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HCT KLEOPATRA

“Tigo Deken, according to the Codes of Conduct and Ethics set forth by Symmachian Command and the interplanetary Tertian Space Coalition, you are ordered to stand down and present yourself without opposition for punitive action.” Commander Benjt Crichton stopped in front of Tigo’s cell with Eidolon 225, an elite team of Marines, arching behind him. He motioned his men to release the 215—Tigo’s team—from their holding cells.

Tigo had been to the brig dozens of times to stow prisoners, but tonight he sat in a vat of treason and conspiracy that flipped his arcs and made no sense.

Not true. His actions leading to this made sense. Conviction had compelled him to act on behalf of an innocent downworlder. Compelled him to advocate for a brilliant doctor who had pulled the thread of a very big conspiracy infecting Symmachian Command—perhaps even the Tertian Space Coalition and the Council.

How deep was the corruption?

Lieutenant Jez Sidra held her head high, her attitude higher, as she exited her cell. Something telegraphed through her mahogany features that made Tigo wary. Angry, AO, Diggs, and Rhinn were herded together by 225. A smug-looking sergeant prodded AO through the hatch.

Apart from the others, Jez grew preternaturally still and quiet. A familiar mode she adopted when she needed deep focus before—

Tigo lurched. “No!”

With a sharp pivot, she thrust her shoulder into Baedth’s chest, sending him flying. She snatched the commander’s pulse weapon and fired at Crichton, then wheeled around. Fired twice more, reaching with her free hand to nail the hatch release. The door slammed down between AO and his guard and the rest.

“Jez, no!” Tigo scrambled toward her, but she’d already taken aim at Diggs and Rhinn. What the . . .? He staggered to a stop as she neutralized the two men.

“Go go go!” Jez pitched him into a turn. Shoved him toward the recycle bays.

His father. His team. His career. “I can’t.” Tigo glanced at Rhinn—saw no gaping wound. Same with Diggs.

“Move!” she growled at him.

“This isn’t the way—”

“It’s the only way if you want to live.” Her expression went black. “Trust me. I know.”

He blinked. Saw something in her eyes he’d never seen before—fear. And yet something stronger, bigger, too. He wondered who she was, what she had become. Was it his fault? Her actions here left him bewildered. “Jez—”

“Go. Please.” She pushed him backward.

A gust of air drew his attention to bay doors that had opened, revealing drop pods. There weren’t supposed to be pods in those bays. He stumbled over to them. “What—”

A hard shove from behind knocked his cheek against the pod. Pain darted down his neck. Scowling, he turned. “What—”

“I’m sorry.” Jez seemed strangely tall . . . yet not. Her expression grew conflicted. “I was supposed to do more. I didn’t . . . I failed you.”

“What’re you talking about?” What happened to her that she’d hit their own team? “I was your commander. I failed you—the team.” His gaze hit the others, laid out. “What’s going on?”

“Forgive me.” Jez planted a hand in the middle of his torso.

Heat rushed into his abdomen, forcing him backward. Shocked, he gaped at her hand—no weapon, yet the heat built. Snatching coherent thought, the burn rose through his chest into his throat. Fear gripped him. “Wh-what is this?”

“Peace.” Face oddly serene, Jez nudged him again, then stepped back.

Doors snapped shut, sealing him in. “No,” Tigo breathed, then slapped the window. “Jez, no!” Through the small window-like visor, he watched her slip into another pod.

The floor beneath his pod shifted. Gel cocooned his body, suctioning him into place as he accepted the mouthpiece that arced over his face. He bit it, catching one last glimpse of Jez’s pod before his dropped. As the Macedon ejected it from its innards, the pod rattled and jerked. The great chasm of space welcomed him into its black hold. Thrusters fired, guiding it toward some destination.

Where? Who’d programmed it? Jez? She’d anticipated what he’d refused to accept—the alliance would chew him up and spit him out for helping that Kynigos and the girl, for not idly standing by while an alien race decided humans were expendable.

A bright light shot past his pod, yanking his gaze toward it. Somehow, he knew it was Jez’s pod. Why was hers moving so much faster? He watched as the pod rocketed toward Drosero. Of all planets for him to get marooned on. . . it had to be the one without technology.

Maybe that was the point. Jez knew Symmachia couldn’t find him here. Doing so would break a dozen intergalactic treaties. But that hadn’t stopped them with the Kynigos. Or the Droseran girl.

The sun cresting the planet’s curve reached toward her pod as it broke the atmosphere.

Wait. No. That wasn’t the pod hitting atmo. It was . . .

No. No no no.

A great ball of fire sparked across the atmosphere, bouncing, eating up the pod.

Tigo watched, heart racing, frantic to stop that pod, save Jez. But he could do nothing. He tried to bang his fists. Useless. The cocooning gel refused to let him move. But it couldn’t stop the tears. Or the fire that rushed over his shield and consumed his pod.
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THE ACADEMY, SYMMACHIA

“Zacdari! What in Void’s Embrace are you waiting for?”

Claxons rang in her helmet, a grating noise that made it hard to think. Her heads-up gave a visual on the target station, and another on the left displayed the corvette’s actual trajectory. The dots were not aligned.

Lance Corporal Eija Zacdari could handle it. She might be a mere candidate for the Tertian Intergalactic Hyperjump Program for Exploration. She might be a Tryssinian orphan with more scars than fingers. But she wasn’t a quitter. Getting onto the Prevenire, the first HyPE ship to access the hyperaccelerated slipstream to Kuru System, was her last hope.

She nudged the controls, bringing the corvette into alignment with the great metal flower that was her target.

A wave of heat speared her mind, and with it came a strange visual. A realization. The vectors were wrong. Her angle of approach wrong.

It was all djelling wrong.

And you know that how? Nobody knew Kuru System because nobody had been there. How did Command know this was right? How did anyone? Even her? That alone made her hesitate. Throw this away and she threw away a gift.

“Nobody can know, Eija. Do you understand?”

She glanced up, wide-eyed, at the one offering her the world—a whole new world and life.

The woman wore slacks and a blouse. Nothing fancy. But a lot nicer than anything Eija’s orphaned self ever wore. “If they find out, this all goes away. And there will be nothing here to return to. Am I clear?”

“Why me?”

“Look around you, Eija. The others—they’re hurting, too. That’s what we are supposed to change. They are the ones we need to protect; the ones who can’t do anything for themselves.” Her bright eyes seemed less blue just then. “So, tell me. Are you the warrior I think you to be?”

“But nobody from Tryss—”

“No. Never mention that place again. Do, and your dream of escape dies as soon as the name falls from your lips. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Patron.”

“So, what are you, then?”

“Napian,” she replied obediently.

Napian. By record only. But Eija had grown up on Tryssinia, where everyone was taught from birth to distrust the government, and the Academy was as close to government as one could get out in the black.

“Nice and easy, Z. Guide her in,” came the calm, unaffected tone of her flight training instructor, Gunnery Sergeant Sevart “Rhinn” Crafter. “That’s right.”

His words pushed her attention back to the panels. The simulation said it was right. So just shut up and do it. Pass the stupid test. If she failed, she wouldn’t get assigned to the Prevenire.

Eija’s vision blurred, and a thrum of heat against her palms warned her of a fatal mistake. Something beeped. She glanced down. Her thumb slid across the rounded surface of the control instruments. A small but significant gesture that shifted her trajectory.

Beep-beep-beep!

“Zacdari! What’re you scuzzing doing?”

Her gaze snapped to the blue ring gliding farther from the white blip of her craft on the screen. No. She couldn’t scuz this. Breathing a little harder, she jerked right.

Too hard! Too hard!

The sim ship decelerated sharply, and she could feel it itching for a spin.

Exiting slipstream at Kuru Station One in five . . . four . . .

“C’mon,” Eija muttered as she hit thrusters to compensate for the variance in distance. If she didn’t get it corrected soon, she’d fling into the atmosphere or collide with the station rings, which guided ships safely through Kuru to the anchor point station, where she’d dock.

According to the intelligence.

Which was slagged.

“Just . . . pass the . . . djelling test,” she murmured to herself.

The hard deceleration flipped her couch and pressed hard against her body, fluids snaking into her system to keep her from being crushed alive. The fast-attack craft finished its deceleration. But like everything in her life, it wasn’t enough. The first ring was barreling toward her. She tensed. Her sweaty hands slipped off the control. A whimper lashed out, fogging the helmet. “No no no,” she muttered.

Warnings glared in red block letters: Impact imminent. Alter course.

Eija tried to comply, but the ship shuddered as if it, too, were appalled by her insanity. The screen flashed searing white. Her fluids went cold, a painful punishment for failing the sim.

Like her own deflating hopes, the couch sagged and lowered her to the deck. Snakes retracted, sucking away her last vestige of self-respect. Growling, Eija pounded her console. With a huff, she extricated herself from the simulator.

“What the slag was that?” barked Gunny as the walls drew up.

A swarm of nerves invaded Eija at the sight of the forbidding former Eidolon charging across the simdeck. “It messed up—”

“No, that’s what you did!” Gunny growled. “You just blew up everyone on your ship, Corporal!”

“But I—”

“What does that readout say?” He towered over her with furor in his eyes.

The bleeding crimson display still flashing in her mind, Eija shoved her gaze to the deck and huffed. Gritted her teeth.

“I’m waiting!”

She jolted. Looked at him. Right. The screen . . .

But the simulator wasn’t right. If the intel about this planet they were jumping to was right, then the tactical plans had fundamental flaws. Yet she couldn’t justify that assertion with science. She barely passed her modules each week. Flying wasn’t a science—not to her. It was instinct. Which frustrated her because she couldn’t explain exactly what was wrong, so nobody would listen to her objections.

Lifting her chin, she met the sergeant’s hard gaze and—by the stars, she would not let a smug Eidolon-turned-flight-instructor destroy her chance of getting off this forsaken planet. “It’s wrong! I don’t know where we got the intel on that jump, but it won’t work.”

“It does work—except with you!”

“That’s because the simulations are set up with erroneous intel. Based on conditions here, that we’re used to, but—”

“Enough!”

“—it’s not. We’re going to get everyone killed if we—”

“Stand down, Corporal!”

“Why won’t you listen?”

“Excuse me?” He moved forward, forcing her to take a step back as he pressed his bulk and authority right into her nose. “This is your last warning, Zacdari! One more, one little infraction—including breathing wrong when you’re near me—and you’re out.”

Stricken, Eija lifted her head, mouth parting. Dread nauseated her. “But—”

“Got it?”

She tightened her jaw. “Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed!”
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LAMPROS CITY, KALONICA, DROSERO

No more was he Marco Dusan, Kynigos, skilled hunter. A man concerned only with tracking quarry and sorting scents. Finery and frippery choked him as he stood before the full-length mirror in his private residence within Kardia, the royal palace that sat in the heart of Lampros City. The reflection of his black and blue Kynigos cloak taunted as it hung next to the duster behind him. It’d kept him warm on many a hunt in his pursuit of fugitives across the quadrants. His gift had fueled and given him purpose, defined him. Now what purpose did it pose?

He dropped his gaze, rubbing his knuckles, unwilling to don the ornamental sash and sword belt. He could scale a building in a heartbeat, but fight with a sword? Play politics?

Shaking his head, he eyed the waistcoat stitched with the sigil of House Tyrannous—an attacking aetos, wings and claws outstretched in powerful threat. His white sash of nobility atop black slacks tucked with precision—by a sergius—into polished ebony boots. Gold cords ran from one shoulder to the other and tucked beneath gold epaulets that identified him as medora. Balling his fists, he gritted his teeth. This was not him. He wasn’t one to wear ornamentation, to adorn himself with regalia. He thought to toss off the extravagances.

Yet he was medora—king. Of a people he did not know. A land he’d forgotten, having been taken from these very halls at the young age of six. Parents, whose blood he carried, were only hazy memories haunting marble floors and columns of this palatial home. What did he know about ruling a people? Deliver justice, aye.

But today was not about him. It was about Kalonica. A realm in need of a ruler, of guidance. For a prophecy—he rotated his right forearm and saw the brand hidden beneath his sleeve glowing faintly—that had chosen him as a boy.

“Your Majesty?” Ixion called from the solar.

Tugging his cuffs, Marco used his enhanced sense of smell—the anaktesios—and detected the respect of a man long used to ruling as elder of a Kalonican province for decades.

“You are late,” Ixion said. “To your own coronation.”

Marco expelled a heavy breath. “I am ill-suited to diplomacy and pandering.”

“The time for those things is long past. Considering the change facing Kalonica and Drosero, you are exactly what the people need.”

The words enabled him to draw a breath not pained with inadequacy. “Mayhap.” His thoughts drifted to that satellite, the intel handed down by a Symmachian Eidolon, that . . . creature. “After what I’ve seen, war is very near, and that is . . . overwhelming.”

Ixion nodded yet seemed distracted.

“What is it?”

“They rail that you will not use your birth name.”

“Achilus is a boy long dead.” Marco stretched his neck beneath the starched collar. “Let’s get this over with.” Heavily burdened yet unbowed, he strode out of the apartments. His regia—royal guard—fell in step behind him. A dozen paces later he caught a scent of surprise. Admiration. Then anger. He slid his gaze to the source and resisted smirking. “Darius.”

Tight-lipped yet comfortable in the regalia of heir presumptive, his brother stood at the end of the hall. “By the fires.” He drew closer. “You are the image of our father.”

A father Marco barely remembered, save a parting moment etched in heartache. He tucked his chin, appreciating yet hating the comparison and knowing he could not live up to the legacy of Tyrannous Zarek. The roiling scents betrayed Darius’s agreement with that sentiment.

Distraction came in that beautiful Signature of vanilla and patchouli wafting from the right.

Marco braced as Kersei emerged from the residence she shared with Darius. Attired in a flattering gold gown, she wore a small tiara that did little to control her riot of black curls. Still the most beautiful creature he’d ever set eyes upon.

“Were it not for that brooding look,” Kersei said with a smile, “I would scarce recognize you.” Though teasing, she couldn’t hide her scent leaden with grief and . . . ache.

Marco stowed his feelings lest they betray him. He looked away from them, hating that Kersei stood with his brother, not at his side. “Shall we?”

“Actually,” Darius said, “Kersei and I must go first, then you walk alone.”

“I only meant—let’s get this over with.”

Arrogant to the last, Darius turned to Kersei. “My princessa?” His rank gloating fouled the air as he put a possessive arm around her and led her to the stairs.

Anger rattled through Marco. He could flatten the impudent prince.

Ixion manifested at his side. “Easy,” he breathed.

Stretching his neck, Marco restrained himself. Stalked to the staircase. A crack sounded from below, startling him to a stop. He peered over the balustrade and his heart thumped—a sea of green waited below. In the grand foyer, there were easily more than a hundred machitis, aerios, regia, nobles, and elders. “I said a small gathering.”

Today’s ceremony was formality, an assurance that he was not a pretender. So he’d wanted as little fuss as possible, allowing only elders and nobles to attend. For now. Later, a celebration for the people. Much later.

“This is small,” Ixion noted. “It would be greater had not Stratios been lost.”

Sobered by the mention of Kersei’s people lost in the attack that thrust her into his life, Marco moved down the stairs, spotting the aged iereas, Ypiretis, and his apprentice, Duncan, near the entrance to the great hall. Two machitis opened the throne room door.

Marco entered the columned hall with its mural and Kalonican green.

“Stand true and ready,” a caller announced, his voice echoing through the foyer, “for one comes to claim the heart of Kardia and its throne.”

Gilt cornices and chandeliers glittered as Marco strode through the crowd. Straight ahead, the elders surrounded the throne dais upon which stood Darius and Kersei.

“Who approaches the altar?” Grand Duke Rhayld demanded. Marco’s uncle had little of the Tyrannous bearing so strong in their line.

“I, Marco Dusan, do.” He closed the last few yards.

Rhayld’s scent trilled with an irritated but quiet acceptance. He had been comfortable in his role as praetor, temporary ruler after Zarek’s death more than six months past. “What cause do you have to claim this crown?”

“I was born Tyrannous Achilus, firstborn son and blood heir of Medora Zarek and his kyria, Athina.” The words were strange to Marco since years of training had forced a shunning of familial identity and embracing of only one: Kynigos.

“Prince Darius,” his stout uncle spoke, “please bring forth the confirmation device, loaned to us by High Lord Kyros”—he nodded to the red-robed iereas with a white mantle—“for the expedience of proof that will remove all doubt regarding this man’s claim that he is Zarek’s eldest son, long believed dead.”

Darius delivered a small black box to the grand duke with a scent of jealous rivalry. It was less than the rage Marco had detected when Darius and Kersei first returned from Iereania two weeks ago. The prince had so wanted to challenge Marco then, but with little grounds, he subsided into sullen acceptance.

“Provide now your proof.” Rhayld wafted a strange scent, not doubt of Marco’s identity but . . . a tremor of fear, uncertainty.

Why? Believing men should be able to keep their secrets, Marco closed his receptors but not before he caught Kersei’s Signature, imbued with awe and grief. His gaze touched hers for a click, appreciating the caress of her brown eyes, as he turned to the pad and pressed his thumb there. A single prick from the device extracted a droplet of blood.

A heavy pause hung over the great hall as Kalonicans waited for the result, which appeared with a blue light. Fitting, considering the blue hue to his now ever-glowing brand that had connected him to Kersei in the Ierean Temple.

“Prince Darius,” Rhayld intoned. “Have you a result?”

“Aye, I do, Grand Duke,” his brother answered.

“Pray, show it to the elders and claimant, then produce it here to be ever recorded in the annals of the medoras.”

Showing the result, Darius walked the line of elders, then turned to Marco, who nodded. He had been accepted as truth when Roman told him, but somehow, seeing the digital proof of his legacy stirred something deep as Darius delivered the device to Rhayld.

“It is confirmed—a 98.9 percent match,” Rhayld said triumphantly, and despite Marco’s closed receptors, there riffled a scent that bespoke joy with yet another undercurrent of uncertainty. “Nobles, machitis, and elders, before you stands Tyrannous Achilus, son of Zarek. What say you?”

A collective shout went up.

Overwhelmed by the enormity of what was happening, Marco drew up, glancing around. Two months ago, he’d been on a ship, fighting for Kersei’s life and—unwittingly—his own. Now he stood before this crowd not as a hunter, but as heir to a throne left vacant when his father died in an attack that led to Symmachia.

“Achilus, now likened Marco, stand ready to receive your vestments.” Rhayld motioned Ypiretis and Duncan to bring forward a staff tipped with a gold, attacking aetos, a heavy fur robe, and a thick gold crown. “Marco, face your subjects. Kneel before them and the Ancient who chose you.”

Disbelieving that this was happening, Marco turned and knelt on the low padded bench that looked out at the crowd. The faces . . . his subjects. The people he was to rule, be responsible for. His heart punched his ribcage. He opened his receptors and used the anaktesios to ascertain the collective attitude. Relief hit him—most accepted him, even celebrated him. A few were uncertain.

High Lord Kyros glided from the side and, with the help of Ypiretis, set the heavy robe on Marco’s shoulders. “A reminder,” Kyros pronounced, “of the weight you carry and the protection you provide to the people you serve.” He produced the scepter-staff and extended it to Marco. “A symbol of peace and violence, the scepter-staff bears the aetos, which soars above all, so should your character and honor. As a staff it is the weapon of aerios used to defend the realm, and as scepter it signifies your royal blood.”

Kyros next raised the crown over Marco’s head. Though Darius and Kersei stood behind him, Marco caught her Signature, laced with approval and delight so terrific.

The rugged diadem had a thick gold band with five arches, each inlaid with a different jewel to represent the four realms, and in the center an aetos gripped the thick band, curled behind the middle arch, and peered over it in a frozen shriek. In its beak lay a massive emerald. Purple diamonds sparked from the eyes, indicative of the Kalonican Sea, which fed the fertile soil.

“Here we lift the crown of Kalonica,” Kyros proclaimed, “forged for Atlas, second medora of Kalonica, blessed by the Ladies of Basilikas in the time of Medora Eoghan, worn by every firstborn son in the four-hundred cycles since. By the authority placed in me by the Ancient, Vaqar, and the Ladies of Basilikas who protect and do violence on behalf of the people, you are crowned Marco, Medora of Kalonica and her realms; sovereign over the Northern, Middle, and Southern lands; hand of Vaqar the Protector.”

Slowly, reverently, the crown came to rest on Marco’s brow with a notable weight and a foreboding that the pain the Lady had spoken of on Iereania was just beginning.
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LAMPROS CITY, KALONICA, DROSERO

It was not supposed to be this way. Though Kersei remained by Darius, her bound, everything in her was at Marco’s side as he was formally set in as medora. He was handsome, with a powerful presence—yet affected so deeply as the crown settled atop his wavy black hair. Pride surged through her as shouts of hoyzah rose from the aerios, elders, and nobles. The thick gray fur cloak added to his impressive bearing. Never had there been such a man . . .

Kersei fisted her hands. An ache of longing swelled—Marco had vowed to make her his bound. That they would rule together. Devoted words spoken moments before Darius reappeared, every bit alive and not dead as believed. Ceremonially bound to Darius, Kersei had been forced to leave the man she loved. It was cruel. Forever would he hold her heart.

“You are princessa now. The people will look to you—be of good courage. For them . . . and for my brother’s son you now carry.” It was impossible for Marco to know about the pregnancy in that painful good-bye on Iereania. Seven weeks since and her monthly had not come—that and the exhaustion brought on by the life growing within her—proving him right.

“Vanko Kalonica!” shouted Darius, fist thrust against his chest.

As Marco rose and took the throne, machitis echoed the shout, and the crowd bowed to him. Though to all here he likely looked comfortable upon the royal seat, Kersei noted the stiff set of his jaw. The spark of annoyance in his blue eyes. He felt out of place in Kardia.

Darius moved forward and summoned the machitis, demanding their oath to serve their new medora. As one, they went to a knee and swore fealty, to hold honor above all else. That was followed by a winnowing of warriors down to the aerios. Then regia vowed their swords and lives were Marco’s to do with as he willed, and then they swore to obey every command with extreme prejudice.

Kyros and Ypiretis stepped from the dais, leading Marco from the throne room. The sea of green-and-white-clad aerios again took a knee as he strode past.

When Darius offered his arm, Kersei startled out of her admiration. Together, they exited the hall behind Marco and the iereas, who moved to a small receiving room where they would remove Marco’s vestments.

A half ora later, the members of House Tyrannous, which now included her, formed a receiving line into the grand hall. Marco joined them at the front, and the doors were opened to a long queue that continued for what seemed hours as guests filed in and took their designated tables for the celebration feast. Marco might say he was no politician, but he commanded the attention and hearts of the people unlike any she had seen. She did not doubt many nobles sought him for their unmarried daughters.

When they were seated at last, Darius tossed back a glass of wine, startling her. His nostrils flared. “He is every inch our father down to the way they fawn over him.”

At the venom in his words, Kersei skidded her gaze over him, his rumpled light-brown hair curling around the circlet he wore. “You sound annoyed.”

His blue eyes hit hers, then bounced away.

“Because you thought to be medora?”

“Test me not, Kersei.”

“Are you so easily threatened by a query?”

“He rules a kingdom he does not know or love. His heart is not here.”

“Marco could not be forced to do anything against his will.”

“You seem to know his thoughts well, yet not mine.” His lips thinned. “Remember who is your bound, Princessa.”

The way he sneered her title smarted. “Reminders I do not need.”

“Think me the villain, but he knows nothing of the kingdom he rules. I may not be perfectly versed on political affairs—my father-medora confided in Silvanus on those—but I am more knowledgeable than Marco, as are others in this room.” He nodded to the grand duke conversing in the corner with two round-bellied nobles.

Enduring the assault of Marco’s character without posing a defense for him proved painful. She focused on the man Darius had indicated. “Your uncle?” There was an implication in his words she did not like. “But he was—”

“Praetor, upon the deaths of Silvanus and Father. It would not be farfetched to think he fancied himself wearing the aetos, especially believing I was dead as well. It is an adjustment to lose the station he enjoyed for months.” He lifted a meat pie from the tray and slid it into his mouth. “The man with him in burgundy?”

Kersei found the man with little hair and much ornamentation. “Lord Artlenburg?” She had attended more than one gala with her parents.

“Director of the treasury,” Darius noted. “And the man who just joined them . . .”

Kersei saw the shorter arrival, dapper in tails and slicked-back hair. “Artlenburg’s heir, Royd.”

“Recently returned from Jherako, where he spent a great deal of time with the economists and is said to have had the ear of their king.”

Why would Royd seek counsel with a foreign king? “You know this how?” Would Marco need to watch his back already?

Darius gave her a lazy grin. “You sound impressed, my love.”

“Your words, if true, are alarming and could suggest a threat against Marco.”

Irritation splayed through his features, then shifted. “That is the Kersei I love so much, thinking past lace and pearls, though you wear them both well.”

Bristling, she ignored his well-intentioned compliment. “Darius, you must give earnest consideration to this. Think you Artlenburg is planning some . . . insurrection?”

Darius laughed. “Recall that I am the one versed in political affairs, not you with your morbid imaginations.” He huffed. “Nay, I do not think they are planning any such event.” He squinted. “Yet.”

Why must he always rebuff her? “You should speak with Marco about this.”

His mirth vanished. “No.”

“It is of great import if you think these men would harm Marco.”

“I grow weary of your thoughts so fastidiously focused on my brother.” Darius cocked his head. “Do remember to refer to him as Medora Marco now, love.” He took her hand. Kissed her palm. “If you would pardon me.” He nodded to her regia, then strode across the room toward the men he had just discussed.

Annoyed at his condescension but relieved to be alone, she reveled in the solitude. He had been smothering since their return to Kalonica. A yawn seized her. She gained her feet and startled as a man appeared at her side. “Ypiretis.”

“Princessa,” he said, inclining his head. “How do you fare?”

“Tired,” she admitted, smiling at his apprentice, the black-haired youth. “As a girl, these affairs always bored me. I would sneak into the bailey and spar with the aerios, then be punished later by Ma’ma.”

A hearty laugh jolted through the hall, fastening her attention on Marco, who stood with Elder Bazyli Sebastiano and his brothers.

“They are so at ease,” she noted quietly.

“He has nothing to prove with them.”

As he did not with me. Marco’s ruggedness seemed a sharp contrast to the medora’s doublet and crown, yet it emphasized that persona. And what a figure he cut with the high collar of his official overcloak. The green of his embroidered coat brightened eyes that had so wholly ensnared her on Cenon. As he talked, she tried to catch his words and found herself staring at his mouth. Remembering—

Things she should not. Kersei lowered her head and massaged her neck.

A woman’s tittering drew her gaze back. Elegant, carefree Danae Sebastiano now entertained her brothers and Marco, who chuckled and shook his head. When her hand landed on his arm, he barked a laugh.

A black spear of jealousy ripped through Kersei.

Tall with long blonde hair, Danae, the daughter of Ares, former elder of the Xanthus, would secure a strategic alliance for her entoli if they could tether her to Marco. That was surely her intent. Could Marco not see it? Danae did not care for him—the man, the hunter. Only for the crown and how it might benefit the Xanthus.

“When in a position of authority and new to a seat of power, should not one be gracious?” came the soft, not-so-subtle voice of Ypiretis.

“Aye,” Kersei said as she averted her focus. “But perhaps he should not enjoy it so much.”

Ypiretis smiled. “Have you counted the number of times he has looked to the terratza?”

Kersei glanced at the iereas then Marco—his gaze even now wandering to the gauzy curtains billowing between columns as if he sought escape. He clapped Bazyli’s shoulder, nodded curtly to the others, and walked away with his regia, Kaveh Naderi and Edvian Solurto, two steps behind as he left the crowd for the open night.

Kersei was halfway across the great hall before she realized it. Reminding herself it would be unseemly to go to Marco alone, she diverted to a pastry table. Hated herself for wanting to be out there with him when it would be inappropriate. Plate of delicacies in hand, she turned as the curtains fluttered, sneaking her a glimpse of Marco, palms on the balustrade as he stared out to sea.

She eyed Darius—still engaged in conversation—then erased the half dozen paces between her and Marco.

When his regia materialized at each column forbidding her passage, her courage fled. “I only—”

“Beg your mercy, Princessa.” Kaveh shouldered into her path. “The medora wills privacy.”

Her heart sank. “Of course.” She peered over Kaveh’s shoulder to Marco, still bent and brooding. But she was not one to give up easily. “I noticed the medora had not eaten, so I thought to offer him—”

“He asked for privacy,” he said, more curtly this time.

Kersei tightened her jaw. It was for the best. She did not want a spectacle if Darius—

“Let her pass, Kaveh.”

Something about his deep voice reaching from the dark night to grant access sent a shameful thrill through her. Chin tucked, she slipped between the aerios, extending the plate toward Marco as she approached. “You have scarce touched food this droll eve, my medora.”

With a smirk, he folded his arms, leaned back against the thick balustrade, and crossed his ankles. “I have little stomach for food or platitudes.”

Kersei sighed. “I am of the same mind.” She glanced at the plate, telling herself to leave before she did something foolish. She lifted the delicacies. “So, which—”

He flashed a hand. “The only sweet I sought was your company.”

Her heart stuttered, throwing heat into her cheeks. Stunned, she found herself captive to his gaze. Thought to speak, tell him her love had not dimmed, that she was sorry for all that happened on Iereania, that she would do anything . . .

Yet, she could not.

Willing her pulse to slow, knowing well how her pheromones thrust her attraction at him, she set down the plate. Touched a sugared confection. “They are too sweet. Making me sick.” Brushing off her hands, she braved another look at him, the gold circlet a nice accent to his olive skin, resting on. . . his knotted brow. She reached to brush back the strands—

Marco straightened to his full height. Turned again to the sea, hands shoved into his pockets.

Of course. Though their relationship had been short, she still felt it second nature to touch him, to be with him. He had more honor than her, more strength, and she grieved her own weakness.

Stiff and staring up at the sky, he groaned. “The Lady told us the heartaches would be endless, but I couldn’t have imagined”—he motioned between them—“this. Loving you, being so close, and knowing I can never . . .”

Her throat thickened with emotion. “Nor I.” The heartache was acute. Too much like that reminding chamber the Symmachians had locked her in. “She said to stand strong.” Something Kersei did not feel.

Another snort, and he scratched the side of his face. “When Roman told me who I was—that Zarek was my father—it opened up memories, but I wasn’t overwhelmed because . . .” He pressed his fingertips to the stone rail, his voice rough. “Because I thought I would face it with someone who made me want to be a better man. Someone who understood me and the people I was to rule.” He swallowed, his jaw muscle jouncing.

Eyes burning with unshed tears, she dared not speak or move. This was tenuous ground that scared her. Reminded her Darius was on the other side of those curtains, as were hundreds of guests. She would not shame their houses, but oh by the Mercies, she would touch him, hold him, feel his strength, and—

“Kersei,” he hissed, a low warning as he hung his head.

She remembered herself, her emotions. “I beg your mercy,” she whispered, shamed.

He roughed a hand over his mouth and stretched his jaw. “I’m alone.” The words seemed to struggle from his throat. “For the first time in my life, I am truly alone. And I don’t know what to do. Surrounded by hundreds, an anchor upon my head, and daunted by what is before me. Daunted and alone.”

“No.” She slipped her hand to his wrist. “No, you are not alone. We are here. I know things are . . . upside down, but you are not alone, Marco. I am here. And I will ever be your—”

“Friend?” he growled, his eyes narrowing as he rocked. His venom startled her. “The woman I love, the woman I wanted as my bound, lives in my own house, and I cannot touch her. I cannot love her!” He stepped back of a sudden. Something washed through his face, and he nodded. “Good eve, Princessa.”

“M—” The call died on her lips when she saw what pushed him away.

Darius. Standing by the columns. He bumped shoulders with Marco, who returned to the festivities. Alone with her, Darius glowered. “What do you here?”

Feeling caught and yet detesting the man who stood before her for what he had made impossible, Kersei lifted the pastries. “It was too humid. I needed air and a good pastry.” She forced a smile.

“Is this what it will be like? You slipping off to be with him every time my back is turned?”

She wanted to argue, but that was exactly what she had done.

“Have you no shame? You are my bound, mine! Not his.”

“I am your bound, aye,” she bit out, “but I am not owned. I will not be treated like a possession. You overreact, Darius.”

“Overreact?” He stabbed toward the gathering. “What am I to say or do when a duke informs me my bound is alone in the night with my brother? In public, you do this!” His voice and temper rose. “Do not cuckold me, Kersei.”

She had training. Instincts. But no self-control. Her hand flew true and sharp across his face. “How dare you!” Beads of light sprinkled her vision. She staggered. “How could you . . .?” She blinked to regain her senses. To shake off the dizziness that washed over her.

“Kersei?”

She blinked again, but this time nothing. A shout followed her into the blackness.
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LAMPROS CITY, KALONICA, DROSERO

Shame. Sadness. Indignation. Anger. Last eve, those scents had rolled into a painful concoction that stopped Marco from taking Kersei into his arms, comforting her—and himself—and pushed him back into the fray of political machinations. When her scent dimmed, he’d pivoted, knowing something was wrong. His heart jolted to find Darius shooting him a fierce scowl as he carried an unconscious Kersei across the hall to a side room. Later, the pharmakeia reported the fainting was due to stress and dehydration. Too much too soon after what Symmachia put her through.

Assuredly the pregnancy contributed to what happened, but that was not yet known to most. Marco had exacerbated things by what he’d allowed to transpire between them at the gala. He thought if he could just be close to her, that would be enough. It wasn’t. He’d wanted her in his arms.

“. . . I love you, Marco.” The kisses they’d shared on the transport had been passionate and deep, but what existed between them went beyond the physical.

On the balcony of his apartments within Kardia, Marco rotated his arm and stared at his mark. What had once been black as his cloak was now a lingering pale blue that churned beneath his skin.

The futility of this new life rankled. Drove Marco off the balustrade outside his quarters. He launched up and caught the ledge above. Hand over hand, he slid to the right. Held the corner, then dragged himself onto the third-level ledge. He toed the lip and jumped to the side. Hooked a column. Slid a few feet, but found traction and scurried up. A few more leaps delivered him to the turret. He tic-tacked up to the roof, then zigzagged up the steep slope and perched on the spine.

With an expelled breath, he squinted south to the rubble of Stratios Hall. To the southwest and far from sight sat the walled city of the Xanthus. Farther south still was Trachys, and west of them the Prokopios along the Va’Una Issi—the desert interrupted only by deep crevasses that ran for leagues. So many people he did not know.

Laughter below drew his thoughts back to Kardia. Kersei. He would know her Signature anywhere. Instinct told him to find her. Go to her.

But he could not. Would not. He had nearly compromised his honor once. She was bound to Darius. Carried his child. Which he only knew because of the twin lights in her eyes, an effect of the prophecy that enabled him to see a person’s true character.

Laughter persisted from the west lawn, taunting.

Stay where you are. She is not your concern.

As medora, were not all Kalonicans now his concern?

Interference will only hinder an already fractured relationship with Darius.

Did they have a relationship? Hunters weren’t concerned with relationships. Only the Code.

Which held honor above all else.

Marco grunted. I am no longer a hunter. He hopped up and moved along the handspan-wide peak, lowered into a crouch, and inched closer. The lawn had a garden and, at the most distant edge, a machitis training yard.

There, Kersei walked away from a powerfully built aerios who stood near a hay-packed dummy. “Stand clear.” She held a long silver weapon. “You saw how wide my last throw went.”

“When you are experienced with it, you will hit an apple from my head.”

She laughed again, lining up the throw, then with a hustle, sent the rod downrange.

Marco fisted a hand to his mouth, watching her. So alive. So fiery. So beautiful. So . . . Kersei.

“What do you here after what happened last eve?” The barked remonstration came from immediately below, seconds before Darius strode into the sun and across the lawn.

“I would train with this javrod.” Kersei’s scent flared defiant. “It was a gift from—”

“You are princessa with a contingent of regia at your call. There is no need for you to wield a weapon.”

Now anger infused her scent. “You sound like your father.”

“He was a wise medora.” Darius reached her.

“I-I did not—I beg your mercy,” Kersei offered, radiating grief and sorrow. “You know I meant no—”

“Aye.” Darius pulled her into his arms. “I know you did not.”

The ache in Marco’s chest exploded. Twisted and writhed past his honor. He punched the clay roof. Let the rage course through, trying to restrain himself. Decided he could not, so he slanted his legs away and slid down the opposite slope, half willing the dangerous speed to tear him from this torment.

Instead, he sailed off the roof and rotated to catch the cornice. Eyeing the façade, he swung at a window several feet over. Missed the edge. Plummeted, his fingers groping for traction, for a hold.

Shouts below warned he’d been spotted.

Marco caught a brick. Stopped his descent, feeling his fingertips burn. He spidered over to the window. Grabbed the sill and eyed the lower one.

“You could continue acting like the diabolus himself,” came a gravelly voice, “or you could come in and stop alarming your regia.”

Marco peered up at the window above, which framed none other than Ixion. “And miss my chance to taunt them for not protecting me?”

Ixion winged an eyebrow. “We have lost one medora already this cycle.”

With a grunt, Marco used a toehold to shove up. Hiked his legs up and over the ledge. He landed softly on the marble sill. “Unfair, using guilt.” Eyeing the Stalker’s sweaty brow and scuffed boots, he sniffed. “You were tracking me.”

“How would it look if I let you kill yourself?”

Marco sat back on the windowsill, thinking, staring at the hall filled with portraits of his forebears. Medoras on one side, kyrias on the other. When would that vision he’d had on the cliffs come to pass? How wretched to hope for it, since that would mean the death of his brother. Yet how could he give up on Kersei being his, of them having sons? At all hours, day and night, her Signature called to him. No more could he endure it. “Death would be more bearable.”

“And more permanent.”

Marco stretched his neck as they stalked down the marbled hall, the hand-carved rugs padding his steps as he passed beneath the life-size gazes of his forebears. “That is not as negative as you might believe.”

“I must disagree.”

Glancing at his First as he turned on the wide landing, he collided with someone. “Sorry.” He caught their shoulders and pivoted to avoid injury—then saw the curls. Her eyes. “Kersei.” How? She had been on the lawn.

“Your . . . Majesty.” After a slight curtsy, she slid a look to the elder and her smile faltered. “Sir Ixion.”

“Princessa.”

Marco stepped away, searched the hall and lower foyer. “Where is Darius?”

“Tending something with the aerios.”

Then not here. “You were practicing.”

Surprise leapt into her features and pleasure into her scent. “I was.” Her tentative smile obliterated his ability to think. “Jez gave me a new javrod on. . .”

The Macedon. That’s what she’d been about to say. It’d been where Jez Sidra and Tigo Deken had plotted Kersei’s escape from Captain Baric. Apparently, with a weapon.

She drew straight. “I would be proficient with it.”

Of course she would. She had looked beautiful in the yard, doing what she loved, and now her countenance was brightened by the exercise. “I am glad for you.”

“You are? Darius—” Wide eyes darted away, nervous. “Not many believe women should enjoy such . . . aggressive activities.”

“Perhaps that should change.”

A grin forced light back into her eyes. “I said as much to Darius.” She shrugged, her scent rank with restraint and nerves, which annoyed him. “If we are to face the enemy predicted in the prophecy”—she angled the arm with her half of the pale-blue mark—“we should be prepared.”

“Aye.” Somehow he had closed the gap between them again, drawn by her fiery nature. The same desire saturated her Signature.

Curse it all! He would be with her. They were marked as one. Attraction spiraled between them. Just a touch. To feel her silken cheek . . . sate the fire in his gut. Her breath faltered, like his own.

Ixion cleared his throat.

Frustration coiled, Marco lowered his head. Glanced at his First, whose gaze was on a shadow. It was then Marco realized he’d been so distracted by the wicked lure he had not detected—“Darius, do you not agree with your bound?”

Kersei drew in a quick breath, her scent worried, as she moved aside.

“I do not.” Darius swaggered over and kissed her. “Practice and sparring were well enough when she was an elder’s daughter, but she is now princessa.”

“Exactly.” Marco would enjoy this. “Should we not want our enemy and our people to see strength when they look to Kardia?”

“Strength is not only in a weapon or a blow.” Darius’s nostrils flared. “Father said it often. Had you remained here instead of going off with the Kynigos, he would have taught you the same.”

The barb thumped Marco hard. He stared down the insolent pup and itched to take him to ground as he had first-years at the Citadel.

“Darius, please,” Kersei whispered.

“What?” He wrapped an arm around her, gloating. “I speak true. He walked out.”

“You know not of what you speak,” Marco bit out. “You were a squalling babe when the master came for me. Aye, I would’ve preferred more time with our parents, but I have no regrets for the life the Ancient chose for me.”

“No regrets?” Anger drenched Darius’s efflux, but there was . . . more. “You hold no regret not knowing the people you rule, the brother who trains your army, the parents who made this realm flourish?” His gaze narrowed. “Do you not realize, Achilus, that had you stayed and been raised as father’s heir, you could have bound with Kersei?”

“Darius!” Kersei hissed.

Fury tightened Marco’s shoulders, and he sensed Ixion shift closer.

“She is what you want, aye?” Challenge lurked in his brother’s eyes. “Tell me, will I come home one day to find you bedding her?”

Marco lunged but was caught by Ixion’s firm grip.

Tears flashing in her eyes, Kersei spun toward their apartments and hurried out of sight.

“Prince Darius,” Ixion said, “address our medora like that again—”

“No.” Marco snapped up a hand. Angled toward his brother. “You’re a fool. You set a dagger to strike me but it found a softer heart. If you injure her again with your callous words . . .” He nodded toward the residence. “Go. See to her.”

“Tell me not how to take care of—”

“So, it’s true,” Marco said, letting a long pause linger until he anak’d uncertainty in his brother. “Spoiled princes care only for themselves.”

Darius grabbed Marco’s shirt.

Regia manifested and wrangled his brother back as Marco stared him down. Watched those wild blue eyes growing more distant. It stung that he did not know his brother—the only two left of their family, and this was their relationship.

“Your Majesty.” Ixion moved in, his presence encouraging Marco down the corridor, to his residence.

Marco stalked through his solar to the bedchamber. Yanked open the dressing room doors. Snatched his Kynigos ruck. He stormed around, grabbing pants and tunics.

Ixion eyed the satchel. “Donating to orphans?”

“I cannot stay here another click,” Marco grumbled. “The next time he gets in my face, I will do something I regret.”

“This is your home. The seat of the kingdom you rule,” Ixion ground out. “Have them removed. His petulance is warrant enough, and the way he antagonizes—”

“No.”

“It is your right. Do it, for your own sake. I see how it torments you—”

“Kersei is with child.”

Ixion pulled up straight. “They have been reunited but a short time. How can you know this?”

Misery held Marco fast as he shook his head. “Since the Temple . . . the Orasí . . .” Hating the gift, hating that he knew, Marco returned to packing. “If I touch a person’s skin, I can see”—what was it?—“their adunatos. By the color of light, I know if they can be trusted. I know not how this is possible. Mayhap it is simply the Lady guiding me. At the Temple, when Kersei bid me farewell, I saw twin lights in her eyes. Hers . . .”

“And a babe.” Silver-gray hair, long and plaited, gave Ixion a fierce visage—especially with the scar that bisected the left side of his face and neck. “You are sure? The royal pharmakeia has said nothing—”

“Kersei may not yet have sought confirmation.” Marco gathered his gear, the pieces familiar and reassuring. “If I force Darius from Kardia, she must go as well, and the times are too dangerous. Kersei must remain here, safe.”

“Is that the true reason?” Ixion challenged.

Marco drew up straight. Stared hard at the man.

“You do this tour, but when you return, she will still be here. Driving you mad.”

Though he wanted to argue, Marco sagged. Pinched the bridge of his nose, his receptors closed so he did not have the perpetual taunt of her Signature. “I can no longer endure it, not his pleasure or . . .” He dared not impugn her character by mentioning the attraction still spiraling from her. Nor would he address the other scent, the one budding through Kersei in the rare moments when Darius chained his jealousy and treated her as would a man in love. “As intended, I’ll travel the lands my brother so pointedly said I do not know, and I will learn.”


[image: ‡]
06


THE ACADEMY, SYMMACHIA

“You’re a Class-A hardhead who doesn’t belong on this team!” Gunny pointed to the doors. “Get out! I warned you last time. Report to your bunk and wait for your expulsion!”

Foul plagues of the universe!

Eija stomped from the simdeck and punched open the door. It bucked and thumped her shoulder. With a growl, she shoved it again, then struck it with her helmet. She pivoted and stormed from the academics hall, heart pounding. Hit the paneled wall. She stopped and tried to catch her breath, forehead against the cool surface. Anger writhed and churned. Erupted—and she directed the full force of her fury at the wall. Kicking it and earning a sickening crack in her toe. But something bigger within her had already broken. She slammed her helmet against the wall. Over and over. Which did nothing to allay the fury. Breathing hard, as if environmentals had failed, she collapsed against the paneling, fighting tears.

A solid thunk of a door warned someone had exited the facility.

The sound spurred Eija toward the residence hall.

“Eija!”

Wind in her ears made it impossible to identify who called. Really, she didn’t care who it was.

Patron would be furious with her. She broke into a run, plowed through the doors to housing, and accessed their wing. “Augh!” She flung her helmet across the bunk room. Ripped off her Shepherd tunic and pitched it at the recycle bin. She dropped onto her bunk and buried her face in her hands. Curled her fingers in her hair. Growled a scream. Why? Why couldn’t she just do the djelling program? Do what they said was right?

But no, she had to think she was smarter. And it’d cost her everything. Shattered her chance to get on the Prevenire. She thought if she kept trying her way, it’d sort itself out. She’d show them the sim wasn’t right. Instead, she just . . . scuzzed herself.

“I have to fix this,” she whispered. “Prove . . .”

“Yes, you do,” Patron said.

Eija jerked up to find the woman standing six paces in front of her. She glanced at the door—how had she come in without a sound? Why hadn’t Eija heard the clip of her shoes? “Where did you—”

“Do you remember why I came to you three years ago?”

She swallowed. “To give me this chance.” Which I scuzzed.

“But why would I do that, Eija? Why would I offer you an escape from that world?”

“You said the universe needed someone like me.”

Patron set her hands behind her back and stalked forward, chin lifted, brunette hair neatly coiled into a bun. “Not just someone like you, Eija. They needed you. Those instincts that got you your wings in record time. That got you into HyPE.” She arched a rueful brow at the Shepherd tunic dangling in the bin. “Are you going to throw it away so easily when I risked everything to bring you out of the Pit?”

Somehow, Eija felt the disappointment and frustration coursing through her patron, and it sharpened her own. “I’m sorry,” she said, wanting to squeeze the life out of something. “But it’s wrong. They’re wrong.”

“So are you.” Patron angled her head and speared her with a glower.

“The physics—”

“Can you prove it?”

Looking into eyes so confident and fierce, Eija grunted. Wilted. “No.”

“Then do what they tell you. For now.” She was somehow directly in front of Eija. Her touch was like a pulse blast against Eija’s skin. “Do whatever it takes to get on that ship. Do not fail us.”

“It’s too late. I’m shredded. Gunny said as much, told me to wait here—”

The outer door to the barracks opened, and she checked over her shoulder. When she looked back, Patron was gone. What . . .?

“That took some real cranium,” came a deep, mocking voice that belonged to annoying golden boy of the fleet—after Tigo Deken vanished—Sergeant Reef Jadon. Most likely to succeed—at everything. Perfect scores. Perfect tactics. Perfect leadership. Perfect smile . . . hair . . . teeth. Always friendly to everyone with that ever-present grin.

“Here to gloat?” She stomped to the bin and shoved the tunic in the rest of the way. “Well, don’t worry. I’ll be gone soon and won’t affect your perfect scores anymore.” Not even Patron could fix what she’d screwed up. She retrieved her flex screen, then focused on clearing out her locker. “Now you and the others will have to find someone else to mock.”

“You wound me.” He placed a hand over his heart.

She had no energy for his games. Packing her few belongings, she heard metal whingeing and glanced aside.

He turned from the bin with her tunic and his infamous rogue grin.

“What’re you—”

“You give up too easy.” Holding the neck hole, he aimed it at her head. “No matter what Command determines, you’re a Shepherd.”

“Plagues,” she hissed, waving him off. “Shepherds are meant to lead others to safety, not destruction!”

“You’ll get there.” Insisting she hold still, he threaded the shirt over her head and tugged it down her shoulders. He had this expression in his gray eyes that made her belly flip. Her heart race. What did he want? Surely he—

No, he couldn’t. Nobody ever would.

She knocked him back. The bunk clipped his legs. He went down, grabbing for purchase—and caught her tunic. Yanked her forward, right into a headbutt with him.

She yelped and stumbled around to avoid landing on him. Beside him on the bunk, she slapped his shoulder. “What is your malfunction?”

“What’s yours?” He tipped his head back, holding his bleeding nose.

“Djell.” At the crimson sliding over his lip, she grabbed a towel from her ruck and thrust it at him. “I’m sorry. I—” She was sick of apologizing to everyone. “What d’you want? Why are you even here?”

Towel to his nose, he looked up at her and grunted. “I wanted to ask why you thought the sim was wrong.”

Eija stilled. “You believe me?”

His gaze buzzed hers, then veered off.

“Right.” Of course he didn’t—no one on the team did. After again removing the Shepherd’s tunic, she grabbed her tattered brown hide jacket and threaded her arms through it.

“Why’re you packing?”

“You heard the gunny—I’m out.”

“That’s not what I heard.”

She rolled her eyes, recalling the words from only moments ago. “Okay, fine—‘You’re a Class-A hardhead who doesn’t belong on this team!’” Arms folded, she cocked her head. “Better?”

“Crafter has an asteroid up his butt after what happened to him,” Jadon stated flatly. “He yells at everyone. If you haven’t gotten that expulsion order yet—”

Her flex screen chimed. She threw Jadon an arched eyebrow as she grabbed it, ready for the fateful message, and opened said communiqué. “Getting in was always a lost . . .” She frowned at the message. Her pulse skipped a beat.

“What?”

“I’m to report to Lieutenant Diggins’s office.” Why would he want her there? “Probably plans to make me pay back training costs.”

Jadon stood, tossing the bloodied towel in the bin, cleaned his face at a sink, then turned to her. Holy Void, he was gorgeous. “Why d’you think the sim was wrong?”

“Because.” Explaining . . . he’d only think her spaced. How did she justify. . . instinct? “It just was.”

“But intel—”

“Nobody’s been there, so how do they know? Not one person from the science team that developed the sim’s jump program or constructed the hyperaccelerated slipstream jump protocols has actually experienced those or been to Kuru System.”

“Neither have you,” he countered, “so how can you know it’s wrong?”

Hands curled into fists, she recalled the heat in her palm. She squinted, realizing that if she was about to get spaced anyway, she had nothing to lose. “I could . . . feel it.”

Holding her gaze, Jadon slowly nodded. Like he understood. Like he didn’t think she was shredded. Then he smiled. “You always were a little weird.”

She carried that hurt all the way back to the Academy’s admin deck. Outside the lieutenant’s door, she paused, took a breath, then stepped forward. The barrier whisked open to reveal Diggins ending a comm call. “Corporal Zacdari reporting as ordered, sir.”

His features were dark, darker than Tryssinians. “Come in, Corporal.”

Eija entered and took the seat he indicated.

First Lieutenant Diggins flicked his fingers in the air, and a holo sprang between them. A recording of her sim ran, reminding her of every move, every mistake she’d made in the last several weeks. With an apathetic gaze, he dismissed the screen, sat back, and threaded his fingers. Eyes narrowed on her, he didn’t say anything for several long, awkward hours. Okay, maybe it was minutes. Or seconds.

The compunction to explain ruptured her control. Told her to beg forgiveness, to promise she’d never do it again . . .

But she would. Because that’s who she was, especially with a conviction this deep. Like Jadon said—a little weird.

“Why did you deviate from a near-perfect trajectory in the sim?” He was calm, nothing but his lips moving. “Why did you veer off and then, in a moment of panic, put your corvette in a spin that flung it into the rings, destroying both it and the ’vette?”

“It wasn’t panic.”

Dark brown eyes challenged her. “You intentionally blew up your ship and crew?”

“Of course not, sir.” Eija stared at the air where the vidscreen—and her guilt—had hung.

“Then what?”

She swallowed. “I . . . don’t know, sir.”

“I think you do,” he said firmly. “You see, Corporal Zacdari, I have spent every hour possible perfecting HyPE and its training modules. I am intimately familiar with every Shepherd candidate. I know your every move, your every word. I know you.” He came forward in his chair and rested his arms on the spotless surface. “You won’t do it again—that’s what you’ve said every time you failed a sim.” His left eye narrowed. “But you haven’t said that to me here.”

“I’m gone, sir.” It surprised how small her voice sounded. “Sergeant Crafter said I don’t belong here. He’s right.”

The
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