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  Chapter one

Tessa Vane’s boots made a series of wet, smacking sounds as she picked her way between auction goers, each step prying a layer of grime from the floor and gluing it to her soles for good. The scent in the air was sweat and scorched silicon, spiked with the vinegar tang of cheap cleaning bots that had long since lost their war against entropy. Nexus Station’s infamous auction hall stretched overhead like the gullet of some carnivorous beast, banners drooping from corroded beams, their colors leeched by years of atmosphere processors on the fritz. 
She tugged her jacket tighter, not for warmth but to ensure the magnetic inner pocket hadn’t been picked. Her credit chit was in there—a battered rectangle, edges nibbled away by hard times and failed gambits. It vibrated with every new withdrawal, as if to shame her for each debited micro-unit. Currently, it read 4920.35. Tessa checked it again, thumb flicking across the readout, just in case the number had spontaneously doubled. 
She’d had hotter streaks. Hell, she’d even had colder ones, but tonight hovered in a painful purgatory, her luck teetering on the precipice. If she didn’t score a big flip here, she’d be trading plasma cartridges for nutrition cubes by cycle’s end.
A burly Grelk sidestepped in front of her, all spiked hide and ornamental scars, shoving an elbow toward her ribcage. Tessa slid to the side, nimble as a cat, and shot him a predatory grin. “Sweet ink, pal. You get that in an alley or a maximum-security wing?” 
The Grelk looked down, uncertain, then grunted and lumbered off, flicking a tongue to taste her scent. Tessa watched him go, resisting the urge to count the notches along his forearm. She was supposed to be watching the auction, not the cutthroats in attendance. 
Up on the dais, a spotlight stuttered, briefly illuminating a parade of items behind pressure glass: a sphere of proto-matter rumored to combust if stared at too long, a binder of forbidden historical records, and what looked suspiciously like a retired assassin drone. The audience reflected in the glass, a menagerie of shapes and shades—flamboyant, lethal, or both. A few regulars nodded her way, most notably a stick-thin man with synthetic eyes. He made the universal sign for “No bids today, just watching the carnage.” Tessa winked back.
She wound through the crowd, zeroing in on a vacant slice of railing. Above, the auctioneer’s voice detonated across the space, harmonized by the six throats of a Vexian—each one tuned to a different register. “Gentle sapients and reprobates, item eighty-seven: a relic of undetermined origin, possibly ceremonial, possibly a weapon, possibly both! Do not attempt to activate. Last handler was vaporized at a moderate distance.”
A rolling snicker pulsed through the crowd. Tessa ignored it, already fixated on the artifact as a drone hovered it out for inspection. It glimmered with swirling, iridescent bands, the patterns in constant motion yet never quite repeating. The object was oval, palm-sized, covered in what looked like alien script so ancient that even the translation software choked. 
Tessa’s brain quickly scanned every database and field manual she’d ever skimmed, trying to place the shape, the etching, the pulse. It was old, that much was certain, and valuable—maybe even to the right imperial scholar, blacklisted or not. Her pulse ratcheted up; this was the one.
She hunched over her credit chit, chewing her lip raw as the Vexian began the opening bid. “Four hundred credits, who dares?”
Before she could lift her hand, a voice rang out from the left: “Five hundred, standard conversion.” A collector, by the look of his shined boots and the nervous flex of his jaw. He didn’t glance at the relic—he was here for the bidding, not the thing itself. Tessa pegged him as new money, desperate to prove something to someone.
She weighed her odds. Technically, she was already outgunned. She waited two heartbeats, then raised a finger. “Five-twenty,” she said, not even clearing her throat.
The collector shot her a look, measured her up, then shrugged. “Six hundred.”
Tessa let him hang in the pause. “Six twenty-five.”
The auctioneer’s arms flicked, fingers clicking through bids. “Six hundred twenty-five. Any further—”
“Seven hundred,” the collector barked, not looking away this time.
Tessa’s internal calculus ran the numbers: if she lost, she’d still have enough for a stasis pod home, maybe a street meal. If she won and flipped the relic, she’d be solvent for months. If she won and couldn’t flip it… Well, she could always join the station’s growing population of “permanent residents.”
A dry voice cut in near her elbow. “You’re running on fumes, Vane. Bidding past your lunch money is a bad look.”
She didn’t have to turn—she’d know that voice anywhere. Another broker, a rival from the lower decks, was famous for buying salvage cheaply and flipping it for extortionate profit. Tessa grinned, making a show of not turning to face him. “You’re just mad because the last time you tried to outbid me, you left in your socks.”
“Funny. This time, I’m just here for the tears,” he said, and slunk off, probably to spread rumors she was fronting fake currency again.
Up on the dais, the Vexian waggled a finger in her direction. “Seven hundred to the gentleman with the prefrontal cortex enhancement. Any higher?”
Tessa took a breath, let it scrape her lungs raw, then nodded. “Seven fifty.”
This time, the collector flinched, recalculating his priorities, fingers darting under the table as he tabbed through a holo-spreadsheet. He hesitated, then growled, “Eight hundred, final offer.”
Now the hall fell quiet. Even the Grelk paused mid-chuckle, tongue frozen between fangs. Tessa felt all eyes (and all additional sensory organs) pivot to her. She checked her credit chit again—no change, still 492.35, but the number almost seemed to glower at her, daring her to self-destruct.
She risked it anyway. “Eight oh five,” she said, crisp and almost cheerful.
The Vexian grinned, lips parting to show a series of metal-tipped fangs. “Eight hundred and five credits. Going once. Going twice…”
The collector hesitated, his thumb trembling, but lowered his hand.
“Sold to the risk-taker with the charming footwear!” The spotlight found her, searing her eyes and etching her silhouette against the patchwork wall. Tessa barely felt her legs as she stumbled forward, ears ringing with the giddy aftershock of her own lunacy. She had, against all odds, done it. 
As she approached the dais, she felt every gaze in the room follow her, some amused, some pitying, a few plainly predatory. She kept her eyes front, every muscle in her body wound tight for trouble. After all, here on Nexus Station, sometimes the losers in an auction didn’t wait for the item to change hands before trying for a second chance.
The Vexian cradled the artifact delicately between three pairs of hands. “Congratulations, Ms. Vane. You are either very lucky or very foolish.”
Tessa managed a grin. “Usually both.”
She extended her hand to claim her prize—and the world changed.

      [image: ]The artifact landed in Tessa’s palm with more weight than its size should have allowed. The surface was warm, soft as skin, but with the tensile give of something engineered. As her fingers closed, the swirling patterns snapped into motion, lines of color streaming up her wrist and fanning over her forearm like an instant tattoo. A shock ran through her, sharp and euphoric, and the hall—noisy a moment before—fell silent as a tomb. 
Every eye turned, some bulging, a few recoiling. The Grelk dropped his cup, and it hit the ground with a splash, the only sound in the stillness. Light pulsed outward from her hand, blue-violet, illuminating the bony ridges of her knuckles and making her skin look almost translucent. Tessa tried to flex her fingers, but the artifact clung, not stuck exactly, but determined to ride out the moment. 
Up on the dais, the Vexian blinked all twelve eyelids in sequence. “Ah,” he said, with a hint of reverence. “It activates.” 
A cluster of pirates near the back hissed, some stepping behind their larger crewmates. One or two crossed their arms over their chests in a gesture Tessa had seen only once before, at a funeral. The man with synthetic eyes just stared, slack-jawed, as if watching a slow-motion detonation. 
Tessa turned to the auctioneer. “What is it doing?”
The Vexian spread his hands, somehow apologetic and smug at once. “It appears to have accepted you.”
“That’s not comforting,” Tessa muttered, shaking her arm in the hope the effect would fade. It didn’t; the light crawled up her veins, skimming across the capillaries before settling in a shimmer just below her skin. She felt charged, like her molecules were seconds away from mutiny. She tried to set the artifact down on the platform, but it clung to her. 
She was about to demand a refund when a hush swept through the audience, thicker than the last. The crowd rippled, parting with the precision of a retracting airlock. At the far end of the hall, a figure approached, tall and so straight-backed he seemed carved from obsidian. His face was sharp, pale, marked by delicate blue traceries that glowed faintly in the low light. His eyes - impossible, starlit - made everyone in his path shrink away or lower their gaze. 
He wore a coat of deep, saturated indigo, the cut severe but tailored, every seam pressed crisp enough to slice. Bandoliered across his chest were weapons, real and decorative, their purposes equally ambiguous. On one lapel, a cluster of pins and insignia declared his rank and his allegiances, though Tessa could decipher only a third of them. She’d heard enough stories to know a Krev’ar war captain when she saw one. 
And so had everyone else.
He advanced on the dais, not with violence, but with a certain predatory inevitability. The Grelk turned fully aside, nearly tripping over his own feet to avoid the captain’s notice. Even the auctioneer, unflappable moments before, straightened and aligned his arms in a position of respect.
The Krev’ar didn’t even pause for introductions. He climbed the steps, heels echoing, and faced Tessa across the relic. For a second, neither spoke. The room held its collective breath.
She swallowed, feeling the artifact start to hum, a resonance that vibrated up her arm and into her chest. “If you’re here to outbid me, I’m afraid it’s a little late for that.”
His mouth quirked, not quite a smile. “You misunderstand. The auction is concluded. The claim is now binding.”
Tessa blinked. “The… claiming?”
He nodded and extended a hand - not to take the artifact, but as if to offer her help up, or a dance. “Captain Rhaek Vorren. You have, in accordance with Krev’ar tradition and the stipulations of this auction, just publicly claimed me as your betrothed.”
Silence. Even the lights seemed to freeze, their flicker arrested by the announcement. Tessa gaped, her brain trying to understand the gravity of the situation.
From the crowd, someone whistled, low and incredulous. The rival broker was nowhere in sight, likely halfway to the loading docks already.
The Vexian coughed, six hands adjusting their cuffs. “There is a provision in the auction terms regarding ceremonial artifacts, specifically those with sovereign heritage. The legalities are… intricate.”
Tessa stared at her hand, at the artifact now pulsing with the same blue as the veins on the captain’s face. “This is a joke. Or a scam.”
“Both, sometimes,” Captain Vorren said, his voice gentle but amused. “But in this instance, it is quite enforceable. The registry will have already been updated.”
She tried to form a response, but her mouth just opened and closed like a beached fish. He took the opportunity to lean closer, his voice pitched for her ears alone.
“If it’s any consolation, you chose well. Some of the most eligible bachelors in this sector are barely house-trained.”
That snapped her out of it. Tessa squared her shoulders, refusing to be the butt of the joke in her own story. “What if I object?”
Captain Vorren shrugged, an elegant motion that made his coat shimmer. “You can file a petition. After the traditional seven-day period. But in the meantime, we should probably leave before your competitors decide on a less formal form of protest.”
He took her by the elbow, surprisingly gentle, and steered her down the steps. The crowd parted with synchronized dread, every pirate and scavenger suddenly fixated on the floor. The Grelk saluted, claws pressed to his brow. Tessa tried to glare, but her cheeks burned too hot for menace.
At the exit, Captain Vorren paused, head inclined in respect. “Congratulations, Ms. Vane. You are now both solvent and spectacularly in danger. Welcome to the betrothal.”
Tessa opened her mouth to retort, but the words failed her, washed away by a cold certainty: whatever she’d just gotten herself into, it was going to be ten times harder to get out.
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