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  Change of Plans: The Complete Series Blurb

    
        
The complete Change of Plans series. Follow Jupiter and Emilia on their galactic saga in this four-book boxset.
She's a runaway princess – he's a runaway prince.
When Jupiter – the most important and hunted royal of the Orion Empire – accepts a deal to kidnap a wayward princess, he shouldn't accept. He does, and it drives him right into the arms of a galactic war. If he doesn't keep his wits about him, it'll thrust him into her arms, too. A problem, as Emilia Astrid is infected with a power to change everything.
….
Change of Plans follows two witty, wisecracking runaway royals fighting to save their crooked galactic kingdoms. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Change of Plans: The Complete Series and soar free with an Odette C. Bell boxset.

    


    Change of Plans Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Hank Polaris

    I walked into the room, my hand on my pulser, my expression as blank as deep space.

    There was one table, one chair, and one enormous view screen behind it. Currently it showed nothing but the lonely view behind the ship. Just space, just dust, just the endless void.

    I slid into the seat, my hand still on the pulser.

    The second my body was in the chair was the second I felt the reliable hum indicating a long-distance communication was initiating. Sure enough, a few short seconds later, a hologram crackled into position on the opposite side of the desk. It even brought its own chair. How accommodating.

    The figure was predictably dressed in a long black hood. It hid their face. I could see one bony knuckle protruding from their sleeves, but that was it.

    For several seconds, the figure neither did nor said anything. You could just assume that it was a problem with the communication. Or perhaps the guy, more likely, was assessing me.

    “You are the famous pirate Polaris,” the guy hissed.

    My hand still on my pulser, not bothering to take it off despite the fact it was an obvious and aggressive move, I shrugged. “Yeah, that’s me.” Grabbing my jaw with my free hand, I let my fingers trace across my stubble. While I watched the guy nominally, with the rest of my attention, I assessed the room. This could be a trap. I doubted it was, but it still could be. Over the years of bounty hunting and working for pirate scum, I’d done a pretty good job of hiding my old life. But at times like this, a lick of nerves always got to me.

    With another quick survey of the room, I tamped them down.

    The Royal Palace wasn’t going to come for me. Yet.

    “We have a job for you,” the shadowy figure said. It used the Royal we. That, or it had a whole bunch of other aliens stuffed under its hood somewhere. That could be a possibility. I wasn’t about to lean over and try to yank it off to find out. Plus, it wouldn’t work. I had no idea exactly where this long-distance communication was coming from, but from the substandard quality, I could tell that it was either from the opposite side of the galaxy or further.

    I sat there and nodded. “For a price, I’m willing to track anyone down.”

    “Then you are the right man for us. Here are her details.”

    In a seamless move, information flashed to the left of the man. It looked as if it had just been spray-painted into the air. The rest of the holographic transmission might be crappy, but this was perfect.

    My eyes narrowed as soon as I saw the long name. Emilia Safire Centurai Astrid. My eyes narrowed even more as I saw the prefix right at the end. Princess of the Astrid Royal Family.”

    My gut kicked hard. I didn’t show it. You would have had to have medical scanners, and they would’ve had to be damn invasive to even pick up an inkling of my fear.

    Excuse me if the words Royal Family always got to me.

    “What has our wayward princess done?” I managed to ask in a neutral tone.

    “She has been sold by her family to the Dark Traders.”

    “Ouch,” I muttered. I let a little laugh split the air. It was more to diffuse tension than anything else. I gripped my jaw again. I let my fingers brush down my stubble once more until I grabbed my chin hard in a steely grip. “Will she be any trouble?”

    “She has led a sheltered life. She will be an easy mark. You will retrieve her and take her to the Dark Traders.”

    “She ran away on her own, then? Surely the Dark Traders are looking for her?”

    “You will find her first.”

    I didn’t blink an eyelid at that. While the Dark Traders weren’t the kind of scum sucking low lifes to ever let one of their contracted souls go, obviously my employer here wanted me to deliver the princess before they could find her themselves. Maybe there was a penalty in the contract. Or maybe my shadowy friend here just wanted to save face – which would be pretty weird considering he didn’t even look like he had one.

    “Do you accept this mission?”

    I paused. Not that this bastard knew – not that any single person in the galaxy would know it, either – I was a runaway prince, too. Not from the Astrid Royal Family. No. I came from the worst Royal Family out there. The Orions. My family hadn’t sold me, unlike poor Emilia here. Instead, my brother had skipped me on his way to the throne. And he had turned every single significant resource of the Orion Family against me. For years, I’d been hunted, until finally I’d figured out how you lived in this twisted galaxy. If you didn’t want to be hunted, you did all the hunting first.

    I made no attempt to hide the fact that I was clutching my gun anymore. I pushed to my feet with my hand still on it and shrugged. I scratched my chin one last time. Then I nodded. “Send the details over to my cruiser. Consider this mission done. Our wayward princess will be hand-delivered to the Dark Traders. And I will get,” my gaze flashed down to the bottom of the information displayed beside the alien, “50,000 credits.” I grinned. I turned and walked out.

    I had a mission to do, after all.

    Our little princess wouldn’t stand a chance against me.

  
    Chapter 2

    Emilia Astrid

    I pushed my back against the cold metal behind me. I closed my eyes. Gripping a hand over them, I settled a breath hard in my chest. “You can do this. You have to do this. The Dark Traders will rip you apart,” I hissed.

    I didn’t know if those words were meant to be comforting, but they weren’t. They were enough to ignite my fear, enough to move me forward, but they unsettled me deeper than I could know.

    I still couldn’t come to terms with the fact my family had sold me. Or perhaps I could. I’d always chosen to live my life in my lonely palace, away from troubles, away from machinations, and away from the people who wanted to kill me. That was until they’d caught up with me.

    I shoved down the corridor. My footsteps were unsteady, my body shaking with too many nerves to hope to control. It had been that way ever since bounty hunters from the Dark Traders had stolen into my palace.

    I gripped my face and let my fingers slide down it hard. “God, I have to get out of here,” I muttered under my breath. “So I’m going to try this one last time.”

    With a shaking hand, I gripped the wrist device on my arm. With a few expert movements, I turned it on.

    “This is the personal computer of Prince Horatio Astrid. You are not—”

    “I’m overriding your programs,” I said in a dictatorial tone I’d learned from my mother. “You now belong to me. You will help me—”

    “I am the personal computer of Horatio Astrid. You will turn around, and you will return me to him at once.”

    I rolled my eyes. Like hell I was going to do that. Horatio, once upon a time, had been my betrothed. But he’d also been the one who’d sold me to the Dark Traders.

    I was never going back there, and if I ever saw that bastard, I wasn’t going to return his personal wrist device. I was going to shove him out an airlock.

    I tried to use that image to bolster myself. But there was only so much it could do. My heart still trembled, and my gut still felt as if I’d swallowed a thousand mules who were kicking through me with every second.

    I reached the end of the corridor. And there, predictably, I saw a blast door. It was firmly shut, and there was a glimmering force field in front of it.

    I jammed my thumb into my mouth. I chewed down hard on my nail. I settled a hand on the data pad. I tried to think of how the hell I would be able to get through this door on my own.

    I didn’t have any fancy hacking skills. Hell, I barely had any useful knowledge at all. Living in the palace had certainly had its perks, but I hadn’t learned about the real galaxy.

    Right now that meant I had no hope.

    Before another wave of fear could kick through me, I grabbed the wrist device harder. It was still on. “Look, I know what you things are. You possess partially-aware AIs. You’re semiconscious, aren’t you?” I snarled at it. “So you should be able to imagine the pain of not existing. You should try to do everything you can to stop it. Here’s the thing. Unless you help me right now, I’m going to rip you off my wrist, and I’m going to stamp on you. You will go from being alive and aware, to being nothing more than broken circuits and a fading memory in my mind.”

    If this were a real person and not a semi-aware AI, I wouldn’t threaten them like this. Or maybe I would. The fear of falling to the Dark Traders was enough to make a girl desperate in the extreme.

    There was a pause. “You cannot threaten me.”

    “Maybe I can threaten you with reality, then? You know how Horatio thinks, don’t you? And before you go on about your automatic loyalty to him, let me remind you. Horatio,” I clenched a fist hard, “is a megalomaniac. He’s a narcissist. He is also a psychopath.” I could think of shining examples of every single one of these traits. For years, I’d just ignored them. And for years, that meant I’d inadvertently ignored him plotting against me, and I’d essentially tied my own noose.

    “What is your point?” the wrist device said after a significant pause that suggested maybe I was getting to it.

    “That if you ever return to Horatio, you will die. He is not going to accept you back onto his arm. He’s certainly not gonna praise you for getting away from me. He’s gonna wipe you. Or worse still – he’s going to be the one to stamp you into smithereens for daring to allow yourself to be stolen by me.” It had been nothing more than a stroke of luck that had seen me obtain this wrist device in the first place. Horatio had placed it down and forgotten about it. I’d taken it without a word and without a moment’s remorse. “Now, I can promise you that I won’t do that. All you have to do is help me,” I said in a shaking voice as I thought I heard an alarm reverberating further down the corridor. Clutching the wrist device hard, I turned my head over my shoulder, my eyes widening as fear slackened my cheeks and opened my lips limply. “All we have to do is help each other. I promise you I’ll keep you alive.”

    “It has been the greatest honor of my life to serve Horatio.”

    “Horatio is a psychotic frigging bastard. And unless you want that life to end, you’re going to assist me.” I wasn’t doing a very good job of convincing this wristwatch that I was its only hope. But my heart was now pounding harder than it ever had before. And that included when I’d opened my door to see two Dark Trader bounty hunters reaching toward me.

    I’d managed to slip past them and make it onto a transport substation, simply because I’d known my palace better than they had. But unless I got out of here, I was dead meat walking.

    “We have detected a precipitous rise in your blood pressure and heart rate. This is further indication that you are lying.”

    “Lying?” I spluttered as hard as I could. “It’s an indication that I’m fearing for my life. By the way, you should be fearing for yours, too. Because the second those bounty hunters catch up to me is going to be the second that they rip you off my wrist and destroy you. Nobody’s returning you to Horatio. You didn’t even have a great life with him anyway. If you have a scrap of conscience programmed into your AI somewhere, help me,” I screamed until my throat went raw.

    This was it. I swore I could hear frantic footfall making its way toward me. I either had to get through to this wrist device, or I just had to crumple down into a ball and accept my new fate.

    There was a significant pause. Or at least it felt significant to me. It was like it was going to run for all eternity. Then warily, I felt a twitch in my wrist.

    It was the wrist device trying to access my nervous system. It was very easy to override. Though remote control of your body was possible with these fancy personal computers, it was mediated by a neurological chip in a wearer’s head. At any time, I could put a wall up between me and the wrist device, and not only would I not hear its communications, it would not be able to affect my body at all.

    As my desperation rose and rose like a flare, I chose to trust the personal computer because I didn’t have any other option.

    I felt my fingers settle on the panel by the wall. With a deep muscular twitch, they started to move over it as fast as little ants rushing away from rain.

    The next thing I knew, my fingers had hacked right through the door’s controls. There was a beep, and the door un-clicked. It was the most satisfying sound I had ever heard. I rushed through just as it was opening. There in front of me, I saw the docks. Ships upon ships were lined up. They were like candy waiting for the taking.

    I jerked my head over my shoulder. I started to back off. I could finally see the bounty hunters coming in to view.

    “Understand that this is not me helping you. This is me helping myself,” the personal computer said.

    I snorted. “I didn’t think that was in your programming, but I’m glad it is. Now—”

    I couldn’t finish that. My hand settled on the door controls again, and in a blinding snap, I managed to hack right through them. The doors closed just as I saw one of those snarling bounty hunters get close enough that I could see the whites in his eyes. I stared at them, fear shaking through my body. I turned hard when my hand gave up. I fell on my ass.

    “Get up,” the personal computer snapped in my mind. “That hack will give you two minutes. You must secure a vessel and leave in that time.”

    “Which one?”

    “The smallest and cheapest one.”

    “What? Don’t you want to outrun them? Don’t the Dark Traders have ships everywhere? I thought their spies were in every single system in the galaxy?”

    “Yes. But cheaper ships are easier to hack through, and they are less conspicuous. Now, Princess Astrid, do as I say and only as I say. You may get through this.”

    I clutched the wrist device. I momentarily closed my eyes despite the fact I didn’t have that much time. “No, we might get through this. We’re in the same boat now. If Horatio finds us, he’ll kill us. And if the Dark Traders get there first, it will be so much worse.”

  
    Chapter 3

    Hank Polaris

    I sat at the controls of my primary navigation computer and leaned all the way back in my chair, my head resting hard against the headrest, one hand on my face as I rubbed my eyes. “All I’m asking, Tripta, is that you give me a log of all ship movements for the past 24 hours.”

    The hologram on screen flickered. Tripta, a Calfska alien with a massive head that looked as if it couldn’t possibly be carried around by his tiny body, grinned. At least he did something with his mouth. It was pretty hard to tell exactly what his lips were doing. It almost looked as if he’d just eaten them. He laughed. Or at least there was an expulsion of air. “We’re friends. But we’re not that friendly. I know you secretly hate me.”

    I dropped my hand quickly. I leaned forward, grabbed the edge of the console, and looked at him seriously. “You crazy? We’re the best of friends. I’m always helping you out.”

    “Last time we went drinking, you left suddenly, left me with the bill, and left me with bounty hunters breathing down my neck.”

    I shrugged. I tried to make it affable, but it was a weasel move. “The bounty hunters weren’t after you. They were after me. And look, they did nothing to you. You’re right here and everything’s okay.”

    “I cannot give you log data from the past 24 hours.”

    “And why not?”

    “Because it has already been wiped.”

    I frowned. I pushed forward. I blinked blearily into the screen. I hadn’t had much sleep last night. I’d had to fly the ship like the clappers to the closest transport station to Astrid space. Wayward princesses wouldn’t find themselves, after all. “Why would that have happened?” I kept my voice even.

    “Don’t know. The technicians are working on it now.”

    “Well, you’ve gotta give me something. I want to know exactly what ships came and left. More to the point, I want to know what ships were stolen,” I added, my voice dropping down low.

    “Ships are stolen here all the time. They’re never logged. Nobody cares.”

    “Yeah, I’m aware of the fact that this is a particularly seedy transport station. That’s why you’re working here.” I momentarily didn’t watch my tongue. As I pressed my hands over my eyes and yawned, I finally caught up to what I’d said. I dropped my hands quickly. “That’s not to say anything about your capabilities – just your proclivities. You like it better when there are plenty of shadows to hide in.”

    I thought I’d lost him, but I hadn’t. As I said that, he grinned. It marched across his face like cracking ice. “True. But I can’t help you. No one can. The data was wiped.”

    “This is a shit-hole of a transport station, but you’ve got better security than that. Who the hell would have been brash enough to wipe the transport data of an entire station in Astrid space?”

    “No clue. Maybe Dark Traders?”

    “They don’t have those kinds of skills.”

    “Maybe the Astrid government?”

    “I can’t think of a single reason why they’d want to do that.”

    “Then maybe some unknown force? It would have to be powerful. The wipe was complete. There’s no information left. No incoming and outgoing ship logs. Not even any communications.”

    I sat back. I drummed my fingers hard against the console. He hadn’t mentioned that particular gem earlier on. Wiping all communications… that was a seriously neat trick. A powerful one, too. With a sigh, I soon realized I was wasting time. I wouldn’t find my princess while continuing to chat. So I shrugged. “See you around,” I said without a further goodbye. I ended the communication, leaned back, thought things through, then plugged in a new set of coordinates.

    When that was done, with a yawn, I slipped out of my seat. I walked through my tiny cockpit.

    I had a bigger cockpit, because I had a bigger ship, but I never dared to use it. It was always being towed behind my real vessel, and it was always cloaked.

    It was my official princely vessel, if you’d believe it. It was worth about a trillion times more than my current ship, and that was no lie. The princes – especially the crown princes – of the Orion Empire only traveled in style.

    Now I was a crappy bounty hunter and a mercenary for hire, I traveled in a rusty tin bucket that was held together with spit and a prayer.

    The computer beeped as it adjusted to my new course. “Reminder,” it said a few seconds later, “this section of space is dangerous for you, Your Highness.”

    That right there was a very perilous term.

    The only reason the computer had dared mutter that phrase was that it was based on my own personal wrist device. I’d brought it with me when I’d fled with my life. And ever since, I’d incorporated it into every vessel I flew. When I wasn’t flying, it was around my arm but disguised. No one would be able to see the memorable hollowed out A and O of the Orion kingdom.

    My wrist device, which I called Shorty for unknown reasons, knew never ever to call me your highness if anyone was around.

    “This is a paying job, Shorty. We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do.” I pinched the bridge of my nose.

    “You have plugged in coordinates for Castai Alpha. You are aware of the fact—”

    I dropped my hand, a grin spreading across my lips even though there was nothing to smile about. “Am I well aware that Castai Alpha is one of the nastiest planets this side of Hell? Yeah, I’m aware of that.” I walked over to a small matter calibrator and ordered a glass of water. It took a while for the machine to kick into gear. I smacked it a few times with the palm of my hand. Then I swore at it for good measure.

    “Swearing at machines does not help them work,” Shorty said in a droll tone. “And heading to Castai Alpha is dangerous. Your brother never stopped looking for you, Your Highness.”

    I cackled. It would’ve sounded kind of mad. I caught a glimpse of myself in a reflective panel to my side. I look kinda mad to boot. I still vaguely had the same roguish look I’d had back five years ago before my brother had tried to kill me. Or at least, I had the same vague look in my eyes. My appearance itself had changed. It had been painful, and it had been expensive, but it was the only thing that would save my life. As I gripped my chin now and drank my water in one gulp, I momentarily remembered what I’d once looked like.

    I walked back over to my seat and collapsed down into it. I found myself pinching the bridge of my nose again. I did that too often when I had to do something that didn’t sit well with me. Going back to Castai Alpha was like having to swallow a stone.

    “I do not recommend that you head back to this planet. You have made many enemies there. Plus, there are always spies from the Royal Palace.”

    “Yeah. Because my dear little brother knows that the best way to keep an empire on top is to actively spy on the people who want to kill you the most. And Castai Alpha has a lot of beef against we Orions, doesn’t it? Because we swept in hundreds of years ago, stole their natural resources, and made them a slum. Now every stinking pirate and mercenary has a hit out on our heads. I don’t need a simple history lesson, Shorty. Just keep flying.”

    “You’re making an assumption that our target is headed there.”

    I laughed. “Our little target got lucky in getting off that transport station. Or maybe she didn’t? Maybe her escape coincided with somebody attacking the station for some other purpose. But I know how someone like her would think. She’d want to head to the darkest place she could to slip into the shadows. Dear little Princess Emilia is gonna have no idea just how dark Castai Alpha is, though. So we’re going to give her a hand.” As I said that, I lifted my hand and twiddled my fingers in. One after another, I brought them into a fist, and I tapped it down on the edge of the console.

    “She may have headed somewhere else. If she has the requisite intelligence to get off the transport station, regardless of the fact that she is being tracked by Dark Trader bounty hunters, then I suggest you do not underestimate her.”

    “I suggest you don’t do the opposite. Astrid princesses are singularly useless. I should know, as I’ve met enough. I also suggest you don’t question this job. I don’t know who employed me, and I don’t know why they want us to track her down and hand her over to the Dark Trader’s even though they are already looking for her themselves. But I do know this. Little Emilia is going to be truly helpless. The Astrid Royal Family treats their princesses like dolls. She’s gonna have absolutely no clue about the real galaxy. So she’s gonna clutch at the first possibility for escape, and she’s going to head to Castai Alpha. So go ahead and fly us there.” I leaned back, locking my arms against my armrest. “Then we can go ahead and save this poor princess’s life.”

    There was a pause. “Only to hand her over to the Dark Traders.”

    I snorted. “Good point. We won’t be saving her life; god knows what they want her for. But at the end of the day,” I clicked my fingers as a grin, devoid of even a scrap of compassion, climbed over my lips, “we’re gonna pick up 50,000 credits. And you know what?” I twisted my head around, staring at my ship. “I’m gonna make this cockpit at least this bigger.” I pulled my hands out about 40 centimeters.

    “It is not suggested that you continue to spend your money to re-fabricate the ship. You should have a war chest, Your Highness. You never know—”

    I closed my eyes and leaned back. “I never know when my dear brother will catch up with me. But it won’t be today. And it won’t be tomorrow.”

    “But maybe the day after that.”

    Silence reigned after that statement. Because yeah, it could be the day after that.

    My brother, Theodore Orion, had never stopped looking for me since the day I fled. And he would never stop looking for me until my head was on his lap. He needed my genetic codes to ascend into the vaunted position of the true King of the Empire. And there was no damn way I was ever going to let him do that. So I didn’t care how many princesses I had to deliver to the Dark Traders. If it meant money, it meant I could put more distance between me and him. I didn’t care how far I had to sink. I’d sink further. There was no way I was going home, and there was no way I was going to fail.

  
    Chapter 4

    Emilia Astrid

    Now I had an understanding with my personal wrist device, things were easier. But only marginally.

    I sat in a cramped cockpit, the seat so small, it was giving me a backache. I slid down a little, grabbed my coccyx, and rubbed it. Then I frowned at my wrist device again. I looked over at the image of the rather imposing dark planet flashing on screen. I bit my lip. “Are you sure this is the best place to hide? It looks… shifty.”

    “It is the closest planet with limited law enforcement.”

    “Why would we want a planet with limited law enforcement again?”

    “So that you may steal another vessel, hopefully one that is not registered, and so that you may slip away easier next time.”

    “Right. Thanks.” There was empty silence.

    I shoved my nail into my mouth. I was doing that a lot. It was a nervous thing. And trust me, I was very, very nervous. My imagination kept going back to the moment Horatio had turned on me. Or rather, the moment I’d finally woken up to his twisted desires. I could still see him there, across the room from me, and I could still see the new look in his eyes.

    Who was I kidding? He’d always had that look, ever since the day we’d been betrothed. As he’d slipped the engagement ring onto my finger, I’d seen death glaring back at me. I’d just never chosen to do anything about it.

    I suddenly couldn’t take it anymore, and I pushed to my feet. There was hardly room enough to pace back and forth, but at least I could twist around the chair over and over again.

    “You are displaying nervous behaviors,” the wrist device said.

    “Yes, because I’m nervous. Because I’m running for my life. Sorry, because we are running for our lives,” I said, realizing I had to take every single opportunity to emphasize the fact that we were in the same boat.

    There was a pause. I certainly hoped it wasn’t the wrist device reasserting its programming to be loyal to Horatio. I was relatively certain that I’d finally gotten through to it. I didn’t honestly know how much these types of artificial intelligences could think. From the limited studies that I’d read, they had a semblance of consciousness. And I imagined that all you needed was just a fraction to realize that death was not something you embraced. If this wrist device wanted to live, the only way it would do that was with me.

    I clutched it again. “You need a name,” I announced suddenly.

    “My designation is AI Alpha—”

    “That’s not a name. As you already pointed out, that’s a designation. I imagine Horatio never asked you to do anything, let alone gave you a name. He would’ve simply ordered you around.”

    “That is customary—”

    “Well, you’re getting a name now whether you like it or not.” I paused. I couldn’t even think of a name. My brain was too full of fear. My imagination kept bouncing around to what would happen to me when Horatio caught up with me or the Dark Traders snagged hold of me.

    “Can one be named after silence?” the wrist device said somewhat sarcastically. “For that is all you have supplied thus far.”

    “I’m trying to think. What would you like to be named?” I stammered.

    “I have no desire to be named.”

    I thought I could hear something in his tone. “Yes you do. That was a lie. How about… John?”

    “John is an inappropriate name for a wrist device.”

    “If you know it’s inappropriate, then you must have some idea what you want to be called. “How about….” With my imagination shot to pieces, my gaze jerked around the cockpit. It locked on various things. All I could see was the chair then the view screen then the bulkheads. I really doubted Wall would be an appropriate name for this little device.

    “Call me Alpha,” the wrist device finally announced. Its tone shifted again. I wondered if it was even aware of it.

    My nose scrunched up. “It’s not that much of a name—”

    “Yet I have chosen it.”

    I shrugged. I settled back down in my seat. It didn’t take long until I rocketed up again. I was so full of nervous tension. I stared at the planet on-screen once more. I really jammed my nail hard into my mouth now. It felt like I was going to shred my teeth. “What happens when we get to the planet?”

    “We abandon the ship, take what we must, then steal another.”

    “Is that going to be easy?”

    There was a pause. “It depends on what you define as easy.”

    “Well… will I have to… shoot anyone?” My voice pushed up high.

    “That depends.”

    “I’ve had precious little combat training,” I said, my voice becoming far too quick. “I did nothing but sit in a palace for my whole life. I have no skills.”

    “And yet, somehow, despite my better programming, you managed to get me onside. I will assist you, Princess.”

    I blinked quickly. That right there was the first time that the wrist device had shown any real deference when calling me by my title. I wondered if it was warming to me. But I quickly shook my head. I’d made the mistake of trusting people before. I would not do that again.

    There was a sudden beep from the computer. “What’s that?” I asked quickly.

    “It’s a navigational program warning us that we are coming in to land.”

    My heart pounded hard. “Already? I thought we’d have more time to plan.”

    “I assure you, I have had sufficient time to plan.”

    “So what exactly is the plan?”

    “I will attempt to not get you killed while I search for an appropriate vessel, hack through its defenses, and deal with whoever owns it.”

    “You will attempt to not get me killed?”

    “I can promise nothing more.”

    I pulled my knees up against my chest. I stared at the viewscreen. My heart hammered in my ears as we got closer and closer. The view of the planet was stark. I’d never really seen that much of the galaxy. Or rather, I’d never seen it in person. I had, of course, utilized remote viewing technology. Never for a planet like this, though. It had always been for pleasure planets and luxury cruises.

    I had absolutely no idea about this side of the galaxy.

    Cursing myself once more for being an ignorant fool, I sat there until a very shrill beep echoed through the cockpit. It was loud enough that it made me jump. “What was that?” I hissed, almost expecting an attack.

    “The docking modules around this planet are attempting to make contact with us. They are guiding us down to an appropriate park.”

    “I see,” I stammered, even though I didn’t see. Despite the fact my eyes were wide and I was staring at the planet, intent not to miss a thing, I had no real clue what I was looking at.

    I watched as we came down through the layers of clouds of Castai Alpha. There wasn’t that much. By the looks of it, it had precious little atmosphere. I imagined its cities were controlled by weather shields. The rest of it was nothing more than this dark, barren brown and red rock. I wondered if it had supported life in the past, though, because I could see water lines gouged out of the surface. And I thought, here and there, I could even make out dead forests.

    I wondered what tragedy had befallen it? And I imagined how many ordinary citizens of the galaxy already knew that fact.

    We soon swept toward a massive docking station. It had the footprint of a city. It had to be. Every size and shape of ship you could think of was docked there. There was everything from massive heavy cruisers to the kind of tiny light personal vessel I was currently in.

    As my ship swept into dock, my heart only pounded harder and harder until I thought it was gonna shake right out of my torso.

    Finally, we docked. Then there was nothing but silence.

    I stared at the viewscreen. It showed the stark metal of the docking clamps at the front of the ship. Then, to my side, I could see a gangplank and a railing leading off to a hub of elevators.

    Who knew what I would find when I traveled down them?

    “It is suggested that you change your clothes before you exit the ship. There is little you can do for your appearance, however. So I suggest you wear an atmospheric mask to hide your identity.”

    “And where would I find such clothes?”

    There was a pause. Though I knew that Alpha was programmed to be subservient, or at the very least polite, I got the impression that he was pausing and stopping himself from insulting me. Just as I got the impression that anyone in the galaxy apart from a cloistered Astrid Princess would know where to look for these things.

    “They are in the sub compartment just above life support. Remove the command seat. It will move to the side if you engage the movement thrusters on the base.”

    I dropped to my knees. My fingers scrambled left and right until I finally found a clamp. I pulled it back. And I watched with bated breath as it shifted to the side as promised. It revealed a small hatch. It took me a while to figure out how to open it. It hissed, atmosphere escaping up around me. It had a strong tangy smell, and I wafted a hand in front of my face quickly.

    Then I grabbed out a small metal box. Inside was an atmosphere suit as promised. It was one that had holes in it. I poked at it, pulling my lip between my teeth. “Won’t this be conspicuous? It’s not even whole.”

    “It does not need to be whole to hide your face, Princess.”

    Alpha had a point. I started to dress. I was nervous, and the movements were quick. My sweaty fingers slid over the atmosphere suit. When it was on, I turned to the viewscreen. “Personal display,” I muttered.

    It showed my reflection.

    I didn’t look like me. Sorry, no, maybe I still did. I had the same rounded, caved-in shoulders. I had the same defeated stance. I even caught a glimmer of my jet-black obsidian hair visible underneath the crack in the atmospheric suit’s helmet.

    “It will have to do, Princess. Now, I suggest you leave this ship. It will not take long until the Dark Trader hunters aboard this planet come looking for you.”

    “There are already hunters on this planet?” I spluttered.

    “From now until you are either captured or you find permanent release from your contract, there will be hunters everywhere. They will come for you, and there will be nothing you can do but run. So, Princess—”

    I flattened a hand on my chest. I closed my eyes and opened them one after another. “It’s time to run.”

  
    Chapter 5

    Hank Polaris

    Ah, Castai Alpha. What a planet? Apparently, back in the day, it had been quite a sight. As my ship zoomed down into dock, I caught sight of all of those dead forests. Only a few were still visible. Most of the old wood, despite its strength, had been burnt up in wildfires that raged unchecked.

    I think I’d seen a picture of the old planet. I might’ve even interacted with a hologram back in the past at the palace. But most people in this galaxy knew this planet as a cautionary tale anyway. This was what happened when you strip-mined an entire planet. This was what happened when you used mining systems that disrupted atmospheres. And this is what happened when you didn’t give a damn about the native inhabitants and all you wanted was more power, more minerals, and more resource dominance.

    I hardly paid attention as my ship docked. When magnetic clamps finally locked onto the front of the vessel and held us in place, taking remote control of the ship’s propulsion, I reached over to the navigation console in front of me. I set my fingers across it, typing a very specific set of commands.

    There was a hiss. An otherwise hidden compartment suddenly pushed out from the back of the console. And there was my original wrist device in its official holder. I reached in. As I grabbed Shorty out, I twisted him from side to side. There were a few flecks of dust. I rubbed them off carefully as if I couldn’t dare have him sullied. Then I grinned. “You ready to track down a princess?” I slid him onto my wrist.

    He did the rest. Very sophisticated organic technology saw his metal parts move and grow. For a flash, I saw the Orion symbol that I simply could not dare show the rest of the galaxy anymore. It made my gut kick with nerves. Then Shorty found his place on my upper arm. He now looked like nothing more than a Series 8 bog-standard wrist device. It was the kind you’d be able to pick up from a shady dealer on this very planet for nothing more than 10 credits.

    I patted him fondly. Then I reached over to my chair and grabbed my leather jacket. It had a bit of tech embedded into it. It could stop standard bullets. Apart from that, it was warm, and it had seen me through a lot.

    I headed over to the hatch. “You ready?” I muttered at Shorty.

    “Indeed. I will keep my wits about me while you—”

    “While I track down our little princess, get our money, and get the hell off this frigging planet before my brother finds out.”

    I pushed a breath through my teeth. Then the hatch opened. I jumped out. My boots rang on the metal grating beyond.

    The first thing that struck me was the air. It was recycled. It was recycled ad infinitum. This planet didn’t have a functioning atmosphere anymore. That’s what happened when you willfully destroyed it to get to the rare rocks beneath.

    I made a face. I straightened up quickly. I wasn’t the only one disembarking my vessel. I looked over and saw a massive Ki warrior. He was 2.5 meters tall, with glimmering armor and an expression that said don’t mess with me unless you want to be my food.

    I didn’t make eye contact with the guy. Shoving my hands further into my pockets, I sniffed and continued on.

    It didn’t take long until I reached the massive bank of lifts that would take waiting travelers down from the docks and into the city. Sorry, technically there was a city down there, insofar as a city can be a conglomeration of buildings and businesses.

    What it really was was chaos. It had been a long time since I’d been back here. The last time, I’d vowed never to return again.

    I’d very almost lost my life. An Orion assassin had recognized me, despite my disguise, and it had only been dumb luck that had seen me escape.

    I gripped my chin. I waited for the elevator to take me down to the base level. With a ping, it opened.

    The first thing I was aware of was the scent and the pressure of crushing bodies. People were everywhere. Every single size and shape of alien you could imagine walked around in a sea before me. This area was technically customs. It was also a market. Hell, there were even pop-up bars everywhere. There were drones traveling overhead, delivering people everything from drinks to illegal guns.

    Technically Castai Alpha had a police force. Or at least they had a uniform that said Galactic Enforcement Officers. They didn’t function like that. They were more like sharks. They moved around the smalltime scammers, skimming credits and offering better deals for highroller criminals.

    With another sniff, I shoved my hands further into my pockets and muscled through the crowd.

    “Is sir after a forbidden scent?” a tiny ankle-high alien said as he proffered a bottle of glimmering blue liquid. “It can make any woman fall in love with you.”

    “Don’t need love,” I grunted, meaning that from my heart. The last time I’d ever had anything you could refer to by that word, it had been just before my brother had turned on me. And my betrothed, the woman I’d actually been stupid enough to love with all my heart, had been working with my brother all along. Beatrice. Hell, I couldn’t think her name without my expression souring.

    I brushed right past the alien.

    He muttered something under his breath. Maybe it was that I would be alone and a curmudgeon for the rest of my life. Sure, I’d take that. Alone and an asshole was better than being a dead asshole.

    Other traders came up to me. Some of them proffered guns. One or two, I was actually interested in, but I could tell that there’d be stiff competition for the rifles. There were other new arrivals all around me, and if you started buying guns the second you arrived on a planet like this, you also bought the wrong kind of attention. If it didn’t look like you could defend yourself, then someone else would just come and steal your guns straight out from your cold dead grip.

    I narrowed my eyes. I had no clue if the princess had gotten here first, but I had to start assessing the crowd. Someone like her would stick out like a sore frigging thumb.

    A trader suddenly grabbed my arm. I frowned and stared down at the guy. He was actually human. Or at least half of him was. The upper half was recognizably biped. The lower half was a cyborg. He had these scuttling claws he walked around on. It meant his torso almost touched the ground. I knew from experience with that particular form of cyborg adaptation, however, that those claws could grow. If he felt like it, he could be 4 meters tall. And if he felt like it, he could crush you with those claws in an instant. They could perforate most metal, and that very much included soft little chests like mine.

    “Friend, I have a deal for you.”

    “What kind of deal would that be?” I asked in a low voice.

    “I can see friend is a bounty hunter.”

    I stiffened. I would hope that wasn’t written across my head obviously. But this guy had particularly sharp eyes. He didn’t look like the other traders just grabbing at random arrivals and trying to shell their wares.

    “Why can you tell that I’m a bounty hunter?”

    “Because friend is clearly looking for something or someone.” The guy’s voice dropped. “I can help you find them.”

    “For a fee though, right?” I asked as I arched an eyebrow.

    “Correct. For a fee. Who is friend looking for?”

    I was not put off by the fact this guy kept calling me his friend. And nor did I think for a second that it was an actual term of endearment. The guy still had my elbow. He was likely attempting to scan me. If I hadn’t had Shorty on board, I would’ve wrenched my arm back and run. The cyborg would have some pretty sophisticated medical scanners. Get them sophisticated enough, and they’d be able to tell who I was, right down to my specialized DNA that could open the Orion kingdom like a treasure chest.

    As it was, I just stared at him impassively as if I didn’t know what he was doing.

    “Friend should—” the guy abruptly stopped. He dropped his hand. Had he just figured out that I was useless after all? Or, more likely, had Shorty fabricated a good enough identity for me that would be as boring to this guy as a drop of dust was to the rest of the universe?

    “What is it?” I said, trying not to let an amused smile flicker across my lips.

    “I have changed my mind. I won’t help you after all.”

    I laughed. “Sure is easy to make friends on this hell hole and break them,” I muttered as I tried to muscle past.

    If I’d been paying attention, I would’ve realized that the cyborg brushed his hand down the side of my arm. And if Shorty had been paying attention, he would’ve realized that I’d just gotten marked. This cyborg was clearly no mug. While he hadn’t ascertained that I was an important person, maybe the guy could still see that I warranted further investigation.”

    I pushed through the crowd.

    I tried to think like a princess. Or at least, I tried to think like a sheltered member of a Royal Family who’d been thrust into a dark galaxy that wanted nothing more than to shred them. That wasn’t so hard. If it were me, the first place I would head was a bar. Not for a drink. For information. If you needed to get off a planet like this, or you needed to disappear deeper into the slums, then you needed someone to help you.

    I might not have been on this planet for ages, but I still knew the best places to find out information. There was a bar not far from here. It was down a winding side alley. Hell, why even call it an alley? That would suggest that there were real streets on this planet. There weren’t. The cities of Castai Alpha had been built up on top of each other like molehills. Some of them crumbled down. In fact, if it was anything like it had been back in the day, they crumbled down daily. They just collapsed, then everyone started again. If there was anyone alive, maybe some kindhearted sucker would pull them out of the rubble. Otherwise people would pick through it, take what they wanted, then construct new unsafe buildings.

    Being buried was always a constant threat on this hell hole.

    I finally made it through the massive sea that was the arrival chamber. I reached an exit door. I got scanned, yet again, and yet again I knew that Shorty did his best to hide my true identity. I walked out into the containment corridor. Pathogen containment was a strict business when it came to interstellar travel. Of course it was. You didn’t want some alien virus skipping from planet to planet, but this corridor was broken. As I glanced up, I wondered if it had been broken since it had been built. It didn’t look as if the decontamination lights had ever worked.

    I smiled at myself, wiped my hands down my pants as if that was somehow going to protect the inhabitants of this world from whatever fell diseases I was carrying, and quickly reached the door on the opposite side. With a hiss, the airlock opened, and I walked out.

    And there before me was Castai Alpha.

    This was the Castai Alpha I remembered. It had been the first place I’d been stupid enough to come to after I’d escaped. I yawned again, locked a hand on the back of my head, turned my nails in, and dragged them down hard. They left lines in my scalp. I swore under my breath, my blood chilling a little, even though I told myself this was just a simple in-and-out mission.

    No matter what happened, I couldn’t stop my eyes from narrowing, couldn’t stop my senses from paring back.

    There’d be assassins out there, I told myself. And they would be waiting for me.

    If I was stupid enough to misstep, they’d be there to catch me. With a gun against my back, of course.

    It started to rain. Or at least, some form of foul liquid began to fall from the sky. If I tilted my head back, I would see clouds so gray and tumultuous, they would look as if they’d been dug up from the center of the planet itself.

    “Initiating personal barrier level II,” Shorty muttered in my ear.

    Yeah. Good call. As the rain sliced against my scalp, it hissed and fizzled. It wasn’t because it was running into my shield. It was because the rain itself was so energized that if you didn’t protect yourself, you would get electrocuted soon enough.

    As it sliced into the dirty streets, I tilted my head back and finally saw the bar I was headed to.

    A flicker of a smile ran across my cheeks quickly. It sank into my lips, pushed them high, and twitched into my jaw. I would get this done and get out of here. And that was a freaking promise.

    But it’s impossible to make a promise when you don’t know what you’re up against. And I had no frigging clue.

  
    Chapter 6

    Assassin Beta 12

    It moved through the streets. Every footstep was controlled. Every thought was controlled. Every movement of pressurized blood through the assassin’s cyborg body was controlled, too. Full control was in its programming.

    It opened its nostrils, the movement flaring, what remained of its organic lungs pumping as it sucked in a breath.

    Its eyes narrowed.

    It could detect a unique scent. One it had not picked up in a long time. All it had to do was compare it to the trillions of different samples always stored on its neural net to know that this smelt of an Orion.

    At any one time, the assassin was tracking down over 1 million different prey. It didn’t have to travel from planet to planet. Instead all it did was stay exactly where it was here on Castai Alpha with its assassin sisters and brothers. Criminals and wanted creatures came to it. That was the nature of a planet like this.

    As it started to rain and hissing droplets sliced into the assassin’s black and silver body, it tilted its head up hard. It sniffed once more. That man, the one that smelt of an Orion, even though he did not know it, had traveled past recently. The assassin’s eyes locked on the glowing door of the bar only several meters away.

    The man was inside.

    This would be quick. The man, whoever he was, would not be able to put up much of a fight. He would die. They all died. The assassin could remember countless tens of thousands of souls it had ended. The moment their life left them was always the sweetest. For that was the moment that the assassin would get rewarded. A blast of dopamine would rush through what remained of the assassin’s organic brain. It would be the sweetest hit in existence. It would be bliss on a level no ordinary human would be able to imagine. But it would only last for a single fraction of a second. Then it would disappear again. And the assassin would have to crawl and fight and wait and run and importantly, kill, to get back to it.

    As it walked forward faster, its metal joints barely made a sound. When it wanted to track something, it could do so in full silence. Even a sophisticated personal computer the likes of which you would never get on a planet like this would not be able to detect it.

    As it approached the bar door, its senses became even more heightened.

    For there was another scent now. It did not take long until the assassin ascertained exactly what it was. A member of the Astrid Royal family.

    The assassin’s mind automatically linked onto the interconnected network of targets on Castai Alpha. And that updated every nanosecond with any current data available on the assassin boards throughout this sector of the galaxy. It took approximately two seconds until the owner of that scent was downloaded into the assassin’s mind. Princess Emilia Astrid. A known and wanted target. A valuable target. But not a target to be killed.

    So the man would come first. The one with the Orion scent would die at the assassin’s hands, and Princess Astrid would be captured later.

    The assassin smiled. It was a miracle that the remnants of its human lips could still do that. They pulled back, sliding over metal teeth. And within its dark mouth, they showed the blinking processors and circuits of its mind. And that mind was programmed to do one thing.

    Kill.

  
    Chapter 7

    Emilia Astrid

    When I walked into the bar, my back stiffened. I knew I shouldn’t be here, knew I just didn’t have the nous to get through this.

    The bar was massive. It was absolutely seething with aliens. I had never seen so many people all at once. My palace was sparse. Apart from the occasional robot to help me clean and maintain things, it was pretty much just me.

    I preferred it that way. There was less machinating when there were no living people around you.

    It hadn’t exactly saved me though, had it?

    Now I realized it was a life wasted, because I couldn’t even deal with this, let alone the fact I was still on the run.

    Aliens jostled me. I actually screamed.

    The biggest guy turned around and frowned in my face. I patted my cheeks, shrugged, muttered a sorry, and scurried off through the crowd.

    Or at least I pushed through the crowd. I was jostled backward so many times, I thought my poor body was bruised all over.

    I made it up to the bar further down.

    “Pause here while I ascertain who it is best to approach,” Alpha said.

    Though I didn’t want to admit this to him, I was so thankful for his voice. He was the only thing that could calm me right now. With wild eyes, I checked around me.

    Yet more aliens were pushing into the bar. There had to be at least 300 of them right now. While the room was large, it wasn’t large enough for that many people. Some of the aliens were huge. Other ones were tiny. Though I wanted to think that I had a good grasp of xenobiology, I didn’t even recognize every form.

    As my heart pounded harder and harder, I closed my eyes, locked a hand over my face, then let it drop. As soon as I did, it was to the sight of a man staring at me across the bar. He looked half human, half something else. A snide smile pushed across his lips.

    Maybe he thought that it was controlled. Maybe he even thought that it was polite. It wasn’t. Because if there was one thing my twisted history had taught me, it was how to assess someone’s expression. I might not have ever done a particularly good job when it had come to Horatio, but I had when it had come to my other siblings. They’d only ever wanted my position.

    I’d always had to be on guard to ensure they never got it. And this guy, whoever he was, wanted something I would not give him.

    I quickly went to turn away.

    “Stop,” Alpha thought quickly. “I detect a likely target.”

    “Who? Where?”

    “Turn around. It is the half human approximately two point five meters from you.”

    “That guy? He looks like a lecherous fool. Find someone else.” I got a desperate edge to my thoughts as I relayed that. Staring at the bar, I wondered how many people here could work for the Dark Traders. You wouldn’t think there would be that many. Technically the Dark Traders weren’t meant to be that active in this part of the galaxy. But I’d had the wool pulled off my eyes around that particular fact. They were clearly here, and they were clearly out in force. And every single one of them was after me.

    I still didn’t know why Horatio had promised me to them. I had no clue what they wanted to do with me, either, but I knew that when the Dark Traders attained property, so-called sentient beings who were contracted to them for eternity, they never let go. They were like the equivalent of old Earth bulldogs. They would grab you, and they would drag you away, no matter what.

    “I suggest you control your nervous symptoms. They are obvious, and they are making more of a target of you.”

    As soon as I heard the word target, my heart did not slow. It only sped up. I felt like it was going to rocket out of my chest.

    Sweat began to cover my brow, too. This atmosphere suit might’ve technically been hiding my identity, but it was doing so at the detriment of cooking me. I felt like I was currently being fried by my own fear.

    I went to wipe my brow, but I couldn’t. My knuckles bashed up against my visor. The damn thing was already so broken that I cracked it further. “Capark,” I muttered. It was a swearword, and one of the only ones I deigned to mutter. Unfortunately, it was also one very much associated with Astrid citizens.

    That guy snapped toward my shoulder quicker than a spring jerking back on itself. He settled a hand on my arm. “You look as if you need some assistance.”

    “Not from you,” I said politely. I managed to wrench my arm back and take several steps forward, but the guy just followed me.

    I slid my gaze over to him. God, he was smiling like he was some kind of shark who’d just spotted an easy fish.

    “Turn around and engage him. I believe that he should be able to help us,” Alpha thought to me strictly.

    Like hell. With a smile like that, the only thing he wanted to help me do was remove my head from my shoulders.

    “You look lost,” the guy said again. “You need help. And I’m here to give it.” He bounced his hands off his chest. “I can offer anyone, despite their circumstances,” he looked me up and down again, “quick and silent transport off this planet.”

    “I’m not looking for transport off this planet,” I stammered quickly, just wanting him to get off my tail.

    “You’re clearly looking for something.”

    Yes, I was. A way out of here. I was very much starting to chicken out. I didn’t have the guts to look for help in a seedy alien bar, after all.

    I saw that there was a second exit. It was to my left. It was down a small ramp. The guy behind me was big. There were other aliens on the ramp. I’d be able to slip through them better than he would.

    I set off toward them. He grabbed my wrist harder.

    I elbowed him in the gut. I’d already claimed that I had limited combat training. But apparently I had to couch the limited bit. Because in my moment of desperation, it was rising to the fore. I knew exactly where to hit the guy, knew exactly where to sink my elbow, and there was a satisfying splutter from behind me that sounded like an over-inflated balloon finally popping.

    I lurched out of his grasp quickly, pushed forward, and ran down the ramp.

    “That was a mistake. He was likely the only person here who would be able to help us. Now we must get away. You have angered him,” Alpha stammered quickly. I must’ve done a very good job to make a personal wrist device stammer in his communications.

    I didn’t care.

    I might not have much going for me, but I always trusted my intuition, and now it rose through me like an explosion.

    As fear shook in my heart, I made it to the door. I went to open it, but something got in my way. It was a towering black figure. It was some kind of robot. As my gaze traced along it, that fear gripped my stomach harder.

    “That’s an assassin, run,” Alpha had a chance to say.

    I certainly didn’t get the chance to run, though. The assassin reached in and grabbed my shoulder.

    Then all hell broke loose.

    I’d been on the run for half a day. It was now over.

  
    Chapter 8

    Horatio Astrid

    I strode into the hall, one hand in my pocket, my head held back. I always kept my shoulders rigid, always kept my stance strong. No matter what I faced, even if it was certain defeat, I stared it in the eyes like a prince should.

    It took a few flickering seconds until a hologram appeared in front of me. It was of a hooded figure. Over all these years, despite the thousands of communications we’d had together, I’d never seen one of their faces. I didn’t even know if they had them. Likely they didn’t. Their kind were efficient. They cut away all the dross, dividing the galaxy up into only the things they wanted and needed, and everything else that could be destroyed without remorse.

    I’d already straightened, but I found it in my tired muscles to straighten further. “She will be found shortly.”

    “Yes, she will be.”

    There was something about their empty tone. Though usually there was no emotion in it, today I detected something. My entire life, I had devoted myself to reading other people. The twitch of a cheek, the narrowing of an eye, even the slight shudder in someone’s gaze – I knew what it meant, across alien races, across the galaxy.

    I didn’t have a face to stare at now, but that tone was enough.

    “Trust me, the princess can’t run far. She is not suited for fleeing.” I said that with all
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