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      To the ones who have inspired us to dream and everyone who still believes in fairy tales.
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      Into the Arms of Morpheus

      Amy Johnson

      

      A lifetime of captivity in her own home has made Princess Liana curious. Maybe a little too curious. When a dare from one of her so-called friends leads to her pushing one wrong button, Liana realizes that her parents’ efforts to protect her were not unwarranted. A monster descends upon her planet, and there’s nothing anyone can do to stop him. In their haste to protect their only child, Liana’s parent’s force her into cryostasis. But what will be left when she wakes up—if she wakes up?
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      Everything Made Beautiful

      Dawn Christine Jonckowski

      

      In the kingdom of NexusNova, beauty is bought at a price, and there is no place for the ugly. Disfigured from a childhood accident and crippled by her mother’s selfish debts, Briallen will never be able to afford better looks, but finds contentment alone in the shadows. Until a case of mistaken identity at the Prince’s ball introduces her to the one person who might actually see what lies behind the scars.
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      Skyscraper

      Hayley Anderton

      

      Rapunzel has never left her high rise building. But when a mysterious stranger appears on her balcony, she begins to question more about the world outside and why she has been locked away from it for so long.
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      Aliandra

      Destiny Eve

      After meeting the alluring thief Aliandra, adventurous Princess Jazmyn embarks on a quest for the Spirit of Arsalan: a mystic orb that is the reason their world is at war. But are either of them—or anyone—worthy enough to possess it?
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      Stardust and Steel

      Meri Benson

      

      When Andromina’s father goes missing, she’ll travel into unregulated space to find him. Though she’ll never expect what she finds on a hidden planet in this Beauty and the Beast retelling.
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      Just A Byte

      Marie Sinadjan

      

      In the not-so-distant future, The Corporation is the fairest of them all.

      

      But nothing is as it seems. After an attempt on her life, Blanche finds herself caught up in a rebel plot against her stepmother Adriana, CEO of The Corporation, and the queen of Modding.
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      Wild Swan Chase

      Meghan Tomlinson

      

      On an interstellar search for her missing brothers, Lark Svanur may have met her prince via subspace code. But when she discovers him stealing top-secret parts from one of her brothers’ ships, can she trust him to help her save her eleven brothers from the lab of her bird-obsessed stepmother, or will their happily ever after be over before it begins?
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            Part 1

          

          
            Nebulae

          

        

      

    

    
      When stars are born in the distant cold of space, planets stop spinning to watch. Comets pause their endless cyclical journeys to listen for the crackling of creation. Even the moons cease their circling to investigate.

      It always begins small—a whisper of a prayer carried on water droplets or pinged between satellite signals. That hope is a center of gravity, pulling everyone and everything inward, holding up the dreams of a civilization, building and building until⁠—

      A gasp.

      An explosion of light and fire.

      And a scream, unlike any heard in this galaxy or the next. The cry of a child—no, a star—hot enough to burn the world with one touch but too innocent to ever consider it.

      The planets breathe sighs of relief and resume their rotations. Comets coast by once again, waving at the newborn celestial body. Even the moons gleam down at her before retreating behind their guards.

      And the littlest star rests, not knowing how important she is or how astronomic her light will become.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Part 2

          

          
            Gatherings

          

        

      

    

    
      On the ground floor of the Palais Talia, the entire planet is celebrating. Music drifts around an immense ballroom, wrapping each individual in the warmth of kinship and the spark of optimism. Bodies merge in dance until unique species are indistinguishable. Together, they are nothing more than an astral amalgamation, liquid light.

      Among them, they pass a tiny, sleeping princesse. A hand-woven silk shawl the color of stars both swaddles her and protects her from the curious, tender touches of hands and fins and tentacles and various other appendages. The beings gaze down at her and whisper well wishes in their native tongues, and yet she never rouses.

      “At last,” they coo, touching her porcelain cheek. “Talia’s saving grace.”

      “Rei Lucian must be so proud,” another whispers. “An heir at last.”

      One presses purple lips to her head. “Spitting image of her mother, isn’t she? Reina Emille’s clone. Lucky princesse.”

      She travels around the room, and not a single being wishes her harm. No one would dare. This is a meeting of allies, after all. Who would dare endanger the long-awaited offspring of the mighty rulers of Talia after all they’ve done for the galaxy?

      No one in this room, at least.

      No one on this planet.

      While the tiny princesse makes another round, the music starts again and drinks are refilled. At the edge of the ballroom, a garde leaves his post. His eyes trail his charges—the infant heir and her hovering nurse—for another moment before he steps away toward a stairwell. The space is dark, but not quiet. All the way down, the noise of the celebration follows him. It keeps him company in the narrow passage where there are nothing but a few candles to show him the way.

      The hallway ends at a steel door, one that looks rather out of place in the Palais Talia. The palais itself is white marble, carved straight out of the mountain and protruding from the glistening waters that cover the planet. This door is sleek silver, causing it to stand out from the otherwise natural aesthetic of Talia.

      On the right side of the door is a small keypad. Green illuminates the digits, casting eerie shadows on the stone walls. The garde types a string of six numbers, and then he tucks his hands behind his back and waits.

      Soon enough, the silver slides away, and the garde enters a different type of gathering—one without music or laughter. Six beings sit around a long table, each one more unique than the last. There are three females, each wearing their own version of a crown that matches the planet they rule, and three males. They all have tablets propped on the table in front of them, and in the center is a holographic image of the planet Talia—a shimmering, pink, perfect replica, down to the sprawling capital city, where the Palais Talia sits at the base of the largest mountain. The palais is surrounded by an odd sea that covers ninety percent of the planet. The only gaps in the wall of fresh sunrise-colored water are small white islands scattered throughout. In the sky around the translucent orb, silver crafts travel their usual surveillance paths.

      The entire hologram is surrounded by a semi-translucent white netting. If one were to stand in space, they wouldn’t be able to actually see the perimeter surrounding Talia. Here, though, in the safety of Talia’s council room, one can see and touch the newly-installed security measure.

      The garde takes his place along the room’s edge after nodding once to his Rei, a tall, light-haired Talian sitting at the head of the table. A crown of white pearl sits atop his head, encrusted with a variety of glittering gemstones. All eyes are glued to the Talian sovereign, even as his flit to the garde.

      A promise passes between them: She is safe.

      Rei Lucian nods back, relaxes his shoulders, and returns to his meeting.

      “Csar, you have a report for us, I believe.” His voice is pure authority, deep and controlled. Power undercuts each word, and with just one sentence, every being in the palais knows who’s in charge.

      The Csar, the sovereign of an aquatic planet hosting entirely blue beings with webbed appendages and frilled gills around their necks, clears his throat. “Yes, Your Majesty. So far, our security upgrades have all been successful. All allied planets have working perimeters.”

      “And the defense scans?”

      “The radars are constantly running and can pinpoint any incoming projectile. Missile, slug, craft—doesn’t matter. The AI we programmed into each one knows the difference and has the ability to assign defense protocols on its own.”

      A little ripple of murmurings crosses the room as the allied sovereigns note their gratitude and agreement.

      Then, from a little ways down the table, a small being raises her three-fingered hand. On her head is a sand-colored braided cord—the crown of Nihara. “Permission for speak?”

      Even through her poorly-spoken Universal Tongue, her voice is rough. It’s also deeper than one might expect from an individual no taller than a meter. On her planet, though, where she is the sovereign, everyone is this small. It’s best not to mention that, though, especially if you like your kneecaps intact.

      “Granted, Tanno Meiji,” Lucian says, directing his eyes to the female.

      “Thank you.” Meiji climbs up to stand in her chair and looks around the table. “The Nihara installed each perimeter. We make no mistakes, no miscalculations. No accidents. Is faultless.”

      The room emits a collective sigh. They know the worth of Niharan tools. If Meiji says it’s faultless, then it is.

      Rei Lucian nods to Meiji, and she flops back down into her seat. “Very good. And we’ve fully stocked all of our weapon storages? With extras?”

      Another member of the council, a man whose skin glints with the silver and black of innumerable mechanical implants, rises from his seat. There is no hair or crown on his head, but tattoos coat his bare skin. Some of them glitter like stars; others move on their own, dancing from one screen implant to the next.

      “My people have transported weapons for several days now. You should be more than prepared,” he says. His voice even sounds mechanical. Its rough edge is just grating enough that several beings at the table shift in discomfort.

      Even in space, where “other” is the norm, the intense cybernetic nature of the Gollems still aren’t wholly welcome.

      Rei Lucian, who didn’t even flinch when the sovereign Gollem spoke, nods. “We appreciate your assistance, Rebb Cyrno.”

      The sovereign Gollem points a cybernetic finger at the other man. A few of the gardes shift, but a hand from Lucian keeps them in place. “You will do well to do more than appreciate us. When the time comes, when this inevitable battle knocks on your door, you will show no mercy, correct?”

      No one speaks. A blanket of tension collapses over the room. Beside Lucian, Reina Emille—wearing a pearl-encrusted crown that matches her husband’s—sits up a little straighter. She slips her hand across the dark stone of the table and grips Lucian’s arm.

      “Rebb Cyrno,” she says, in a voice that can only be compared to liquid mercury—cold and poisonous. It doesn’t match her soft appearance. “If Malfios shows his face, no one at this table will hesitate. Not after what he’s done to all of us.” She pauses, and her husband meets her intense gaze. “Especially not now.”

      Now that we have an heir.

      The unspoken words circle the table until everyone understands the weight of this promise and the importance of the little star-swaddled infant currently being coddled on the dance floor.

      Another voice rises from the heavy quiet. “Speaking of our reason to gather, I am happy for you both.”

      All eyes fall on the last female sitting among the war council. If it wasn’t for the gentleness and femininity in her voice, one might not be able to tell her gender. Her face is shrouded from the nose up by a solid gold mask, one that glints in the candlelight and is rumored to hide her omniscient third eye. The rest of her is covered by an impenetrable black cloak. A single command from her is enough to have the war council on their knees, even if they are some of the most powerful beings in the galaxy.

      “Thank you, Sybil Ionia,” Emille says, breaking the silence.

      The other female’s mouth turns upward in a smile. It lasts only a breath before it falls away.

      “A child is a blessing, yes. But thieves love their treasure, don’t they?” Ionia clasps her hands in front of herself. “We’ve seen darkness on the horizon. Hold your light close.”

      The other beings at the table shift uncomfortably, unsure what to make of the Sybillian’s prophecy. They may be a highly respected and ancient race known for foreseeing disasters, wars, and blessings alike, but sometimes it’s easier to ignore their tangled prophecies than to take the time to pick out the knots.

      “We will be sure to do that,” Lucian says, twining his fingers between his wife’s. “Now, if everything is set, I would like to bring this council to a close. We have a celebration to⁠—”

      Before he can finish his sentence, a harsh crackling fills the room. One by one, the gardes tear out their small ear pieces as they push away from the perimeter, overwhelmed by the sharp interference. Some rush to their sovereign’s side; others leave the room to protect their infant ward.

      Lucian rises from his seat, still holding Emille’s hand, and begins shouting at his gardes. “What is happening? Where is that coming from?”

      “No idea, sir,” one says. “A passing craft is interfering with our comm network. Investigative crafts are departing as we speak.”

      “Did we seriously not see this coming?” Lucian snaps, rushing out of the room with his wife on his heels. The rest of the war council follow fast behind him.

      The garde closest to him presses buttons wildly on his tablet. “We were monitoring the ship, but it seemed to be a passenger flight. It’s not weaponized for an attack.”

      “So why mess with our communications?”

      The group enters the ballroom, where the music has died. Most of the guests have retreated to the walls and are clutching their comms. Whispers float toward the sovereigns—of static in the feeds, of an impending attack, of Malfios. The spark of optimism has dimmed into flickering fear. From the crowd, the princesse’s nurse appears, clutching the child. Emille’s entire body relaxes. Of course she trusts the woman, but nothing feels better than having her only child in her arms.

      “We aren’t really sure, sir,” the garde says, voice thick with confusion.

      Lucian clenches his teeth so hard that a muscle in his jaw twitches. “Figure it out,” he barks. The garde swallows and purses his lips. With a nod, he jogs away, still pressing buttons. Lucian turns to his queen. “Take her somewhere safe, Emille. I’ll find out what’s going on.”

      Emille nods, her dark hair falling away from its elaborate twist. It lies on her shoulders, within the baby’s reach. A single pudgy, pink hand reaches up to touch the strands. Then, from the inner depths of space, two blue eyes find the sovereign. His entire demeanor softens, like a spell has fallen over him. Her eyes are gravity, eternally drawing him in. The mighty Lucian, creator of intergalactic alliances and leader of his planet, melts under his daughter’s gaze. He runs a finger across her cheek and feels her heart thrumming through her shallow, salmon skin.

      “Could it be him, love?” Emille whispers.

      Lucian’s fingers freeze on his daughter’s forehead.

      Could it be? Yes, there is a chance that their enemy has caught up to them. That’s not what his wife needs to hear, though. She wants comfort, to know she’s safe with him. And yet, they do not lie to one another. So Lucian just looks up into her eyes and says nothing.

      The silence tells all.

      “After everything,” Emille says, pulling the baby into her chest, “we cannot lose her.”

      Lucian shakes his head, dizzied by the sudden loss of contact. “We won’t. I promise. Liana is safe.”

      At the sound of her name, the princesse coos happily and begins chewing on her mother’s cloak.

      “I’ll send a garde with you, just⁠—”

      For the second time tonight, the sovereign’s words are cut off. This time, it isn’t by obnoxious interference or screeching comms. Instead, it’s one of the tele-screens’ activation sounds, nothing more than a soft chime. All eyes turn to where the thin screen hangs above the western wall of the ballroom.

      At first, there’s nothing but the Talian logo dancing across the screen. The three royals huddle together, Emille and Liana tucked behind their king. The room holds a unified breath as dread and tension mix into a sickening smog around them. Panic grips their stomachs in its clawed hand.

      After a moment that feels like an eternity, the Talian logo fades. A figure takes its place. He is shrouded in black—hair, lips, clothes. Two horns curl away from his head, disappearing into the darkness behind him. On the starless screen, his shape is nothing but an outline and two piercing red eyes.

      The whispers crawling along the marble floor fall still and silent, crushed like their speakers by the weight of fear enveloping the room.

      Rei Lucian says nothing. He won’t bend to this creature, to this being who has ravaged planets for reasons unspoken, who has slaughtered entire species and decimated ancient bloodlines, and who wants the planet Talia for himself. The beings around the room—both Talian and guests alike—wait, holding their breaths.

      Unsurprisingly, it’s Malfios who speaks first.

      “My dear Lucian,” he purrs. Like the shadows themselves, the male’s voice is deep. Whether that’s by design or a gift from Nature, no one knows. But both sovereigns and slaves have been lured in by the comfort of that voice, of the sweet rest its night promises, only to be forever lost in it. “I believe something is wrong with my communication systems.”

      Lucian’s brow furrows in confusion, but he keeps his mouth firmly sealed until he can formulate a response. He knows from experience that Malfios can smell weakness, and confusion might as well be a gap in the sovereign’s armor.

      “I have excellent repair technicians, if you need their assistance,” Lucian finally says. Sometimes it’s best to fight fire with kindness and blankets. Other times, you must smother the enemy. “What makes you think there’s an issue?”

      Malfios chuckles, the sound resembling a peal of distant thunder. “My invitation to this party, of course. It must’ve gotten lost in transmission.”

      The temperature in the room drops ten degrees. Behind Lucian, Emille shivers and clutches Liana closer into her. The baby just coos softly.

      Lucian opens his mouth to continue down this deceptive play, but Malfios cuts him off with a harsh growl. “Don’t even consider lying to me, Lucian. That’s enough.”

      Across the room, a garde breaks free from the statuesque line of visitors and rushes towards his charge. He says nothing as he sidles up beside Lucian, but he holds his tablet face up.

      Two words flash in gentle Talian blue across the screen.

      PERIMETER SECURE.

      She is safe.

      “If you say so,” Lucian finally says, looking up at his planet’s sole enemy. “It is no secret why you weren’t invited, Malfios. Why are you here now, interrupting my celebration?”

      The outline on the screen shifts. “Do not worry, I don’t plan to attack you. Not today, anyway.” He laughs, but this time it isn’t warm or inviting. There’s something off about the sound, and Emille shudders. “I would just like to know why you’ve invited half the galaxy to Talia. Did you finally get bored with that prudish Emille and find another wife? Or are you skipping polygamy and going straight for a harem?”

      Lucian swells with pride and anger. “You’ll do well to stop speaking of a sovereign that way. Reina Emille holds just as much power as I do. It won’t end well.”

      “Yes, yes, I see all your weapons pointed at me. Lower your hackles, and answer my question: Why are you celebrating?”

      While the two males stare at each other, waiting for the other to crack, a Niharan—small, with hair whiter than a newborn star—emerges from the crowd and hands Emille a shawl. The female motions for the reina to kneel, and when she does, the Niharan drapes the fabric over her shoulders. Emille blinks at her in stunned silence. Why does she need this? She isn’t cold, really, just worried. That emotion alone courses through her veins like ice.

      But then the female mimes pulling the shawl over and around her small chest, and it clicks. It’s to hide Liana.

      Emille cannot stay here in this room with her days-old infant. If Malfios finds out that they have an heir, after decades of praying and hoping for one and grieving all the losses along the way, he will stop at nothing to kill the princesse.

      And Emille cannot let that happen.

      This demon will not take her motherhood from her.

      Not again.

      So, she follows the Niharan’s directions and pulls the shawl tight around her chest, covering Liana entirely. The baby giggles a little, but at Emille’s soft pat, she quiets.

      “Why should I tell you?” Lucian asks as his wife begins to slink away from him. “After everything you’ve done to our galaxy?”

      The shadow on the screen bristles. “Lucian, you have about five seconds before I lose my⁠—”

      His words die in his mouth as Emille turns and speed-walks towards the exit. The crowd collapses in, successfully covering her from sight. She ducks into a stairwell and slumps against the cold marble wall.

      Lucian, still staring up at his sole enemy, grasps the empty air behind him. His anchor is gone, and he’s left to float in this sea alone. It’s a good thing he’s dealt with Malfios before. Patience is the only retaliation that works against the short-tempered being.

      Beside Lucian, the guard flashes his screen toward his rei. A timer has replaced the message from before. “Comms secure again in five seconds,” the garde mumbles.

      “Listen, Malfios,” the sovereign says, looking back up at the tele-screen. “It’s over. We have built our walls, strengthened our alliances. You are no longer welcome. Crawl back into your shadows, or find another galaxy to terrorize.”

      At first, there’s no response. A second passes, and then, before the line is disconnected, Malfios laughs.

      “So naïve,” he says, the wicked smile laced in every word like a scattering of radiation. “This is only the beginning. I will tear this galaxy apart one family at a time, Lucian. Starting with yours. You cannot keep me out for⁠—”

      The ballroom falls silent as the timer flashes a series of zeros.

      It’s the rei who exhales first. Lucian’s shoulders drop, a barely noticeable shift, and for a moment, he’s just a being—not the being. Then, all eyes are on him once again. He takes a slow breath, straightens his spine, and turns away from the tele-screen. His eyes scan the crowd of terrified guests. They’re holding one another and trembling in their garish outfits. In the far corner of the room, shadowed by the doorway, is his wife, staring at him.

      “You are safe,” he finally says, voice drifting across the frozen expanse. It’s soft and warm, a ray of sunlight waiting to wrap them all in its comfort. “He cannot get in—now or ever. The perimeter will always do its job.” With a smile, Lucian adds, “I promise.”

      It’s the last two words that sweeps their doubts away. A promise from a Talian means everything, but from the Talian sovereign? Those words may as well have been etched into the solid marble walls.

      But walls crumble.

      And nothing is forever—not even promises.

      For tonight, though, these beings choose to trust their rei, choose to forget the imminent enemy and enjoy ignorance. Who can blame them when there’s no telling how dark the future will be? One by one, they take their partners’ hands again and begin to merge together in hesitant swaying.

      Lucian doesn’t dance with his kinsmen, though. Instead, he eases through the gliding crowd, touching shoulders as he goes. Talians and guests alike whisper their thanks to him as they return his feathery touch. His mind doesn’t linger on them, though. It paces the distance between him and Emille, and as soon as he is in front of her, the voices of worry abate.

      He takes her into his arms, and their bodies meld together. Baby Liana reaches up between them, her chubby fingers poking at their chins, but they don’t break apart. Not for a long moment.

      She is safe.

      They are safe.

      His promises to the residents of Talia might be etched in temporary marble walls, but his duty to these two women is timeless and indestructible, like the galaxy and its thousand-year-old glittering stars.

      It isn’t the little princesse who breaks her life-givers apart. It’s Sybil Ionia. She clears her throat and waits, hands clasped behind her back.

      Lucian gives his Emille one more light kiss and then turns to his ally.

      “I’ll have the guards double the safeguards tomorrow,” he says, anticipating her chastisement. “It was a fluke, Ionia.”

      The Sybillian nods. “Mistakes can reveal cracks, Lucian.”

      The Gollem leader slides up behind Ionia. His frown has deepened even further. Right behind him is the aquatic csar. They all wear the same expectant expression, waiting to see what Lucian will do.

      “We continue the same way,” he finally says. “Open and constant communication between ourselves, though. Any sign of Malfios or any chinks in the perimeter’s armor, and I want to be notified immediately.”

      The three of them nod.

      Ionia’s eyes fall on the princesse. “We’ve seen an approaching darkness,” she says. Everyone recognizes her repeated warning. “Malfios will have your light, Lucian. Best cover it with a basket.”

      The rei looks at his daughter—the one who has his white-blonde hair and her mother’s perfect blue eyes. His blessing and his undeniable weakness.

      “I know,” he whispers, touching Liana’s head.

      “If I were you,” the Gollem sovereign says, “I’d keep her as far away from the outside world as I could for as long as I could.”

      Lucian’s response sticks in his throat. There’s no lie in Ionia’s warning. Talia is the only thing standing in the way of Malfios’s total domination. If the heir is killed, the planet ends up without a leader, open to be scooped up by the monster waiting in the dark.

      Liana must be protected. In order to do that, she must be a secret.

      In that moment, Lucian makes up his mind.

      His daughter will grow up isolated from the world beyond this atmosphere, safe from knowledge of the waiting threat. She’ll know nothing of Malfios, and he will know nothing of her.

      Secrecy is the only way to save her.
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            Explorations

          

        

      

    

    
      Liana isn’t supposed to be here.

      Her rei has made it very clear that the spacecraft hangars are absolutely off-limits. He’d even stood his ground when she batted her giant eyelashes at him and feigned forgetfulness. No amount of begging and pleading would sway him, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t tried. Her father was notoriously weak when it came to Liana, and she had most definitely never taken advantage of that.

      Except maybe once. Or twice.

      Truth be told, there are a lot of things (and places) forbidden to Liana. The palais rules have been tattooed on her brain since the moment she learned how to walk. If she followed every one of her parents’ restrictions, the princesse would never leave her room. But life is too short to live in a gilded cage.

      The desire to escape has always been an itch in her chest, one she can never quite reach. She can’t sit still, can’t resist exploring the dark hallways. There’s something about the forbidden–about all the secret rooms in the palais, about the sealed books in the library. She needs to see it all, touch it all, experience it all.

      So she stopped asking permission sixteen years ago. Forgiveness is much simpler to beg for.

      Liana does have some sense of self-preservation, though. She isn’t an idiot. Just curious. If the rei and reina catch her, her bedroom door will be locked before she can even say sorry.

      So, on tonight’s covert exploration, the princesse wears all black—pants instead of her typical dress, long sleeves, and her blonde hair tied up and tucked into a hood. Anyone who sees her will probably laugh and ask whose closet she raided, but the outfit is a culmination of every spy book she has ever read. Spy isn’t a word that exists on Talia. It’s ancient Terran, and a word most Talians do not understand.

      If it wasn’t for her many hours spent in “punishment lockdown,” as she calls it, Liana probably wouldn’t know it, either. But there isn’t much to do except read when she is trapped. What better to read than her ancestors’ records and publications?

      That obsession with the archaic has brought her here—again—wearing all black and attempting to blend in with the shadows. Honestly, it’s an effective disguise, minus the bright blue eyes that illuminate any space they inhabit, like lighthouses in a midnight sea.

      Luckily, the hangar is mostly empty. There’s a garde across the room, leaning against the wall, a tablet in his hands. But otherwise, the pilots have all retired for the evening. That means the crafts themselves are abandoned.

      Liana takes a careful step forward and cranes her head out into the open. In one corner of the room, there’s a security camera that feeds right back to her father’s surveillance center. A garde sits in front of those screens at all times. The princesse glances down at the mini-tablet in her hand. The time blinks back at her.

      Any second now, the garde at the desk will have an unbearable desire to relieve himself.

      And it most definitely will have nothing to do with the giant pitcher of nimês juice that Liana brought him as “thanks for his hard work.”

      Liana’s eyes dart back up to the camera and train on the tiny corner of the black lens. There’s no way to see the mechanism shifting inside, not from this far away, but that’s not what she’s looking for. No, all she needs is a⁠—

      Suddenly, a miniscule red light starts flashing in the blackness. Liana almost cries out in excitement. The garde has started recording the feed, meaning he’s stepped away from the screen.

      That means she has exactly two minutes to cross the camera’s path to the crafts.

      Tucking her mini-tab back into her sleeve, Liana sprints across the hangar, every step muffled by her soft-soled shoes. The garde never looks up from his tablet; the camera never stops flashing. Completely undetected, the silent princesse shoots up the ramp of the closest spacecraft and disappears into the surveillance-free interior.

      Liana makes it about two steps in before the motion-sensor lights click on. Soft blue hues fill the belly of the ship, spreading down into the hangar below. It’s irrelevant now, though, because the garde won’t investigate a random craft’s lights turning on. Could be anything—a little forest souris (or mouse, as the Terrans used to call it) or dust motes. It won’t be worth walking over for.

      So, Liana pushes her hood back and relaxes.

      Before her, the belly of the starship stretches out. The open expanse is no bigger than her bedroom, but it couldn’t be more different. Here, the walls are sleek steel. They reflect the floor lights, breathing as hydraulics work and whispering as computers awaken. Silver storage crates line one wall, and there are benches stationed in front of the other.

      Loading deck, she reminds herself. This part of the ship is called the loading deck.

      For a moment, Liana pretends she isn’t the sheltered daughter of a sovereign. She straightens her spine, walks over to the benches, and studies the small handles built into the wall. Gripping the nearest handhold, she slides open a long drawer and pulls out an extra flight suit. It’s too long for her, of course—she was never tall enough to learn to fly—but she can drape it across her shoulders and pretend.

      The lilac material of the flight suit is slick to the touch, like it was made for repelling water instead of projectiles. She’s seen these things at work, though. They’re almost impenetrable—a piece of Niharan tech mixed with the Gollem’s artificial minds.

      After running her hand along the suit one more time, Liana drapes it across the open drawer and steps away. Her feet carry her down the hall.

      Past the common room where three chairs sit around a table that’s been anchored in the center of the room. The princesse stares for a minute, imagining herself sitting and laughing with other pilots, forming  unbreakable bonds of trust and love.

      Past a medbay with two pristine, cushioned beds. For a second, she pictures herself lying there while a medic patches up a wound on her shoulder.

      Past three staterooms with their doors propped open to reveal an assortment of personal items.

      Liana doesn’t stop to pry here. She, of all people, knows the value of privacy. Instead, she pulls the doors closed and moves on.

      With a wall of computer screens on her left and right—support systems and weapons, respectively—this is her favorite part of the spaceship. Two chairs sit in front of a massive glass window.

      For a moment, she can picture it.

      “Captain on the bridge!” someone yells, and all three chairs spin toward her.

      Liana laughs and shakes her head at her three best friends. “At ease,” she says with a smile. “Reports?”

      “All systems functional,” her engineer chimes, beaming at her from his station. The gunner rattles off the same thing, followed by her navigator, and Liana breathes a sigh of relief. With a nod, she sits down in the biggest chair, turns to face the window, and takes in the infinite expanse in front of her.

      Neverending stars glittering in all corners of her vision.

      Planets that cast shadows over them.

      Comets sailing beside her craft.

      The entire galaxy to explore.

      No locked doors.

      No restrictions.

      No gilded cage.

      Forgetting where she is for a moment, Liana sits in the captain’s chair and gapes at the window. There aren’t any stars out there, of course–just another craft’s ramp and the roof of the spacecraft hangar. But that sight alone fills her with such an intense longing that tears well up in her eyes.

      Anger blooms under it.

      She knows why her parents keep her here. They’ve always been open about their desire to protect her. It’s from what that Liana doesn’t know. Maybe if they’d just tell her, then she could rest. Maybe she could stop wanting.

      Deep down, though, Liana knows it won’t be enough. She’s already tasted endless knowledge in the form of whatever books she wants. If they give her a cup of knowledge, she will search the furthest corners of the universe to find more.

      It will never be enough.

      Sighing, the princesse turns the chair toward the control deck. Her fingers dance across the buttons, itching to press one or two, just to find out what they do. She traces the edge of a rather enticing green one with an “A” printed on it, wondering, weighing the consequences.

      What could it hurt?

      Just one little⁠—

      “What you doing, princesse?” a gritty voice asks.

      Liana’s hand jerks away from the button, and she screams. The chair spins wildly as she flings herself out of it, grappling for any weapon within reach. There’s nothing, of course, so she simply balls up her tiny fists and prepares to fight to the death.

      Unfortunately, it isn’t her worst nightmare incarnate standing in front of her.

      It’s Tanno Meiji.

      Her worst nightmare—Rei Lucian with a disappointed scowl on his face—might be a better sight.

      The elder Niharan glares up at Liana, looking for all the galaxy like a nîme berry that’s been left in the sun for too long. Her tunic, which the princesse knows for a fact used to fit her perfectly, envelops her now-shrunken form. Her back curves in a harsh “U,” so much so that Liana is convinced the only thing holding her upright is the gnarled gray branch she uses as a walking stick.

      But it isn’t her weathered, ancient appearance that frightens the young girl. It’s her ability to sneak up on someone when they least expect it and use her giant brown eyes to gaze deeply into their souls. Tanno Meiji doesn’t visit Talia often anymore, but when she does, she pins a target on Liana’s back.

      “I was just . . . taking a walk,” Liana lies, her voice trembling slightly. Get it together. You’re a crown princesse, for stars’ sake.

      Meiji’s eyes narrow. “Inside starship?”

      Knowing very well that there’s absolutely no way to lie her way through Meiji’s soul-devouring glare, Liana risks a grin instead. “Would you believe me if I told you I got lost?”

      The tanno huffs in disbelief. “Full of lies, you,” she growls, pointing her stick at Liana. “Too young to be breaking rules. And rules that protect you at that! You should be ashamed.”

      The princesse hangs her head and the rest of her blonde hair falls around her shoulders, which sink in defeat. Why did she think she could get away with this? She isn’t a spy. She’s a guarded princesse, a sealed artifact that’s only meant to be seen behind thick glass.

      “Please don’t tell my father,” she whispers, looking up at the elder Niharan.

      Meiji is still glaring at her. Truthfully, she’s spent most of her life glaring at someone. “Ought to.” Then, without any warning whatsoever, her walking stick swings out wide and whacks the back of Liana’s knees. The girl nearly buckles as the sharp crack echoes around the ship’s bridge.

      “Tanno!” The elder’s title comes out a breathy hiss of pain as Liana grabs for the searing skin, but it doesn’t slow Meiji down. She cocks her hand back and readies another strike. Liana’s self-preservation kicks in, and she squeaks, leaping around Meiji and bolting toward the ramp.

      The Niharan chases her all the way, clacking her stick against the metal walls.

      The once quiet spacecraft hangar doesn’t exist anymore. Instead, it’s a cacophony of barked commands, shouted warnings, and sharp stick slaps. When Liana comes dancing down the ramp, fighting back tears, she nearly runs straight into a line of gardes.

      As if tonight couldn’t get worse, the rei is standing behind them.

      If she wasn’t dead before, she is now.

      The stick-clacking stops and Tanno Meiji slides up beside her to face the sovereign before them. He doesn’t pay her any mind, though. His eyes are glued on his trembling daughter.

      Half an hour ago, she’d been filled with adrenaline–felt it coursing through her veins like electricity, driven with molten want. Liana can still taste that on the back of her tongue, but it’s slipping away. In its place is shame, cold and bitter. She knows the rules, knows that their purpose is to protect her, not punish her.

      From what, she doesn’t know, but does that matter?

      Here she is, risking everything they built for her, and for what?

      Liana looks once at her father, at the wrinkles in the corners of his eyes and the permanent creases between his brows. His hair, once sandy blond like hers, is now gray-streaked. The crown on his head seems too heavy to bear.

      One thing hasn’t changed, though.

      When his eyes meet hers, he still melts. Every trace of anger slides off his face, and only adoration is left. His little star. She might be the reason he’s gone gray, but he would do it all again with no hesitation. Rei Lucian would give her the galaxy if he could.

      But he can’t.

      It isn’t safe.

      Liana forces herself to look away before she cries. “I’m sorry, Papa,” she whispers.

      And all he can do is sigh. “I know, étoile. I know.” Parting the gardes like they are nothing more than water, he takes his daughter into his arms and leads her away from the spacecraft and all the temptations it holds.

      Back to her gilded prison.
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      Her father may not be able to punish her, but her mother can. The next morning, Liana wakes to Reina Emille standing at the edge of her bed wearing the galaxy’s deepest scowl. Her arms are crossed over her chest, and she’s still dressed in night clothes.

      Not a good sign, Liana thinks as she scoots to the edge of the bed. If someone other than her husband is going to see her, Emille always takes the time to look perfect—hair, makeup, and clothes.

      “Appearances are everything,” she says often as she sips strongly brewed nimês juice, Liana sitting across the table from her. “Your enemies and allies alike will take one look at you and form an assumption. Dress the way you want to be perceived, and control the narrative.”

      But how does Liana want to be perceived? Cold and serious like her mother? Soft but commanding like her father? A mixture of both? She has no idea. Does anyone at seventeen?

      No, eighteen. It is daybreak. Today, the little Talian princesse is eighteen.

      Too old to be scolded by her mother, she thinks.

      “Morning, Ma⁠—”

      Emille cuts her off with a sharp, “Not a word, Liana Fleur Thorne.”

      The “too old to be scolded by her mother” princesse flinches. With a sigh, she swings her feet off the bed and stands. Soft orange light dances across the white tile, filtered through the sheer curtains that cover the singular window of Liana’s bedroom. Not looking at her mother, the princesse crosses the room, plops down on the plush bench that runs under the window, and slides her tablet out of its protective sleeve.

      Her most recent read is open before Reina Emille can pick her jaw up off the floor.

      “Liana Thorne,” Emille hisses. She takes a step toward her daughter, but the girl holds up a slender finger—the universal wait sign. Metaphorical smoke curls out of the reina’s ears.

      After a lightyear-length minute, Emille repeats Liana’s name.

      This time, the girl looks up. “Can I speak now?” she asks, voice level. Little does her mother know that the hand gripping her tablet is trembling in sheer terror. This woman could eat her for breakfast, and the galaxy wouldn’t even blink. Who does Liana think she is?

      The sovereign huffs and uncrosses her arms. “You know what, Liana? I’m not going to react. I just don’t have time for your teenage sass this morning. Get dressed.” She pins Liana to the windowsill with a glare. “Now.”

      “What for?” Liana dares to ask as she clicks her tablet into sleep mode and turns.

      “I would have told you if I’d been able to find you last night.” Reina Emille shakes her head and moves to Liana’s massive closet. Even from the outside, one can see the piles of discarded dresses and mismatched shoes. A scarf hangs from one of the door handles, and there’s a brassiere draped across the other.

      “I came to find you after dinner to tell you all about the surprise your father and I have planned, but when I knocked, you didn’t answer.” Emille’s voice is thick with mock surprise. “So I came on in, of course, because you’re my daughter. And what did I find?” She thrusts a pale pink dress in Liana’s direction. “An empty bed and my only child missing!”

      The princesse takes the dress but refuses to cower. Too old to be scolded, she reminds herself. “So it wasn’t Tanno Meiji who found me?”

      “Oh, it was definitely Meiji, but she wasn’t the only one looking.” Emille pulls a pair of black flats out of the shoe pile and sets them aside. “Half the castle was hunting you.”

      That causes Liana to wince. All for a little exploration.

      Before the full weight of that can sink in, though, another question rises to the top of her mind. “Mama, why is Tanno Meiji here anyway? She only visits for Papa’s council meetings, and the next one isn’t for at least thirty days.”

      “Another thing you would have known if you’d been in your room.” Her mother plucks a brush off her vanity and uses it to point at the chair. Liana finishes pulling on the dress the reina selected before sitting. “They’re here for your birthday. Your father and I planned a party. It was supposed to be a surprise.”

      But then you ruined it.

      Liana can hear the undertones bringing down the otherwise exciting news.

      Too scared to ask anything else, she just says, “They?”

      “Meiji is here with her two granddaughters,” Emille says, pulling the brush through Liana’s tangled hair. Pulling is a bit of a stretch, though, because there’s nothing graceful about the action. It’s more like a yank or a jerk. “Rebb Cyrno brought his son, too. I forget his name.”

      Of course you do, Liana thinks bitterly, watching her mother twist strands of hair away from her face. How could you remember any of them when they’re only allowed to visit once a year?

      When she was much younger, the other heirs made an effort to include her. They often vid-commed her or DMed her links to relevant galactic social news. As time passed, though, they all grew lives of their own, blooming like flowers in an open clearing while she shriveled in the shadows. It was awkward to talk about movies Liana hadn’t seen, musicians she’d never heard. Maybe they just got tired of watching her face fall when they talked about their quick hops over to the next planet for a holiday.

      Whatever caused it to end was irrelevant. Their friendships just weren’t anymore. Full stop.

      But they were coming today. Just the members of Papa’s council and their children. Never anyone new. Never anyone exciting. As her mother fights a particularly nasty knot out of Liana’s hair, the princesse stares at the hands folded in her lap.

      The words “surprise party” had set her heart racing, but could a gathering of no more than five really be called a party?

      She should be grateful. Should say her thanks and smile.

      Instead, Liana’s chest aches. Why had she thought things would be different just because she was one year older?

      With a final sign, Reina Emille sets Liana’s crown upon her head—a tiny twisted string of gold with embedded pearls and crystallized white flowers. She looks down at her daughter, at the child she’s sacrificed everything for.

      “Happy birthday, étoile,” she whispers, pressing a kiss to the side of her head. “I hope you understand why your papa and I do the things we do.”

      The sad truth is that she does understand, but that doesn’t make her hate it any less.
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      Luckily, the day gets much better after her scolding.

      Liana spends several hours in the front courtyard of the palais, socializing with Talians and drinking fermented nimês juice. Her mother doesn’t even take it away when she catches her sipping it. The beach is filled with laughter and friendly conversation, with birthday wishes and thanksgivings. When the sun peaks in the sky, everyone moves into the shade of the palais, where the music being played through tele-screens echoes between marble columns.

      But the air is fresh with the tang of saltwater and the sun is warm on her bare shoulders.

      It doesn’t matter if the music is slightly outdated or if her head is spinning from too much nimês—she’s enjoying herself. For the first time in months.

      The party breaks for lunch, and Liana finds herself drifting to an isolated circle of guests, two of whom are smaller than the usual crew and one who glints silver in the blinding sunlight. The two girls are dressed in simple, tan wraparound dresses and sandals, but elaborate embroidered designs trim the bottom. Their skin is tanned from many hours under their six suns, their clothes sandy from the unavoidable desert landscape.

      The boy, on the other hand, is dressed in an immaculate black outfit. The jacket clings to his frame and stretches to the back of his knees. Like his father, the Gollem heir is semi-mechanical. Half of his head has been replaced by cybernetics. Through a thin glass plate, one can see the gears and wires as well as hear his thoughts shifting.

      “Well, hello, Liana,” one of the girls says, raising a glass to the princesse as she approaches. “Happy birthday!”

      “Thank you,” Liana says, smiling at each of them. “It’s been way too long. How have you all been?”

      The Niharan twins shift awkwardly.

      The Gollem heir breaks the silence. “Same as always.” His voice is stiff, awkward. Why had she even come over here? “Meetings and classes, training and parties. It’s all a bit boring, really.”

      Liana tries (and fails) to hide the scowl she feels building up. What does he know about boredom? Has he ever spent days locked in his room with nothing but a book to keep him company? Ever called his “friend” seven times and been ignored over and over again? Ever been forbidden to leave his own planet? She doubts it.

      “That sounds . . .” She spins her hand through the air as she searches for the gentlest word. Finally, she settles for a lie. “Just awful.”

      “It really is,” he says, oblivious to her sarcasm. “Just last week, Father made me travel alone to Sybil to meet with Lady Ionia and listen as she went on and on about some ‘intergalactic web of deception’ and ‘darkness upon us.’” He uses his free hand to air quote the Sybillian dignitary’s words. “Honestly, it was a waste of time.”

      All Liana can do is bite her tongue and think about how she would die to travel to Sybil.

      “No frakking kidding,” one of the twins says. Liana has no idea which one it is. She stopped being able to tell them apart when she was seven. “Amma makes us sit through three hours of etiquette training every day. If I have to listen to her explain which frakking fork to use one more time, I might stab her with it.”

      The two of them dissolve into their own conversation while Liana is left to figure out what the frak “frakking” means—even though she has a pretty good idea. It’s all a little too ridiculous for her, but walking away would be rude. These people will be her war council one day; she should learn to get along with them.

      “Speaking of boredom, Liana looks like she’s suffering from it,” the other twin says. So that’s how I told them apart, Liana thinks as she jerks back to attention. One has a deeper voice, like her mother.

      The princesse hurries to set her drink down on a side table. Maybe she’s had a bit too much if she’s lost control of her face. “No, no, it’s not that! I’m tired; that’s all.”

      They study her for a long minute before the deeper-vocalled twin suggests, “How about we play a game? This is a party, after all.”

      “A great idea,” her sister agrees. “Any suggestions?”

      While they throw out ideas—pétanque (not enough for two good teams) or werewolves (they agree the wolf would be too easy to guess with only four players) or Who Am I? (but Liana doesn’t know modern celebrities) or maybe a simple round of Go Fish (no one is carrying a deck of cards, though)—Liana’s gaze drifts up to her window.

      Her tablet should still be sitting on the windowsill, right where she left it. For once, she’d much rather be up there, reading about the Terrans and their adventures on that blue and green Earth with its countries and snow.

      Just then, an idea comes to her.

      “What about Truth or Dare?” she asks, unknowingly cutting off the Gollem heir.

      All three of them cut their eyes to her, digesting her words. Then, one of the twins smiles. It’s a sly, wicked gesture, one-sided and twisted, and Liana lacks the socialization to accurately translate it. The princesse takes it as excitement and lets it bleed over to her.

      “What a great idea,” the twin says, setting down her drink. “I know it’s your birthday, but can I go first?”

      That all-too-familiar itch flares up in Liana’s chest. “Of course.”

      The other two heirs look at each other, wary expressions crossing their faces. Liana doesn’t notice though; she’s too busy clinging to the edge of her seat and fighting the urge to scratch.

      “Truth or dare, Princesse Liana?”

      The word rushes out like undammed water, like a spacecraft thrown into hyperspeed. “Dare.”
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      The palais is quiet.

      Candles extinguished.

      Curtains drawn.

      Tele-screens powered off.

      For once, there are no gardes standing in every corner, no maids spot-cleaning the windowsills.

      Instead, it’s just four sovereign heirs standing in the center of the ballroom, soaking in the stillness of desertion.

      “You don’t have to do this, Liana,” the boy whispers, knowing his voice will carry to her all the same.

      A sharp hiss slides out of one of the twins. “Yes she does. A dare is a dare.”

      He shoots her a glare. “It’s just a game. I don’t want her to get in trouble.”

      “They’ll never even know!” A hand falls on Liana’s bare shoulder. “Go on, then, princesse. We’ll wait here.”

      Liana nods, fighting back an excited grin.

      Her task is simple: break into a locked room. The castle has an abundance of those. When she mentioned that to the others, though, they added a little more.

      Break into the locked council room.

      For a moment, Liana feels like she’s standing on a precipice, staring at the glittering pink ocean that is the rest of her life. This is the moment she’s been preparing for. All of the spy books, all of the sneaking around, all of the quiet—it’s all been building up to this. It’s her parachute as she prepares to leap into adulthood.

      Excitement courses through her, and with a small nod, she gathers her tulle skirt and glides toward the stone archway that leads to her father’s council room. The flats Reina Emille chose for her make no sound against the marble, adding to the secretive aesthetic.

      Like the ballroom, the hallway is empty. Habit forces her to check the cameras in each of the corners, but the red recording lights blink in each one of them. They’re all at the party, just like she expected them to be–just like they were commanded to be. Why didn’t she think of sneaking around on her birthday years ago?

      It’s all too easy, she thinks, approaching the silver door. Chuckling to herself, Liana reaches for the handle, and⁠—

      Meets a solid wall.

      The princesse’s stomach drops. How could she have been so naïve? Of course there’s no handle; it’s her father’s frakking council room. (Maybe she does know the meaning of that word.) Picking the lock would have been like taking candy from a baby, especially since she learned that simple skill when she was eight. But a solid steel door?

      Desperate, Liana digs her fingers into the small gap between the two silver plates and attempts to pry them apart. It’s useless, she knows that, but as quick as the excitement dies, horror is born.

      This cannot be her dead end. This room. It must hold so many secrets, so many . . . possibilities. She’s had it all planned out in her head: Once her friends accept her and
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