it. His anger took on a desperate note, and he tossed his head at Nev. “Just because you’re using him as a crutch, he’s not going to be mine.”

			My breath hissed in between my teeth. “Oh, so instead you want to use the thing that will kill you?”

			
			“I’d rather be dead than a Dracorte pawn for another second. What is he doing here, anyway?” He gestured violently at Nev this time. “He’s a royal! These are his family’s drones, in case you’ve forgotten. He doesn’t belong on this ship with us. He grew up in a blasted palace with everything he could have ever wanted, with servants feeding him off gold platters and armies shielding him from any real danger.”

			Nev would never defend himself, but Telu snorted. “He doesn’t have any of that anymore. Remember, he helped the rest of us rip his palace half apart to get you out of there.”

			“I was there because of him,” Arjan spat back. And, unfortunately, my brother had been too out of it to see what Nev had done, what he had sacrificed, to help rescue him. Being told something and experiencing it were two very different things.

			But Telu knew. “Still, he gave it all up. For us.”

			“No, he gave it all up because his father, the king, exiled him on pain of death,” Eton said, casting his disapproving scowl in Nev’s direction, this time…but not before glancing at me.

			Not that again. I was so sick of Eton’s attempts to tear down Nev in front of me to make himself look…what? Stronger? More loyal? The better protector of the crew?

			Telu turned on Eton with her own ferocious glare. “Nev chose us before that, and you know it! That’s why he was exiled—”

			“He’s just playing at being a Shadow fisherman!” Arjan said, his voice rising over everyone’s. “This is a game to him, not life. This is my life. And I’m in control of it.”

			“You’re out of control,” I said quietly into the silence that followed.

			“Speak for yourself,” he snapped. “How are your eyes?”

			“I don’t—”

			
			Arjan got right in my face, towering over me and staring me down with his one eye. “How black did they turn? And don’t you dare lie to me,” he mocked.

			I flinched away. He had never spoken like this to me before. It was usually me cowing him. Basra watched him warily, while Telu and Eton seemed just as surprised as I was, freezing in place.

			“You forced me to do it,” I said, my voice coming out faster, higher-pitched. For a second, I sounded like his little sister instead of his captain.

			“Hey,” Nev said sharply, stepping up beside Arjan.

			Arjan’s own brown eye flashed black, as dark as his eye patch, and he spoke to Nev without even turning his head. “Do not touch me.”

			After a glance at me, Nev took a step back.

			“We’re both dead, Qole, one way or another,” my brother murmured, his voice softer now. “It’s just how we die that matters.”

			He turned and walked off the bridge before I could answer. Not that I had an answer for him.

			“I’ll try to talk to him, though I wouldn’t rate my chances at success very high,” Basra said, stalking after him. “Good thing I have a gambling problem.”

			I stared after them both in silence. We were all gambling with something or another: Shadow, these ships, our lives, the people we loved. In this situation, I myself had gambled on Arjan and lost. Control of my crew had slipped away, at least briefly. We’d already been through so much that something like this could fracture us. I could spot the signs of it happening, but I was too stunned by Arjan to stop it in its tracks.

			I glanced at Nev, then away again. He wanted to talk, but my hands were shaking. All I could think about was how Arjan had looked at me, what he’d said.

			
			We’re both dead…one way or another.

			Eton and Telu started to slip away without speaking to each other, and I deliberately turned away from Eton so he couldn’t catch my gaze. The lines were drawn: Telu on Nev’s side, Eton with Arjan, and me trying to stay as neutral as Basra, somehow in the middle.

			But just as Basra couldn’t truly be neutral when it came to Arjan, I couldn’t be, either, when it came to my brother, or…

			“Nev.” I hadn’t spoken. It was Telu from her station, her voice raised to a pitch of worry, a comm at her ear.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’m picking up a signal. Ships—a lot of them—have arrived in Alaxak’s airspace.”

			“Whose?” Nev demanded, his voice rising with my sudden surge of adrenaline. The lines of the Kaitan grew hard and sharp around me.

			“Your family’s—the Dracortes. It’s a delegation from Luvos. The king and queen—your sister too—they’re asking for you.” Nev’s eyes flew wide as he looked at me. “They want you to meet them. Immediately.”
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			The view of Alaxak out the airlock was impossibly bright in the light of its sun, an answering call to the endless stars around us. The beauty was heart-stopping; it put all the jewels of the royal houses to shame. I was briefly reminded of the equally heart-stopping walk I had taken with Qole earlier, but the happiness of that moment felt bitter now. I looked at the remains of the portal floating between me and the planet: steel girders, black stone, and inky alloy shards in the rough shape of two monoliths—the broken intergalactic portals of a past civilization. That matched my mood more aptly: something wondrous now cold, ruined, and empty.

			“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Qole’s voice was measured, but I knew she was worried.

			“The portal ruins are a lovely and historic place to wait, and I’ll be fine in this suit.” I tried to keep my tone light, but I wasn’t fooling her any more than she was me. Any rational human being would be worried. I tightened the straps of my Disruption Blades over my outfit, whose lightweight material could handle the vacuum of space and wouldn’t impede my motions if it came to a fight, though it wasn’t intended for extensive stays off-ship.

			
			Qole’s eyes were virtually black in the stark shadows cast by the Kaitan’s lights. “I didn’t mean your drop point, exactly. Do you have to go at all?”

			I sighed. “What else can I do?” It felt strange to utter those words; I was used to a world of options at my disposal. “The message clearly stated that they just want to talk. You don’t say no to my family, even if it’s just a polite request.”

			“You have said no in the past, and there’s always an alternative.” When she wasn’t being so fatalistic about her own future, she could be decidedly optimistic. “You could meet on neutral ground. Or at the very least, let the Kaitan take you.”

			“And put you and the entire crew at equal risk? Not a chance. You’ve done enough for me, Qole.”

			She shook her head. “I just want to know you’re doing this because you believe it’s the best choice, not because…” She hesitated.

			Because no one but you really wants me here?

			At least, I desperately hoped she still did.

			“I want what’s best for everyone.” I tapped my wrist feed. “Telu, go ahead and reactivate the tracker.” I had attempted to deactivate the tracking system in the device shortly after being exiled, only to discover that Telu had already logged in and done so. Her technological omnipresence was annoying, humbling, and quite useful.

			I didn’t get a response, but the wrist feed flashed red, then green, emitting a low beep. Just like that, I was back online, across the systems. Alerts were no doubt going off on the ships in orbit, and in private status updates, security offices, and high-level feeds across the systems. The exiled Prince Nevarian was back on the map.

			
			When I looked up, Qole was closer than I had expected. I could almost feel the warmth of her through my suit, and something inside me lurched. She didn’t say anything, didn’t try to dissuade me from what I was doing, didn’t reassure me. We were simply together.

			Qole wasn’t beautiful the way royals were—refined, symmetrical, and inviting—but she was beautiful. Her features were strong, her full lips quick to smile or scowl, her face as real as the life she lived. Fierce, vibrant, and breathtaking—you were invited at your own risk. It was a risk I would always take.

			A few strands of her dark hair fell free of her braid and across her cheek. I raised my hand to brush them away but paused when the comm inside the airlock blared.

			“Captain, time for us to get out of sight!” Eton bellowed.

			Qole took a step back, toward the inner airlock doors. “Nev…remember, we’re willing to do what it takes to keep you safe.”

			I wanted to say I would do anything, anything to keep her safe, as well. That I cared for her. That I loved her. But no words came out of my mouth, and she turned, whisked back onto the bridge by the opening and closing hiss of doors.

			I believed what she’d said. Knowing Qole made it impossible to dismiss her words as anything other than true, but I doubted that all of her—my—crewmates felt the same way. Basra and Telu didn’t seem to mind me, maybe even liked me, but Eton was a perpetually uncompromising mountain, and Arjan flat-out hated me—a perfectly reasonable position, given the circumstances, but no more enjoyable for it. Would they help me if I needed it?

			
			I donned my helmet and looked out over the portal, floating like the picked-over bones of some giant, long-extinct space behemoth. Once a marvel of human innovation, one we’d never rediscovered, and now a primitive docking station for a shuttle to pick me up. Qole’s antique of a ship was a bustling hub of technology, life, and even warmth in comparison. As much as my family might desire my presence for whatever purpose, leaving here was the last thing I wanted to do. Still, when the outer airlock doors opened, I pushed myself out into the cold void.
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			It was strange to be back on a ship that didn’t shudder and lurch when flying. The shuttles of the elite lacked the power and maneuverability that the Kaitan possessed, but a great many resources were devoted to not disturbing the delicate constitutions of the appropriately wealthy. That, and I doubted the pilot was being nearly as swift and aggressive in navigating as Qole usually was.

			I sat in a comfortable seat in the back, sandwiched between two royal guards. They were armored and armed, and we had exchanged no words from the moment the shuttle’s airlock doors had opened.

			Despite all this, they were oddly reassuring. If violence had been intended, there would be at least one Bladeguard present. The elite of the elite, Bladeguards were warriors, spies, and assassins wielding Disruption Blades, weapons capable of bypassing energy shields and disabling electronics.

			
			The only Bladeguard on board was me. I shifted in my seat, readjusting the sheathed, twin Disruption Blades on my lap to be more comfortable. The guards hadn’t confiscated them, which was strange. While it reinforced the idea that this was just a friendly chat, the reassurance soured into worry. None of this made sense. I’d been exiled. For good reason. Why parley now?

			The viewport in front of the pilot suddenly flared with sunlight as we rose out of the shadow of one of Alaxak’s moons. There, gleaming and framed by blackness, flanked by cruisers and destroyers, was the Luvos Sunrise.

			Composed of sweeping arcs, decorated in intricate patterns designed to reflect the beauties of space, the Luvos Sunrise was for royalty only. It wasn’t particularly maneuverable, but it was one of the fastest, most heavily armored cruisers in the systems, and was capable of sustaining itself for nearly an age. Of course, another family had built it for us, but that was seldom mentioned. We had a reputation to maintain.

			A reputation I had turned into a giant, smoking crater.

			I had only a few seconds to appreciate the sight before the Luvos Sunrise filled our viewport, growing rapidly larger until the docking bay became an open rectangle of golden light. We docked with no audible noise, nor sense of pressurization or gravitational change. My guards stood and flanked the shuttle door on both sides without saying a word; it unfolded seconds later, forming the staircase for my disembarkation into the hangar.

			A full complement of guards awaited me at the bottom of the steps, and I nodded at their commander as I descended, mag-linking my blades to my hips once again. “Good evening, Commander Pierce.” I recognized him from the Academy; we had trained together more than once.

			
			“Good evening.” The commander’s tone was perfectly neutral, and he saluted me crisply. “Follow me, sir.”

			Ah, no royal honorific. He turned and started walking briskly, and I fell into step just beside him.

			“Congratulations.” I doubted he wanted to talk, but I was curious. “The last time I saw you, you weren’t a lieutenant yet.”

			“Most of my officers and friends were murdered,” Commander Pierce bit out. “I had an unexpected promotion.”

			Unifier’s name, of course. Me. I kept it a secret from everyone, even Qole, but I could still see the faces of the people I had shot or run through with my weapons when I closed my eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” I replied quietly. No matter that I had killed those people while fighting against the torture of innocents, I had still killed them. We passed the rest of the walk in silence.

			I had seen it all before. The carpeted hallways, the hearth fires defying the reality of space, the rare white hardwood from Luvos’s forests, the silver filigree and engravings—everything to establish that this was the ship of Dracorte royalty: rulers of the system, right hand of the galactic empire, and champions of the Unifier. Many times before, I had approached the doors to the royal chambers, so similar to those at home, and had them thrown open to reveal my family on the other side. I had always gone striding through, full of purpose, knowing my place in the world.

			Now I walked through calmly, but the only thing I knew for certain was that everything had changed, and I suspected it was about to do so again.

			I stopped and took stock.

			“Your Majesty.” I didn’t think he would want me calling him Father. I bowed deeply in greeting. King Thelarus Dracorte was a tall, imposing man, with closely cropped hair and beard. There was more gray in his beard than last time, and exhaustion under his eyes.

			
			“Mother.” I bowed again, just as deeply. Queen Ysandrei Dracorte, stately, beautiful, and calm in every situation. She was the mirror to Father in so many ways, and in this case, I saw the telltale signs of profound distress just as clearly as in him, and they cut even deeper.

			“Sister.” I bowed less deeply, resisting the temptation to throw her a rueful grimace. Solara and I had never been close, but the last time we had seen one another, she had been instrumental in saving Qole. While she was considered by many to be the most beautiful and active social butterfly in the system, I was beginning to realize there was much more to her than met the eye. It struck me as unfortunate that I was learning about this now, as we might have become true friends otherwise.

			I straightened my spine. The last person was standing alone, behind my family, clad completely in black. The synthetics were so skintight that his impressively muscled body could have just as well been naked. The material covered his face, so he looked like nothing more than a statue. The handle of a Disruption Blade could be seen over his shoulder. He was a Bladeguard, a bodyguard, that much was certain, but something coiled inside me, an animal instinct recognizing another as a threat. Where was Devrak Hansen, my friend and mentor? His many duties did not always allow him to be present, but surely, as head of security, he would have been here for something as important as this.

			The man didn’t hesitate to approach me. Without a word, he held out his hands—for my blades, I realized. Of course a traitor wouldn’t be allowed in the presence of the
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