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CHAPTER ONE: The Wreck at Hollow Star
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Cassia Vire had not meant to fall in love with a corpse.

That was how she thought of him, at first, in the long minute after her skiff’s lights swept across the wreck half buried in the silver dunes of Hollow Star: a man lying so still among the broken ribs of a downed warship that she was certain she had found a body worth nothing more than salvage rights and a grim story to tell at the trading post.

She was wrong, and the wrongness of it would follow her for the rest of her life.

Hollow Star was not a kind moon. It orbited a dead sun on the far edge of the Veil Reaches, a place where the old magics of the First Courts still pooled in the cracks of the land like rainwater that never dried, and where the newer magics of engines and circuitry burned through the dark in their place. Cassia had been scavenging its dunes for three years, ever since the Reaches Compact had stopped paying her family’s shipping line and the debts had come due all at once. She knew the wreck fields the way other people knew their own kitchens. She knew which hulls held nothing but rust and which ones still hummed, deep down, with cores that had not yet gone cold.

This wreck hummed.

She had felt it from half a kilometer out, a vibration under her boots that had nothing to do with the wind. Royal-class war cruisers from the Ondrian Court were not supposed to wash up on independent moons like driftwood. They were not supposed to have survivors. And they certainly were not supposed to have survivors who, when Cassia knelt over him with her scanner trembling in her hand, opened eyes the color of struck flint and said, with perfect, infuriating calm, “You are standing on my sword.”

“I’m sorry?” Cassia said.

“My sword,” the man repeated, as if she were slow. “It is beneath the dune, approximately where your left boot currently rests. I would be grateful if you moved it. Both the boot and, eventually, the sword.”

Cassia looked down. There was, in fact, a hilt poking up through the silver sand, half a meter from her foot. She looked back at the man. Blood had dried black down one side of his jaw, and his court coat, the deep indigo of the Ondrian royal house, was scorched through at the shoulder where something had come very close to taking his arm off. He should not have been conscious. He certainly should not have been making demands.

“You’re hurt,” she said.

“I am aware.”

“Badly.”

“I am aware of that as well.” He tried to sit up, failed, and settled for glaring at her instead, which she decided was probably the most energy he had left. “I do not suppose you are part of a rescue party.”

“I’m a scavenger.”

Something in his face changed, not quite fear, but a fast and careful recalculation, the look of a man doing arithmetic with his own life. “Ah,” he said. “Then I will pay you. Whatever the going rate is for not leaving a man to die in the sand. I assume there is a going rate.”

“There usually isn’t,” Cassia said. “People mostly don’t ask.”

“I am asking.”

She should have left him. That was the truth of it, the truth she would turn over for months afterward like a stone she could not stop picking up. Royal Ondrian colors meant Ondrian enemies, and Ondrian enemies had a long, well-funded history of finishing what they started. A wrecked cruiser this far past the Compact’s patrol lines meant someone, somewhere, had wanted this man dead badly enough to chase him out of civilized space and shoot him down over a moon nobody claimed. Helping him was not scavenging. It was stepping directly into the blast radius of someone else’s war.

But his hands, when she finally hauled him up against her shoulder to drag him to the skiff, were shaking, not from cold, and not from fear of her, she understood after a moment, but because he was trying so hard not to be afraid at all, and failing, the way people failed when they had spent a long time being strong for an audience that had finally stopped watching.

“What’s your name?” she asked, mostly to keep him talking, keep him conscious, keep the both of them moving across the dunes before whatever had shot him down decided to come back and check its work.

“Tieran,” he said, after a pause just long enough that she knew it for a half truth, the kind people told when the whole truth had a price on its head. “And you?”

“Cassia.”

“Cassia.” He said it like he was testing the weight of it, the way some people tested coins for counterfeits. “Thank you, Cassia. I will not forget this.”

He got him into the skiff, got the wound on his shoulder packed before it could do worse than it already had, and only once they were airborne, the wreck shrinking to a black smear on the silver dunes behind them, did she let herself ask the question that had been sitting in her chest since the moment he’d opened his eyes.

Before that, though, there had been the climb back to the skiff, slow and difficult, his weight heavier against her shoulder with every step, his breath coming ragged even as he refused, with the particular stubbornness she would come to know so well, to admit how badly he was hurting. Twice he stumbled, and twice she caught him, and somewhere in the second stumble he stopped pretending to be fine and simply let her take more of his weight, which told her, better than anything he might have said, exactly how much pain he was in.

“You could leave me here,” he said at one point, breathless, half delirious with blood loss. “It would be the sensible thing to do.”

“I don’t do sensible,” Cassia said. “Sensible doesn’t pay the bills out here.”

“Neither does charity.”

“This isn’t charity,” she said, hauling him up the skiff’s loading ramp with a grunt of effort. “This is me deciding you’re worth more to me alive than the parts of your ship are worth dead. Consider it an investment.”

“How romantic,” he managed, and even half-conscious, even bleeding through a coat that had clearly cost more than her entire ship, there was a dry thread of humor in it that caught her off guard enough to laugh despite herself, despite the danger, despite every instinct telling her this stranger was nothing but trouble wrapped in royal colors.

She got him strapped into the skiff’s single passenger seat, got the bleeding slowed with a field kit that had seen better decades, and only once they were airborne, the wreck shrinking to a black smear on the silver dunes behind them, did she let herself ask the question that had been sitting in her chest since the moment he’d opened his eyes.

“Who shot down a royal cruiser, Tieran?”

He was quiet for a long moment, watching the dunes fall away below them, his struck-flint eyes gone distant and old in a way that did not match the rest of his face. “My brother,” he said finally. “And I do not expect he is finished.”

Cassia kept her eyes on the controls and did not let her hands shake, though everything in her wanted to turn the skiff around right then and put him back exactly where she had found him.

She did not turn around. That, too, would follow her.
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CHAPTER TWO: A Debt in Good Coin
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The trading post at Last Light was not much to look at, a cluster of pressurized domes clinging to the edge of an asteroid belt like barnacles on a hull, but it was Cassia’s, in the way that anything was hers, which was to say it was the only place in the Veil Reaches where people did not ask too many questions if you paid in good coin and kept your business quiet.

Tieran did not keep quiet, not exactly, but he was careful in a way that told her he had been raised to be careful, the way court children were raised to smile at knives. He healed fast, faster than any baseline human had a right to, and Cassia noticed but did not say anything, because she had learned a long time ago that the things people did not explain were usually the things that would get you both killed if you asked.

It was three weeks before he told her what he was.

They were on the observation deck of her ship, the Marigold, watching the slow wheel of the Reaches’ twin moons through a viewport that had been patched so many times it was more resin than glass, when he said, without any particular ceremony, “I am the second son of the Ondrian Court. My brother Calix is the first, and the heir, and he has decided that having a second son is one inconvenience too many.”

Cassia did not look away from the moons































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
,

THE | ©
GLASSWING
CROWN

A STARLIT »
REALMS NOVEL

EEEEEEEEEE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





