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Chapter
One



Sasha

The wind off the Restless Sea whipped my hair across my face in dark, stinging tendrils. I pushed it back with an impatient hand, my fingers already numb from the cold, and squinted through the gray twilight at the shipyard spread before me. The smell of salt and scorched fuel hung heavy in the air.

Below us, waves hurled themselves against the cliff face with a violence that matched the churning in my gut and a rhythm that echoed the pounding of my heart. Even though the spray wasn’t high enough to reach me, I could taste the brine on my lips, feel the mist settle on my skin. 

I crossed my arms over my chest, the academy uniform doing little to ward off the chill that had nothing to do with the weather. The uniform felt wrong on my body, too clean, too stiff after months in Kronock captivity wearing my old, tattered flight suit. 

Not that I wasn’t grateful to be wearing it or grateful to be on Drex instead of the alien prison. I was, but I couldn’t shake the sensation that I wasn’t quite free.

I hurried across the open space and past the rows of sleek, obsidian-hulled fighters lining the tarmac. Even in the dim light, they seemed to absorb what little illumination filtered through the clouds. Behind me, the Drexian Academy loomed, all dark stone and lofty towers that clawed at the stormy sky. It looked more like a fortress than a school, which made sense given what they taught. 

Despite the imposing edifice, the academy windows glowed with warm light, promising sanctuary and warmth, but I had no interest in either. Not yet.

I spotted him immediately, even across the windswept expanse of the shipyard. Deklyn moved with the same arrogant swagger I’d come to know so well during our time as prisoners. Even from this distance, I could see the confident set of his jaw, the squared shoulders. He was the same cocky bastard who’d driven me half-insane in that Kronock cell with his insufferable smirks and his absolute certainty that his plan would work.

The same bastard who’d been right.

I picked up my pace to catch up, skirting behind vessels and ducking around pockmarked paving stones. Deklyn was halfway to his transport when I stepped out from behind the tail of a grounded fighter, directly into his path. I felt savage satisfaction when he stopped dead in his tracks.

For a heartbeat, something flickered across his features. Surprise, maybe. Or something deeper, something that made heat coil low in my belly before I ruthlessly crushed it down.

Then, that infuriating smirk spread across his face, and he was back to being the arrogant Drexian who thought the universe revolved around him.

“Did you come to say goodbye, sweetheart?” he drawled, standing a few paces from me. Close enough that I could see the black flecks in his gold eyes, close enough to smell the spicy, musky scent of him. “I’m touched.”

The endearment sent a spike of irritation through me. That was the same thing he’d called me in the prison. Except now there was something else mixed in, something warm and treacherous that I refused to acknowledge.

“Don’t flatter yourself, Dek.” I kept my voice controlled, even though the wind was doing its best to steal my words.

“Then what brings you out in this weather? Missing me already?”

Up close, I could see he’d cleaned up since our escape. The stubble was shorter, the dirt and blood washed away. The fresh scar along his temple was barely visible unless you knew where to look. But those gold eyes that had watched me with such intensity during our imprisonment held the same gleam they always had.

“You can’t go,” I said, the words cutting through the thrashing waves.

His eyebrow arched in that maddeningly superior way of his. “Can’t live without me?”

“Hardly.” The lie came easily, though something deep in my chest twisted at the words. “But I can’t exact my revenge without you.”

The change in his expression was subtle but unmistakable. The casual arrogance remained, but underneath it, I glimpsed something sharper. More calculating. This was the Drexian who’d orchestrated our escape from an impenetrable Kronock jail, not just the cocky warrior who liked to push my buttons.

“Revenge?” His voice was carefully neutral. “Against who?”

I stepped close enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet his gaze. Close enough to see the way his pupils dilated slightly, the almost imperceptible intake of breath. “Against whoever in Earth’s military decided I wasn’t worth rescuing.”

The wind gusted between us, carrying the scent of rain. Storm weather. How fitting.

“What makes you think⁠—?”

“I know the rescue mission was unauthorized,” I cut him off, observing his face as a tiny muscle in his jaw tightened. “I may have been rotting in a Kronock cell, but I’m not stupid. Someone made the call to abandon me, and I’m going to find out who.”

For a long moment, he just stared at me. Behind him, I could see the lights of his transport, the promise of escape from this place, from these questions, from me.

“And what if you’re wrong?” he asked finally. “What if there’s another explanation?”

I laughed, the sound bitter even to my own ears. “Then I’ll still know the truth. Either way, someone’s going to pay for leaving me to rot.”

He was quiet for so long I thought he might actually walk away. The thought sent unexpected panic through my veins, though I told myself it was just frustration. I needed his help. That was all.

“And if I say no?” he asked, his voice barely audible. “If I tell you to let it go and walk away?”

I smiled then, the expression feeling sharp and predatory on my face. “Then I’ll do it on my own.”

He cursed under his breath. “Grekking hell. You’re as stubborn as ever.”

“I prefer ‘determined.’”

Another gust of wind slammed into us, strong enough that I had to brace myself against it. Deklyn didn’t even sway. Of course he didn’t. 

“All right,” he said finally, his voice resigned. “I’ll stay at the academy long enough to talk to the admiral. But I’m not promising anything beyond that. If there’s proof that the rescue mission was properly authorized⁠—”

“There won’t be.”

“If there is,” he continued, ignoring my interruption, “then you drop this crusade and move on with your life.”

I nodded, though we both knew I had no intention of dropping anything. Not until I had answers. Not until someone paid.

“Why?” The question came out of nowhere, catching me off guard. Deklyn had stepped closer again, close enough that I could see my reflection in his eyes. “Why do you want my help? You made it clear in the cells that you didn’t want it.”

The question hit too close to something raw and vulnerable inside me, the part that couldn’t forget his steady presence in the neighboring cell. “I rethought my opinion of you.”

“Oh?”

“Your plan actually worked.”

His answering smile was slow and devastating, transforming his face from merely handsome to something that made my pulse skip. “I told you I’d get you home, sweetheart.”

There it was again. That endearment that shouldn’t affect me but somehow wormed its way under my skin every single time. I forced myself to hold his gaze, to keep my expression neutral even as heat bloomed in my cheeks.

This was exactly the kind of guy I couldn’t afford to fall for. Cocky, dangerous, the type who thought rules were suggestions and authority was something to be challenged. The type who could break hearts without even trying. The type I’d sworn off after too many shattered relationships back on Earth.

“And now you’re going to help me make those at home who gave up on me pay,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

“This should be interesting,” he murmured, his tone tinged with approval, maybe, or anticipation. Like the prospect of hunting down traitors was exactly the kind of challenge he’d been looking for.

I turned away before he could see the effect his words had on me, before the dangerous warmth in his voice could burrow any deeper under my skin. 

“Where are you going?” he called after me.

I didn’t turn around. “To find the admiral. We have work to do.”

The obsidian stone of the academy loomed ahead of me, and somewhere in those halls were the answers I needed, the truth about who had abandoned me and why. And behind me was the Drexian who might help me get them.

The one Drexian I absolutely could not afford to want.

The thought should have been sobering. Instead, as I flicked my eyes to the stone arch above the school’s entrance and the symbols carved in it, I smiled. For the first time since my rescue, I felt like myself again.

Let them try to stop me. Let them try to hide behind their ranks and protocols. I was coming for them, and I wouldn’t be coming alone.

The wind howled behind me like the promise of storms to come.


Chapter
Two



Deklyn

The academy’s stone walls seemed to press in on me as I stormed through the corridors, my boots echoing against the ancient floors with each furious step. The air inside was thick with the scent of burning torches and old stone, a sharp contrast to the salt-tinged wind I’d left behind in the shipyard. My jaw ached from clenching it so hard, and my hands were tight fists swinging by my side.

Grek me.

I was supposed to be on a transport headed back to my Inferno Force ship. I was supposed to be far from my home world by now, but I’d agreed to stay. 

Grek Sasha and her stubborn streak, and her dangerous smile, and the way she’d looked at me with those dark eyes that seemed to see straight through every defense I’d ever built. Grek her for making me want things I had no business wanting, especially when those wants could get us both killed.

I took the stairs three at a time, my breathing steady despite the pace. Years of Inferno Force conditioning meant I could run up twenty flights without breaking a sweat, but right now I felt like I was suffocating anyway. The weight of Sasha’s expectations pressed down on my chest like a stone.

I hadn’t promised her anything. That was what I kept telling myself as I navigated the winding staircases and narrow corridors of the academy’s residential wing. I’d agreed to talk to the admiral; that was all. To prove to her she was wrong, that Earth’s military hadn’t abandoned her, that someone had simply made a strategic decision based on incomplete information.

But even as I repeated the rationalization, I knew it was a lie. The moment I’d seen that look of desperation in her eyes, I’d known I wasn’t walking away. Not from her. Not ever.

And that terrified me more than any Kronock prison ever could.

I paused at a junction of corridors, getting my bearings. Tivek’s quarters were in the senior staff wing, a privilege of his position as the admiral’s adjunct. The irony wasn’t lost on me that my brilliant little brother, who everyone thought had washed out of combat training, now had access to more classified information than most Inferno Force commanders.

If anyone could help me convince Sasha that her suspicions were unfounded, it was Tiv. He had the admiral’s ear, access to mission files, and enough political savvy to know how to present information in a way that would satisfy her need for answers without sending her on a suicide mission.

The plan was solid. Logical. It had to work.

Because the alternative of watching Sasha throw herself into danger again was unacceptable. The memory of finding her in that Kronock cell, pale and hollow-eyed but still defiant, still so grekking beautiful it had stopped my heart, had been burned into my brain. I’d barely gotten her out alive the first time. I wouldn’t survive watching her walk back into that kind of danger.

Especially not when my feelings for her had become the kind of liability that could get us both killed.

Inferno Force warriors didn’t have weaknesses. We couldn’t afford them. Every emotion, every attachment, every moment of hesitation could mean the difference between mission success and catastrophic failure. I’d learned that lesson the hard way, more times than I cared to count.

But Sasha was my weakness walking around in human form, and I was pretty certain we both knew it.

I finally found Tivek’s door, raised my fist, and pounded on the heavy wood. “Tiv! Open up!”

The response was immediate but muffled, the sound of hurried movement and what might have been a curse in at least two languages. Then quick footsteps approached the door. When it swung open, I was already talking as I strode past him into the room.

“I need your help with something,” I said, not bothering to look at him as I paced toward the center of his quarters. “It’s about Sasha. She’s got this crazy idea that Earth’s military abandoned her, that the rescue mission was unauthorized, and I need you to help me convince her she’s wrong before she⁠—”

I stopped short.

There, in Tivek’s bed, with the sheets pulled up to her chin and her hair mussed in a way that left no doubt about what I’d interrupted, was one of the human females from the rescue mission. Morgan’s eyes were wide with surprise and something that might have been embarrassment, but it was my face that flamed hot.

Behind me, I heard the soft thud of the door closing, followed by the unmistakable sound of my brother clearing his throat. “Hello, Dek,” Tivek said, his voice carefully controlled. I turned to find him standing by the door wearing nothing but a towel around his waist and an expression that was both sheepish and defiant. “Perhaps we could discuss this at a more convenient time?”

For a moment, I just stared at them both. Then I clapped Tivek on the shoulder, harder than strictly necessary, and felt a grin tug at the corner of my mouth despite everything. “I’ll talk to you later, little brother.”

I was halfway to the door when Morgan’s voice stopped me cold. “You won’t find what you’re looking for, because Sasha is right.”

I didn’t turn around. I couldn’t. Because if I did, she’d see exactly how much those words affected me, and I couldn’t afford that kind of vulnerability.

“What?” The word came out harsher than I’d intended.

“The rescue mission,” Morgan continued, and I could hear the regret in her voice. “It was unauthorized. Admiral Zoran went against direct orders from Earth Command when he sent the teams after you.”

A low groan escaped me before I could stop it. This was exactly what I didn’t want confirmed. Exactly what I’d been hoping was just Sasha’s paranoia and trauma talking. 

“How do you know?” I asked, still not turning around.

“Because I was in the briefing room when the admiral received the stand-down order,” Tivek said. “Earth Command had written off both Sasha and you as acceptable losses. The admiral defied them to mount the rescue.”

The room was silent except for the sound of my breathing, harsh and uneven in the suddenly stifling air. Outside, I could hear the wind battering against the academy’s walls, the storm that had been building all evening finally unleashing its fury.

Sasha had been right. Someone in Earth’s military hierarchy had abandoned her. The rage that thought triggered was so pure, so immediate, that for a moment I couldn’t see straight.

“Who?” The word came out like a growl.

“I don’t know,” Tivek admitted. “The order came through layers of officials.”

I finally turned around, meeting my brother’s gaze. His expression was sympathetic but firm, the look of someone about to deliver news he knew I didn’t want to hear.

“If you’re thinking about helping her investigate this, you need to understand what you’re getting into. This goes high up the chain of command. High enough to be career-ending—or worse.”

The ice in my veins turned to fire. The thought of Sasha walking into that kind of danger, of powerful people deciding she knew too much and needed to be silenced, made every protective instinct I’d ever developed roar to life.

“She won’t let this go,” I said, more to myself than to them.

“No,” Morgan agreed quietly. “She’s won’t.”

I closed my eyes, turning and bracing one hand against the door as the weight of the situation settled over me. Sasha was right. Someone had betrayed her, had left her to rot in a Kronock prison while they played political games with her life. And now she wanted justice.

The problem was, justice had a way of getting people killed. Especially when it involved questioning the decisions of people powerful enough to make warriors and pilots disappear.

I thought about the way she’d looked standing in that shipyard, her hair dancing around her face like dark fire, her eyes blazing with determination. Beautiful and fierce and absolutely hell-bent on a course that could destroy her.

I couldn’t let that happen. Not if I could stop it. But how did you protect someone who didn’t want to be protected? How did you keep safe someone whose very nature rebelled against relying on others?

“Dek?” Tivek’s voice was careful. “What are you going to do?”

I opened my eyes, straightening away from the door with a new sense of purpose. “I’m going to help her, but I’m going to make grekking sure that anyone who wants to hurt her has to go through me first.”

“Be careful,” Tivek said with a release of breath.

I turned to him. “Thanks for the intel. Even if it’s not what I wanted to hear.”

His expression was solemn as he gave me a curt nod. I pressed my hand to the side panel and left them to their interrupted evening, stepping back into the corridor.

The storm outside had intensified, rain hurling itself against the exterior of the academy with renewed furor. It seemed fitting somehow, a reflection of the chaos building inside my chest. I’d told myself I could walk away from this. That I could convince her she was wrong and then disappear back to the uncomplicated world of Inferno Force missions and clear-cut objectives. But that had been before I’d known the truth. 

Now there was no walking away. Not from her, not from this. I just had to figure out how to keep us both alive long enough to see it through.

The thought should have terrified me. Instead, as I wandered through the academy’s maze of corridors, I felt purpose. Sasha wanted revenge. Fine. I’d help her get it, but she was going to do it my way, whether she liked it or not. And my way meant keeping her safe, even if I had to protect her from herself.

Let her rage at me later. As long as she was alive to do it, I could live with her anger. What I couldn’t live with was losing her.


Chapter
Three



Sasha

Iwas halfway up the wide stone staircase in the cavernous main hall when I heard my name called behind me.

“Sasha, wait!”

I turned to see Ariana jogging up the stairs after me. 

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said breathlessly as she caught up to me, her hand nervously flicking through her short side-swept bangs. “Where have you been?”

Guilt gnawed at me, sharp and unexpected. The eager hope in her voice and the way her eyes lit up when she saw me were painful reminders of how little time I’d spent with her since our rescue. How wrapped up I’d been in my own anger and need for answers that I’d neglected the one person who mattered most.

“I was just...” I started, then stopped. Just what? Confronting my rescuer in a windswept shipyard? Demanding he help me hunt down the people who’d left me to rot? “I needed some air.”

The hurt that flickered across her features was subtle but unmistakable. Memories washed over me of lying on the cold Kronock bench, staring at the ceiling and thinking about Ariana. Wondering if I’d ever see her again, if I’d ever get the chance to tell her how proud I was of her, how sorry I was for all the stupid fights we’d had growing up. In those dark moments, I would have given anything for just five more minutes with her. Five minutes to be the big sister she deserved instead of the distant, competitive stranger I’d become.

And here she was, offering me exactly that, and I’d been too consumed with my need for revenge to see it.

“You know what?” I forced my voice to sound lighter than I felt before turning fully toward her and giving her my complete attention for the first time in days. “I’m all yours.”

The transformation in her expression was immediate and brilliant, like a sunrise breaking through storm clouds. A smile spread across her face and made something tight in my chest finally loosen.

“Really?” she asked, as if she couldn’t quite believe it.

“Really. Lead the way, little sister.”

She grabbed my hand without hesitation, her fingers warm and surprisingly strong as she tugged me back down the stairs. “The others are in the staff dining room.”

I let her lead me down the corridor, artificial torchlight casting dancing shadows on the walls and giving the academy a different vibe at night than the bustling one during the day.

The staff dining room was smaller than the great hall, but the beamed ceiling and long wooden tables were the same. There was no food set out on the serving tables, but the air was thick with the lingering scents of grilled meat and fresh-baked bread that made my stomach growl despite the tension coiling in my gut.

A group of women sat clustered at one end of a long wooden table, their conversation dying as we entered. I recognized some of them from the rescue, but I’d been too distracted by being freed to recall names.

“Everyone, you remember my sister Sasha,” Ariana said, her voice warm with pride as she pulled me toward an empty chair.

“Of course we do,” said a blonde with wavy hair. Fiona, I remembered. The Strategy instructor. “Though we didn’t get much chance to talk before.”

“You were pretty exhausted,” added another woman with long silver hair. Britta, the engineer. “Understandably.”

I settled into the chair next to Ariana, hyperaware of how these women were studying me. Not with judgment, exactly, but with the keen observation of people trying to figure out where I fit into their established dynamic.

“Ariana’s been telling us about your dramatic rescue.” Britta said, leaning forward. “Sounds like quite the adventure.”

The way she said “adventure” made it clear she knew exactly how traumatic my captivity had been, but was offering me a way to discuss it that didn’t require me to bare my soul to virtual strangers. I felt a burst of gratitude for the consideration.

“It was definitely more exciting than I would have preferred,” I said with a light laugh.

“I’ll bet,” Fiona said with a grin that was slightly wicked around the edges. “Though it sounds like your rescuer made up for some of the unpleasantness. The tall, dark, and dangerously handsome Inferno Force pilot? That’s some serious romantic novel material right there.”

Heat flooded my cheeks before I could stop it, the memory of gold eyes and that insufferable smirk making my pulse skip despite myself. “It wasn’t like that,” I blurted. “We were just fellow prisoners trying to survive.”

“Right,” said Britta with a knowing look. “Fellow prisoners. Like Kann and I were in the holo simulation. I know exactly how that goes.”

The dark-haired woman next to Britta elbowed her. “Yeah, you do.”

“Is that why you’re blushing?” Fiona asked.

“I am not blushing.”

“You absolutely are.” Ariana’s eyes danced with mischief. “I’ve never seen you blush over a guy before. Not even when Marcus Henley asked you to senior prom.”

“That’s because Marcus Henley was an idiot,” I muttered, which only made them laugh harder.

“Unlike your mysterious Inferno Force hero,” Fiona said. “I’ve read some seriously hot prison romance novels, and let me tell you, there’s something about being trapped in close quarters with a dangerous man that just⁠—”

“You read prison smut?” the dark-haired woman interrupted, looking scandalized and delighted in equal measure. “I knew you liked romance, but⁠—”

“It’s not smut!” Fiona protested, her cheeks turning pink. “It’s romantic literature with adult themes.”

The table erupted in laughter and good-natured teasing, with everyone offering their own definitions of Fiona’s reading material. I relaxed despite the embarrassment of being the center of attention, drawn into the easy warmth of their friendship.

“Fine, fine,” Fiona said, holding up her hands in surrender. “It’s smut. But it’s educational smut! It taught me everything I know about certain subjects.”

This triggered another round of laughter, and I was grateful to no longer be the focus of their attention. But I could feel Ariana’s shrewd gaze on me, studying my face with the kind of intensity that had made her such a gifted pilot. She’d always been able to read me better than anyone else, and I could see in her eyes that she knew my protests about Deklyn were only half the truth.

Time for a strategic subject change.

“Enough about my nonexistent love life,” I said firmly. “I want to hear about how my little sister fell for a fellow pilot. And a Drexian, no less. Dad would have had a stroke.”

The effect was immediate and exactly what I’d hoped for. All attention turned to Ariana, whose face lit up with a radiance that transformed her from beautiful to absolutely luminous.

“Oh, you should see them together,” the dark-haired woman—Jess, I remembered now—said with a dreamy sigh. “It’s disgustingly romantic.”

“Volten’s so serious and stoic,” added Britta. “But around Ariana he just melts. It’s like watching an iceberg discover fire.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Leave it to the engineer to describe love like a scientific process.”

Britta shrugged. “Attraction is chemical.”

“He’s not an iceberg,” Ariana protested, but she was smiling so hard it looked like it might hurt. “He’s just focused.”

“Right until you walk into a room,” Fiona said. “Then he becomes completely useless. Yesterday I watched him walk into a wall because he was staring at you instead of where he was going.”

The stories came fast and eager then, each woman contributing her own observations about Ariana and Volten’s relationship. How he’d watched her with barely concealed longing before they’d gotten together. How she’d been completely oblivious to his feelings until he’d finally worked up the nerve to say something. How he’d almost messed up everything but they’d finally gotten together after almost dying in the maze. How they’d been inseparable ever since, finishing each other’s sentences and communicating with looks across crowded rooms.

I genuinely enjoyed their tales, charmed by this glimpse into my sister’s happiness. Growing up, our father’s competitive nature and military expectations had pitted us against each other. Everything had been a contest—grades, achievements, who could fly better, who could shoot straighter. We’d been rivals more than sisters, and by the time I’d joined Earth Planetary Defense, we’d barely been speaking.

But listening to these women talk about Ariana with such obvious affection, seeing how she’d found her place among them, I felt something shift inside me. We weren’t children anymore. Our father wasn’t here to poison the well with his expectations and comparisons. For the first time in our lives, we had the chance to just be sisters.

“And what about when he tried to teach her those Drexian combat moves?” Jess was saying. “She kept getting distracted by his muscles and⁠—”

“Okay, okay,” Ariana laughed, holding up her hands in surrender. “That’s enough embarrassing stories for one night.”

“Are you kidding?” I grinned at her obvious discomfort. “I’m just getting started. There are years of big-sister privileges to catch up on.”

The look she gave me then was pure joy, bright and uncomplicated in a way I hadn’t seen from her since we were young. It hit me then just how much I’d missed, how much time we’d lost to stupid pride and family pettiness.

“I’d like that,” she said, and I heard years of hurt and hope wrapped up in those simple words.

“Me too,” I said, meaning it completely.

The conversation flowed around us then, easy and warm, full of laughter and gentle teasing. For the first time since my rescue, I felt something other than anger or determination. I felt peaceful, connected, and like maybe there was more to rebuilding my life than just hunting down the people who’d wronged me.

As Ariana and Fiona took turns sharing stories about the Drexians’ attempts to understand human dating customs, their laughter bright and infectious, I made myself a promise. Whatever happened with my quest for answers, whatever dangers lay ahead, I wouldn’t let revenge consume me. Not at the cost of the relationship Ariana and I were finally building.

Right now, being a sister was more important than anything. And for the first time since I’d left the alien prison cell, I felt like enough.


Chapter
Four



Tivek

The door hissed shut behind Deklyn, his departure leaving the room suddenly quiet. I stood there for a moment, still processing my brother’s blunt questions about the unauthorized rescue mission, before turning back to face Morgan.

She was sitting up in my bed, the gunmetal gray sheet pulled up to her collarbone, her pale hair tousled and catching the light from the artificial sunset streaming through the slit of a window. Her eyes were wide with a mixture of amusement and concern as she watched me standing there in nothing but a towel.

“I’m sorry about my brother,” I said, running a hand through my damp hair. “Deklyn has always been hot-headed. He charges into situations without thinking about subtlety or timing.”

Morgan’s laughter was rich and genuine. “It’s okay. He’s clearly obsessed with Sasha.” 

I tilted my head, studying those intelligent eyes that seemed to see straight through every facade I’d ever constructed. “I’m curious how you know that. It’s no secret that my brother romances plenty of women and never sticks around long enough to get attached to any of them. You’re very good at reading Drexians.”

Her smile turned mischievous. “I’m good at reading you too. Like how I know you’re completely head over heels for me.”

The boldness of her statement made me grin, even as heat flooded through me at the casual confidence in her voice. “You are good,” I admitted, moving closer to the bed and letting my gaze drop to the swell of her breasts beneath the sheet.

Then her expression grew more serious, vulnerability flickering across her features. “Things happened so fast between us. We got together under such intense circumstances during the rescue mission that...” She trailed off, her fingers fidgeting with the edge of the sheet. “Part of me worried that maybe our feelings weren’t real. That it was just adrenaline and proximity and the fear that we might not survive.”

The uncertainty in her voice made something clench in my chest. I sat down on the edge of the bed, close enough to touch her but not quite making contact, wanting her to see the truth in my eyes.

“Morgan,” I said, my voice rougher than I’d intended. “What I feel for you is real. More real than anything I’ve experienced in my entire life.” I reached out to cup her face, my thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone. “I’ve spent years hiding who I am, compartmentalizing every emotion, keeping everyone at arm’s length. But with you...” I shook my head, struggling to find words for something I’d never felt before. “With you, I can’t hide. I don’t want to hide.”

Relief flooded her face, followed quickly by something more tender. “My feelings are real too,” she whispered. “But Tiv, how are we going to make this work? You’re a member of the Shadows, and they offered you postings to other places. I’m just a cadet.”

I knew this conversation was coming, had been preparing for it since the moment we’d returned to the academy, but that didn’t make it any easier.

“The Shadow postings,” I said carefully, “they’re opportunities, but they’re not requirements. Not yet, anyway.”

Morgan shifted, pulling her knees up under the sheet and wrapping her arms around them. “Can I be honest? I’m not sure being a Shadow is right for me.”

That surprised me. “What do you mean?”

“I love the School of Strategy,” she said, her eyes brightening. “I love the complexity, the research, how you can see patterns in past battles and predict outcomes. The Shadow work is important, I know that, but it’s so isolated. So secretive. I think I’m better suited to working with teams, analyzing situations, and developing comprehensive approaches to problems.”

I nodded. I’d watched her work in the time leading up to the rescue mission and had seen how her mind operated. Strategy came naturally to her, and her talent for it was something that couldn’t be taught.

“Plus,” she continued, her voice taking on a slightly indignant tone, “I think it’s complete crap that the Drexians let people think you washed out of the academy just so you’d be a more effective spy. You’re one of the most capable operatives I’ve ever seen, and everyone thinks you’re just some failed cadet turned administrative aide.”

Her fierce defense of me sent warmth flooding through my chest. I couldn’t help but laugh, charmed by her righteous anger on my behalf. “Most people don’t know the truth because that’s the point. The cover story protects both the mission and the operative.”

“Well, I don’t like it,” she said stubbornly. “You deserve recognition for what you do.”

“I don’t need recognition,” I said. “But I appreciate you wanting me to have it.”

Morgan was quiet for a moment, then looked up at me with sudden intensity. “What if we could work together? You as a Shadow, me as a Strategist? We made a good team during the rescue.”

The idea sent a thrill through me. “We did make a good team,” I agreed. “Better than good. We complemented each other’s strengths.”

“Exactly!” Her excitement was infectious. “You handle the fieldwork and intelligence gathering, and I develop the strategic frameworks and analyze the data. We could be unstoppable.”

I could picture the two of us working together, but there was one significant obstacle.

“That would mean staying at the academy,” I said. “Most of the most crucial Shadow work happens off-world.”

“Would that be a problem for you?” she asked, and I could hear the carefully controlled hope in her voice.

I looked into her eyes, seeing my future reflected there. A future where I wasn’t constantly leaving, constantly lying, constantly alone. A future where I could have both my duty and my heart.

“Morgan,” I said firmly, “I would never go anywhere if it meant being away from you. The academy has been more of a home to me than anywhere else in the universe. And if you were here…” I shook my head. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

Her smile was radiant. “I’d love to stay at the academy as an instructor, eventually. It would mean I could be closer to you, and I think I could really make a difference training the next generation of strategists.”

The picture she was painting was everything I’d never dared to hope for. “You’d make an excellent instructor. The cadets would be lucky to learn from you.”

Morgan’s eyes sparkled with mischief as she reached for me, her hands fisting in my towel and pulling me down toward her. “You know,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper, “you’d make an excellent Academy Master someday. Maybe one day we could rule the school together.”

The idea hit me like lightning. Morgan and I, working together not just as partners but as leaders. Her strategic brilliance combined with my operational experience. I made a mental note to speak with Zoran about the possibility. The admiral was progressive-minded and would likely be intrigued by the concept of a partnership approach to academy leadership, especially since humans were going to be a permanent part of the school from now on.

“I love the way your mind works,” I murmured, leaning down until my forehead touched hers.

“Good,” she said, her hands sliding up to my shoulders. “Because I have a lot more ideas.”

I was about to ask about those ideas when she shifted, and the sheet slipped lower, revealing the elegant curve of her breast and the tantalizing hint of what lay beneath. Suddenly, all thoughts of academy politics and future career paths evaporated.

“We have a lot to discuss,” I said, my voice rough as I crawled onto the bed, covering her body with mine while being careful not to crush her with my weight.

“We do,” she agreed, her arms winding around my neck as she pulled me closer. “So many plans to make, strategies to develop...”

I kissed her then, slowly and deeply. When we broke apart, both of us breathing hard, I traced the line of her jaw with my fingertips.

“Plans can wait,” I murmured against her ear, enjoying the way she shivered at the contact. “Right now, I have more important things to focus on.”

“More important than ruling the academy together?” she teased, but her voice was breathless.

“More important than anything,” I confirmed, capturing her lips again.


Chapter
Five



Sasha

The cold stone beneath my body was unforgiving, each ridge and imperfection digging into my back and hip as I tried to find a position that didn’t hurt. The bench was too narrow and mercilessly hard, but it was all I had. 

Water dripped somewhere in the darkness beyond my cell, each drop echoing off unseen walls with the rhythm of a broken clock. Drip. Drip. Drip. The sound had driven me half-mad in the early days, but now it was just another part of the soundtrack of my captivity. That and the skittering of things I preferred not to think about, creatures that scurried through the shadows just beyond the weak light that crept toward me from a distant doorway.

My stomach cramped with a hunger that had become so constant I barely noticed it anymore. When had I last eaten? Yesterday? The day before? Time moved differently in this place, marked not by sun and moon but by the irregular visits of my captors.

The metal door at the end of the corridor creaked open, its hinges protesting. My body went rigid, every muscle tensing as footsteps echoed against the stone floor followed by the dragging of a tail. Slow. Deliberate. Coming closer.

The footsteps stopped outside my cell, and I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing myself for whatever fresh torment they had planned.

“Hey there, sweetheart.”

The voice was all wrong. Too warm, too gentle, completely lacking the sharp clicks and reptilian hiss of my captors. My heart lurched in my chest, recognition flooding through me even as my mind struggled to make sense of it.

“Everything’s going to be all right.”

Strong hands touched my face, fingers trailing along my cheek with impossible tenderness. I should have flinched away, should have fought, but I leaned into the touch. The fear that had become my constant companion evaporated, replaced by something else entirely.

Heat. Want. A flutter of desire I hadn’t felt in so long I’d almost forgotten what it was like.

A hand slipped into my hair, fingers tangling in the strands as they tilted my head up. Golden eyes looked down at me, full of promise and protection and something darker that made my pulse race.

“Dek,” I whispered, and then his mouth was on mine, warm and demanding and⁠—

I jolted awake with a gasp, my heart hammering against my ribs as reality crashed over me. Pale morning light streamed through the narrow window in the stone wall, illuminating the unfamiliar but comfortable surroundings of Ariana’s room in the female tower.

Not a cell. Not a prison. Safety.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I groaned, pressing the heels of my palms against my eyes. The dream had been so vivid I could still feel the phantom touch of his hands on my skin, still taste the promise of that kiss that had never quite happened.

The worst part? I felt disappointed because it wasn’t real.

Rolling over with a disgusted grunt, I buried my face in the pillow that smelled like my sister’s vanilla lotion instead of fetid alien guards and despair. This was exactly what I didn’t need—romantic fantasies about the one man I had to work with to get my revenge. Deklyn was cocky and infuriating and entirely too attractive for his own good, and the last thing I could afford was to be distracted by whatever weird prison bonding had happened between us.

I forced myself to sit up, my gaze falling on the small silver frame on the nightstand. The photo inside showed Ariana and me from years earlier, our arms around each other’s shoulders, both of us grinning at the camera. We’d been at some military function for me, but for once, we looked genuinely happy together instead of locked in our usual competition.

My heart squeezed as I remembered what my sister had risked to save me. How she’d forced the admiral to approve a rescue and how all her friends had joined her without question. And I loved her for it. I wanted nothing more than to stay here, to build the relationship we should have had all along, to be the sister she deserved.

But I couldn’t. Not yet.

The betrayal I felt at my captivity was too deep, too raw. Someone in Earth’s command structure had decided to abandon me, to write me off as an acceptable loss. They’d condemned me to months of torture and interrogation, had left me to rot in an alien prison while they played their political games.

I’d devoted my life to protecting Earth, to serving something greater than myself. And they’d thrown me away like I was nothing.

Swinging my feet over the edge of the bed, I stood carefully, my body protesting the movement. Months of sleeping on stone had left me with aches and stiffness that might never fully go away. My left shoulder sent a sharp spike of pain down my arm that I attempted to massage away.

The attached bathroom was small but functional, all clean lines, more black stone, and modern fixtures that felt impossibly luxurious after my captivity. I turned on the shower without bothering to wait for the water to warm, stepping under the spray as it was still running cold.

The temperature didn’t bother me. After months of bathing with ice-cold water when they’d even bothered to let me bathe at all, tepid water felt warm by comparison. I let it gradually heat as I stood there, my face turned up to the spray, letting it wash away the lingering remnants of the dream and the sweat it had left behind.

As the water grew hotter, pounding against my shoulders and working at the knots of tension that lived there permanently now, I forced myself to focus. Deklyn or his sexy scruff, or the way he’d looked at me in that shipyard like I was something precious and dangerous all at once couldn’t distract me.

I couldn’t even be distracted by Ariana, as much as I wanted to stay here forever and pretend that bonding with my sister was enough to heal the wounds carved into my soul.

It wasn’t enough. Not yet. Not if I were being honest with myself.

I needed to know who had betrayed me. Who had decided my life was expendable. Who had stolen months of my existence and left me to suffer in ways that would probably haunt my dreams for the rest of my life.

More than that, I needed them to pay.

I knew myself well enough to understand that I wouldn’t be able to move forward, wouldn’t be able to build any kind of future, until I had answers. Until justice had been served. The hunger for it burned in my chest like acid, consuming everything else.

The soap I slid from the groove in the shower wall smelled like lavender and something fresh that made me want to weep with relief. Even now, months later, I sometimes caught a whiff of the fetid, reptilian scent of the Kronock guards and had to fight not to gag. Would I ever be able to forget that smell? Or the sound of their claws clicking against stone as they approached my cell?

I scrubbed my skin until it was pink and raw, as if I could wash away the memories along with the grime. The shampoo felt like silk between my fingers, and I worked it through my hair until every strand was coated, until the scent of it overwhelmed everything else.

When I finally turned off the water, my skin was flushed, and the bathroom was thick with steam. But my resolve was clearer than ever.

I needed information. Real intelligence about who had decided to abandon me and why. And there was only one place at the academy where I would be sure to find it.

Admiral Zoran’s office.

The problem was figuring out how to get inside. The admiral’s office was in the most secure section of the academy. I’d need a plan, resources, and probably some inside help.

I’d also need to be very careful. If I were caught breaking into the admiral’s office, no amount of sympathy for my situation would save me from charges.

But as I toweled myself dry and stared at my reflection in the steamed mirror, I felt no hesitation. Only cold, calculating determination.

Whoever had betrayed me was going to learn that writing off Sasha Bowman had been the biggest mistake of their lives.

I just had to figure out how to prove it.

The reflection staring back at me was leaner than it had been before my capture, my cheekbones sharper, my eyes holding shadows that hadn’t been there before. But there was steel there too, forged in the fires of betrayal and pain.

Let them try to stop me. Let them try to hide. I was coming for them.


Chapter
Six



Deklyn

The morning air in the academy corridors carried the lingering scents of breakfast—yeasty bread and the savory aroma of Drexian padwump that could wake the dead. My stomach was pleasantly full for the first time in months, the staff dining room having provided a meal that actually tasted like food instead of the processed rations I’d grown accustomed to during my time on Inferno Force missions.

Tivek walked beside me, his stride matching mine as we navigated the wide stone corridors that connected the various wings of the academy. Sunlight streamed through tall windows, casting geometric patterns on the polished floors.

“So what are your plans?” my brother asked, his tone carefully casual in the way that meant he was fishing for information.

I laughed, the sound echoing off the vaulted ceiling above us. “Are you trying to get rid of me already? I just got here.”

“Not at all,” he blurted, but there was something in his expression that made me wonder if my presence was making him uncomfortable.

I realized then that this was his domain now. For our entire lives, I’d been the successful one—the warrior, the member of Inferno Force, the brother who’d followed in our father’s footsteps while Tivek had struggled to find his place. But here, walking through these halls with the serene confidence of someone who belonged, he was clearly in his element.

More than that, he was important here. I’d seen it in the way the other staff members had deferred to him at breakfast, the casual way he interacted with the admiral. Whatever role he played at the academy, it was bigger than simple administrative work.

My suspicions had been growing since the rescue that Tivek was more than he pretended to be, strengthened by his presence and actions on the mission itself. The way he’d performed during the rescue had been impressive and not at all what I would have expected. He’d been strategic, decisive, and completely at ease with combat operations despite his supposed role as a desk jockey. Maybe it was time I started seeing my little brother as something other than the academy washout I’d carried in my mind for so many years.

“I’m thinking I’ll take a few more days to recuperate,” I said finally, which was true enough. “Time in a Kronock prison takes it out of you. No point rushing back to Inferno Force duty until I’m at full strength.”

What I didn’t tell him was that I was staying because Sasha had asked me to. That despite my better judgment, despite knowing it was probably a terrible idea, I couldn’t bring myself to leave while she was planning something that would likely get her in trouble.

The sound of heavy footsteps approaching from behind made us both turn. Kann jogged up to us, his massive frame moving with surprising grace for someone his size. The Blade instructor’s face was split by a grin that transformed his features into something almost boyish.

“Perfect timing,” he said, slightly out of breath. “I was hoping to catch you before you disappeared into whatever bureaucratic maze Tiv has planned for his morning.”

“I don’t have a bureaucratic maze,” Tivek protested mildly. “Just a meeting with the admiral.”

I eyed him, wondering if that was true or if he had more important, more strategic things to do.

“Even better,” Kann said, turning his attention to me. “That means I can steal your brother for a few hours. Want to keep busy with some exercise? The climbing wall in the School of Battle has some new routes.”

The invitation was tempting. Physical activity sounded like exactly what I needed to work off the restless energy that had been building since my conversation with Sasha in the shipyard. Plus, it would give me something to do other than obsess over her plans for revenge.

“You should go,” Tivek said, and I caught something that might have been relief in his voice. “The exercise will do you good.”

“Only if you promise to join us for Drexian cards later,” Kann added, pointing a thick finger at my brother. “Morgan too. It’s been too long since we’ve had a proper game.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Tivek said diplomatically, which I’d learned over the years was his way of saying ‘probably not but I don’t want to hurt your feelings.’

“Fair enough,” Kann said, apparently satisfied with that non-answer. He clapped me on the shoulder hard enough to stagger a smaller man. “Come on, let’s see if you’re still sharp.”

I followed him to the main hall and then toward the corridor leading into the School of Battle, our strides matched. The familiar weight of friendly competition settled over me, the kind of straightforward challenge I understood far better than political conspiracies and emotional complications.

We were passing a junction of hallways when movement caught my eye. It was the flash of dark hair and determined stride that made my stomach clench with recognition.

Sasha.

She was hurrying up the massive staircase with her shoulders set and her jaw clenched. There was something about the way she moved that made my pulse quicken.

I knew that look. I’d seen it in the Kronock prison. It was the same expression she’d worn when she’d told me she was going after whoever had betrayed her, whether or not I helped.

“Deklyn?” Kann’s voice seemed to come from very far away. “You all right?”

I realized I’d stopped walking entirely, my attention completely focused on Sasha’s retreating figure. She disappeared up the stairs before I could decide whether to follow her, leaving me standing in the middle of the corridor like an idiot.

“Fine,” I said, forcing myself to look at Kann. “Just thought I saw someone I knew.”

“Probably did,” he said with a shrug. “This place isn’t as big as it feels at first. Come on, the climbing wall awaits.”

But as we continued toward the School of Battle, my mind was elsewhere. Every instinct I’d developed over years of combat operations screamed that Sasha was about to do something dangerous. Something that would risk her career.

The climbing wall would have to wait. I needed to find out what she was planning before she got herself in serious trouble. The problem was, I had no idea where she’d gone or what her target might be. 

But I had to try. Letting her walk into danger alone was unacceptable.

“Actually,” I said, stopping again just before we passed under the arch for the School of Battle, “I just remembered something I need to take care of. Rain check on the climbing?”

Kann’s expression shifted from confusion to understanding, though he clearly didn’t understand what I was really concerned about. “I’ll find you later.”

I left him standing there and headed back the way we’d come, my pace quick but not quite urgent enough to draw attention. If Sasha were planning something, she’d be careful about it. Smart. She wouldn’t do anything obvious or traceable.

Which meant I’d have to be smarter.

For the first time since arriving at the academy, I felt like I was back on a mission. The familiar weight of responsibility settled over my shoulders, along with the razor-sharp focus that had kept me alive through dozens of operations.

Find Sasha. Figure out what she was planning. Stop her from ruining her life.

Simple objectives. Clear parameters.

So why did I have the feeling that this was going to be the most difficult mission of my career?


Chapter
Seven



Sasha

The flight simulator room hummed, banks of sleek pods powered up and ready for potential pilots to test their skills inside. I ran my fingers along the smooth surface of one of the simulation pods, dipping my head inside to marvel at how closely it resembled in cockpit of a fighter.

“This tech is incredible,” I said, genuinely impressed. “Light-years ahead of anything we have on Earth.”

Ariana leaned against another pod and grinned. She looked completely at home here, surrounded by alien technology that would have intimidated most Earth pilots. More than that, she looked happy—fulfilled in a way I’d never seen her before.

“The learning curve was steep,” she admitted, powering up one of the simulator pods. “But the first-years are picking it up faster than expected. Some of them are natural pilots.”

I watched her work, noting that she’d carved out a role that suited her perfectly. Part of me felt a stab of loss that my little sister had grown up and moved on without me, but something stronger overwhelmed it.

Pride.

In the past, I would have kept that feeling to myself. Our father had raised us to see each other as competition rather than allies, always pushing us to be better than the other, to prove ourselves worthy of his approval. But I was done with that destructive pattern.

“You know,” I said, patting the top of one of the consoles, “I’m really impressed that you’re the first human flight instructor at the Drexian Academy. It’s incredible, Ariana. I’m proud of you.”

She froze mid-motion as she turned to stare at me with wide eyes. “What?”

“I’m proud of you,” I repeated, meaning every word. “What you’ve accomplished here, how you’ve adapted to a completely alien environment and excelled. It’s amazing.”

For a moment, she just stood there looking stunned, like I’d spoken in a language she didn’t recognize. Then her face crumpled slightly, and she launched herself at me, throwing her arms around my neck in a fierce hug that nearly knocked me backward.

“Thank you,” she whispered against my shoulder, her voice thick with emotion. “ Just thank you.”

I held her tightly, breathing in the familiar scent of vanilla. When was the last time we’d hugged like this? When was the last time I’d told her I was proud of her instead of trying to one-up whatever accomplishment she’d achieved?

“I want things to be different.” I pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. “I want us to be the sisters we never got to be before. Growing up, we were so busy competing that we forgot to actually be family.”

Tears gathered in her eyes, so similar to my own. “Sasha...”

“I survived in that prison because I knew you would find me,” I continued, the words spilling out before I could second-guess them. “I didn’t know how you’d do it, but I knew that if anyone was tough enough and stubborn enough to mount a rescue, it was my little sister.”

She sniffled, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Thinking you were dead nearly destroyed me. When I finally found out you were alive, there was nothing that would have stopped me from saving you. Nothing.”

The raw emotion in her voice made my throat tight. I nodded, not trusting myself to speak for a moment. “I would have felt the same way,” I managed finally. “And I would have done the same thing.”

“Really?”

“Really.” I reached out and tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear, the gesture achingly familiar from our childhood. “You were the one person I mourned the most when I thought I might never escape. I regretted so many things, but mostly I regretted thinking of you as competition instead of my sister.”

Ariana pulled back slightly, studying my face with the scrutiny that made her such an excellent pilot. “Are you sure the Kronock didn’t replace you with a replica? Because the Sasha I grew up with would have said none of this.”

I laughed, the sound half sob and half genuine amusement. “No, they didn’t replace me. But going through what I did made me realize who I loved and what was truly important.”

Her expression grew solemn, concern creeping into her features. “Was it really awful? In the prison?”

Images flashed through my mind—the cold stone floor, the sound of claws on metal, the smell of unwashed reptile. But I pushed aside those memories and buried them beneath layers of protective instinct. Ariana didn’t need those nightmares in her head. She’d already suffered enough worrying about me.

I dredged up a smile, hoping it looked more convincing than it felt. “All that’s behind us now. Both of us.”

Before she could respond, footsteps echoed in the corridor outside, and Volten appeared in the doorway. He stopped short when he saw us, his expression shifting to one of polite embarrassment.

“Sorry,” he said, backing away. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You’re not,” I said quickly, stepping back from Ariana. “I should go anyway. You have a class to teach soon, right?”

Ariana nodded, but she pulled me into another fierce hug before letting me go. “I’m glad we talked.”

“Me too.”

As I headed toward the door, I wagged a finger at Volten with mock sternness. “You’d better treat my sister like gold, flyboy.”

His face lit up with one of those genuine smiles that transformed his usually serious features. He crossed to Ariana and swept her into his arms, spinning her once before setting her down. “She’s better than gold,” he said, his voice warm with affection as he looked down at her.

The love between them was so obvious it was almost embarrassing to witness. But instead of the stab of envy I would have expected, I felt only happiness for my sister. She deserved this kind of love, this easy partnership with someone who clearly adored her.

Part of me wondered what it would be like to have that kind of connection with someone. In the past, all the guys I’d been attracted to had turned out to be players. To a one, they were charming and exciting in the short term but ultimately interested in conquest rather than commitment.

Like Deklyn.

The thought of him sent an unwelcome flutter through my chest, along with a surge of irritation at my reaction. He was exactly the type I needed to avoid—cocky, dangerous, the kind of guy who collected hearts like trophies. The fact that he’d risked his life to save mine didn’t change his fundamental nature.

I needed to get over this attraction and focus on how he could help me. Nothing else.

I was almost to the corridor when Volten’s voice drifted after me.

“I just wanted to give you a quick kiss before I head out,” he was saying to Ariana. “I’m meeting with Commander Vyk to show him the tweaks I’ve made to the fighter jets after the mission.”

My pulse spiked so suddenly I had to stop walking to catch my breath. Commander Vyk was the academy’s security chief. If Volten was meeting with him, that meant Vyk wouldn’t be in his office. Which meant this was the perfect opportunity to do some reconnaissance.

The admiral’s office would be ideal, but it was also the most heavily secured location in the academy. Vyk’s office would have been central to coordinating the rescue mission. He would have known about the unauthorized nature of the operation and would have records of communications and decision-making processes.

If I were going to find proof of the conspiracy that had left me to rot, his office was the perfect place to start.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I forced myself to walk calmly down the corridor, away from the simulator room and toward the administrative wing where the senior staff had their offices. I couldn’t afford to look suspicious or hurried, although who would ever guess the mind of the rescued Earth pilot was whirring with thoughts of breaking and entering?


Chapter
Eight



Deklyn

Ihurried up the main staircase, my boots silent as I landed on my toes. Luckily, the cadets had all dispersed into classrooms, so the corridors were empty. At the top of the stairs, I pivoted toward the administrative wing. If Sasha wanted evidence, this was where it would be.

I approached the first door and placed my palm against the sensor panel beside the frame. The mechanism recognized my biometrics—apparently my Inferno Force status came with more access than I’d expected—and the door slid open to reveal a startled instructor hunched over a tablet, his finger frozen in the air. He looked up at me with wide eyes, clearly not expecting an unannounced visitor.

“Sorry,” I said quickly, stepping back. “Wrong office.”

The door slid closed again, leaving me standing in the hallway feeling like an idiot. But I couldn’t shake the certainty that Sasha was up to something, and that something was likely to get her into serious trouble.

I tried the next door, then the next. Each time, I encountered surprised academy staff who clearly weren’t expecting interruptions. A strategy instructor working on lesson plans. A weapons specialist cleaning an antique blade. A communications officer reviewing transmission logs.

Each apologetic retreat made me feel more foolish. Because of the Drexian honor code, doors shouldn’t need to be locked. No Drexian with honor would dare enter unauthorized. But Sasha wasn’t Drexian, and I was determined to find her.

Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe Sasha had simply been in a hurry to get somewhere perfectly innocent, and I was reading stealth into her expression based on my paranoia.

The thought should have been reassuring. Instead, it left me feeling strangely disappointed.

I was about to give up when I reached the last door in the corridor. The nameplate read “Commander Vyk - Security Chief” in bold letters. I hesitated for a moment. Vyk’s fierce reputation preceded him, and being caught snooping in his office would not end well for anyone involved.

But something made me place my palm against the sensor, anyway.

The door slid open to reveal a spacious office decorated in a style that screamed military pride. Ancient blades lined the stone walls, their polished surfaces catching the light from a single desk lamp. Behind the massive wooden desk, a figure looked up with startled dark eyes.

Sasha.

Her head jerked up in shock when she saw me, her face cycling through expressions of surprise, recognition, and finally resignation in the space of a heartbeat. Papers lay scattered across the desk in front of her, and she held what looked like a tablet.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” she whispered, then waved me inside with urgent gestures. “Get in here and be quiet. Don’t blow this for me.”

I stepped into the office and let the door slide closed behind me, my annoyance overriding any relief I might have felt at finding her. “You shouldn’t be breaking into offices, Sasha.”

“I’m not breaking in,” she said, not looking up from the papers she was rifling through. “The door was unlocked.”

“Because no Drexian would enter an office without authorization.”

“Yay for the Drexians, but I’m trying to expose the people who left me to rot in an alien prison.”

I looked around the office, taking in the collection of weapons and commendations that spoke of a long and distinguished military career. The blades on the walls weren’t just decorative. They were battle-tested, well-maintained, and probably sharp enough to split a hair with. This was not the office of someone you wanted to catch you going through his personal files.

Sasha spared me a quick glance. “The academy’s security chief would have been central to coordinating the rescue mission. If anyone has records of who authorized what and why it had to be kept off the books, it’s him.”

“He’s also a legendary Inferno Force commander who could probably kill us both with his bare hands,” I said, striding over to where she stood behind the desk. “We need to go. Now.”

“Not until I find what I’m looking for,” she said stubbornly, still trying to unlock the tablet. “Do you know what he might use as a passcode? Birth date? Service number? Favorite blade?”

I reached over and plucked the tablet from her hands, ignoring her protests. “We’re leaving. Right now, before⁠—”

The sound of footsteps in the corridor outside cut me off mid-sentence. Sharp, fast, purposeful steps that spoke of someone who knew exactly where they were going and wasn’t in the mood for delays.

My blood turned to ice as the footsteps stopped directly outside the door.

“Grek,” I breathed, grabbing Sasha’s arm and hauling her up from the chair.

The footsteps were getting closer, accompanied now by the soft murmur of voices. At least two people, maybe more, and they were definitely heading this way.

I looked around the office desperately, searching for somewhere to hide. The desk was too open, the weapons displays too exposed. Then I spotted a coat stand near the door, hung with several long military jackets and what looked like a ceremonial cloak.

Without stopping to think, I pulled Sasha toward the corner and shoved her behind the hanging garments just as the door sensor beeped.

We pressed ourselves against the stone wall, hidden behind heavy fabric that smelled of leather and metal polish. Sasha’s body was warm against mine in the confined space, her breathing rapid and shallow. I could feel her heart racing where her back pressed against my chest.

The door slid open with its characteristic whisper, and footsteps entered the office.

“—need to review the security protocols for the next arrival,” a deep voice was saying. Vyk’s voice, unmistakable even in casual conversation.

I felt Sasha tense against me as we both realized what that meant. Vyk was about to sit down at the very desk she’d been searching through, at the scattered papers she’d left as evidence of her unauthorized visit.

This was exactly the kind of situation that ended with people in prison cells—or worse. And somehow, despite my best efforts to stay out of Sasha’s dangerous scheme, I’d managed to get myself trapped right in the middle of one.

The woman seemed to have a talent for finding trouble, which made her exactly the wrong type of person for someone like me to be involved with. I got into enough trouble on my own without adding a partner who actively sought it out.

But as her breathing hitched slightly, and she pressed closer to me in our improvised hiding spot, I couldn’t bring myself to regret being here. 

Some people never learned. Apparently, I was one of them.


Chapter
Nine



Sasha

Iheld my breath as the office door slid open, my heart hammering so loudly I was certain whoever had entered could hear it echoing off the stone walls. The heavy fabric of Commander Vyk’s coats pressed against my face, carrying a distinctly masculine scent.

Behind me, Deklyn’s body was a wall of solid warmth, his chest rising and falling in silent, controlled breaths. The memory of our escape from the Kronock prison flashed through my mind and how his presence had made me feel both safer and more reckless at the same time.

Heat flooded my cheeks as I remembered the intensity in his eyes that had made my pulse skip despite our circumstances. Even now, trapped in what was probably the most dangerous situation I’d put myself in since our rescue, I couldn’t ignore the way my body responded to his closeness.

I tried to shift away from him, but the moment I moved, his arm curled around my waist, pulling me flush against him with iron certainty.

“Don’t move,” he breathed against my ear, the words only a figment of a whisper. “Unless you want to get us both caught.”

The warmth of his breath sent shivers down my spine that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the way his voice seemed to vibrate through my bones. I forced myself to stay perfectly still, even though being pressed against him like this was setting my entire body on fire.

What had I been thinking? Breaking into the security chief’s office on an impulse, without proper planning or backup routes, all because I’d overheard he would be busy? This was exactly the rash decision-making that I’d mocked in others, the kind of thing I never would have considered before my capture.

The thought of getting caught sent a wave of nausea through me that had nothing to do with our cramped hiding spot. If they discovered us, I would have to explain my actions to Admiral Zoran, the academy staff, and Ariana. My sister had just begun to trust me again, had just opened her heart to the possibility of a genuine relationship between us. How could I face her if my reckless pursuit of answers had embarrassed her in front of her new crew?

I closed my eyes, hoping to slow my breath, but suddenly I was back in the alien prison being held by a scaly Kronock, his clawed hand gripping my arm. The flashback was so sudden and felt so real that my heart raced as my eyes flew open. I pressed my lips together to keep from making any noise as the panic that had so quickly ricocheted through me ebbed away.

Hold it together, Sasha. You’re safe. 

The sharp footsteps halted, and for a heart-stopping moment I was certain we’d been discovered. Then I heard Vyk’s distinctive gruff voice. “Fiona?” 

“Just a moment,” came a familiar female voice from somewhere in the corridor. Getting closer. “I wanted to catch you between meetings.”

My skin went cold as the door glided shut and Vyk and Fiona were both inside the office. The soft murmur of intimate conversation gave way to the unmistakable sounds of passionate kissing. Deklyn’s breathing quickened behind me, and I felt his body tense as we both realized exactly how compromising our situation had become.

Being caught eavesdropping on a private conversation would be embarrassing. Being caught hiding during an intimate moment between the security chief and his lover would be catastrophic.

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to think of anything else—flight patterns, engine specifications, the fuel capacities of various vessels—anything to distract myself from the sounds coming from just a few feet away. But it was impossible to ignore, especially when Deklyn’s arm tightened around me in what I suspected was his own attempt to maintain control.

The soft moans and whispered endearments seemed to go on forever, each sound making me want to crawl out of my own skin with mortification. This was so much worse than simply being caught breaking into an office. 

“I have enough of a break before my next class,” Fiona’s voice suddenly cut through the haze of my embarrassment, slightly breathless. “We could sneak back to my quarters.”

Vyk’s response was a low growl that spoke of masculine appreciation and immediate agreement. “Lead the way.”

Then there was rustling fabric, footsteps, the soft swish of the door opening, and then blessed silence.

For several long moments, neither Deklyn nor I moved, and the only sound was our now ragged breathing. Finally, when I was certain we were truly alone, his arm loosened around my waist.

I staggered out of his grasp and away from the coat rack, putting several steps between us before turning to face him. My legs felt unsteady. Whether from adrenaline or the lingering effects of being pressed against him for so long, I wasn’t sure.

“I owe Fiona a big one,” I said, trying to inject some levity into my voice despite the way my hands were shaking.

If I’d expected Deklyn to laugh it off, I would have been disappointed. He scowled at me, his arms crossed over his broad chest as he pointed toward the door.

“You need to go,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “And you need to forget this idiotic plan of sneaking around looking for evidence. Next time you might not be so lucky.”

For once, I didn’t have a snappy comeback ready. He was right, and we both knew it. If Fiona hadn’t provided the perfect distraction, if Vyk had opted to work at his desk instead of following his lover to her quarters, we would have been discovered in the most humiliating way possible.

I walked to the door on unsteady legs, checking the corridor carefully before slipping out of the office. I paused at the threshold, glancing back to see Deklyn, his expression thunderous as he watched me go. At least I didn’t have to worry about my inconvenient attraction to him anymore. At the moment, he looked like he wanted to throttle me with his bare hands.

The thought should have been reassuring. Instead, as I hurried down the corridor away from Vyk’s office, all I could think about was how I now owed the cocky Drexian pilot yet another debt. He’d risked his own safety to follow me into that office, had helped hide me when we could have been caught, had probably saved me from a scandal that would have embarrassed me and Ariana.

I could kick myself for giving him a reason to think I was reckless and irresponsible and make him regret getting involved with my quest for answers.

But as I made my way back toward the residential wing, one thought kept nagging at me: he’d followed me into that office. Despite knowing it was dangerous, despite having every reason to wash his hands of my problems, he’d tracked me down and put himself at risk to make sure I didn’t face the consequences alone.

That meant something, didn’t it?

Or maybe I was just reading too much into the actions of a man who’d made it clear he thought my entire revenge plan was a mistake.

Either way, I was back to square one in my search for evidence, with the added complication of knowing that Deklyn was watching my every move.

This was going to be more difficult than I’d anticipated.


Chapter
Ten



Deklyn

Istomped through the academy’s corridors with barely contained fury burning in my chest. The adrenaline from our near-discovery in Vyk’s office was still coursing through my system, mixing with frustration and something else I didn’t want to examine too closely.

I needed to hit something. Preferably something that could hit back.

The twin blades etched into the stone archway above the entrance leading to the School of Battle seemed to mock me as I passed beneath them. Symbols of honor and discipline—everything that Sasha’s reckless behavior had just put at risk. My gut churned as I imagined what would have happened if we’d been caught in the security chief’s office. 

Commander Vyk was an Inferno Force legend, a warrior with a reputation forged in battles that lesser men didn’t survive. Having to explain why I was snooping in his office would have been a career-ending conversation at best.

I used to think I was impulsive, but now I thought Sasha might actually be a bad influence on me. The idea almost made me laugh despite my anger. Here I was, a trained Inferno Force operative who’d rushed headlong into countless dangerous missions, getting led around by a woman who seemed to actively seek out trouble.

As I continued down the hallway leading to the Blade classrooms and training areas, I was relieved to hear the sharp crack of practice weapons, the thud of bodies hitting mats, and the heavy breathing of fighters pushing themselves to their limits. The familiar sounds soothed something primal in me.

I ducked through the open door to the sparring rings, my eyes adjusting to the dim lighting. The raised sparring ring dominated the center of the space, a circular enclosed cage where cadets tested their skills against each other under the watchful eyes of their instructors. It was the only part off the room that was illuminated, so that all the cadets waiting to spar lurked around the perimeter in shadow.

“Deklyn!” Kann called out when he spotted me. “Perfect timing. Want to join the rotation?”

I watched the cadets in the ring for a moment, noting their technique, their conditioning, and the controlled aggression that made Drexian warriors so effective. Being in a battle ring was exactly what I needed to take my mind off Sasha and her dangerous schemes.

“Absolutely,” I said, already beginning to strip off my outer jacket.

Within moments, I faced a third-year Blade cadet who looked confident and strong. He had the lean build of a fighter, muscles corded with the strength that came from daily training, and eyes that held the steady focus of someone who knew what he was doing.

Good. I needed a real challenge.

We circled each other in the ring, our bare feet silent on the padded floor. The cadet moved well, his stance balanced, his guard up but not rigid. He’d been taught by excellent instructors and had clearly absorbed their lessons.

But he was still just a cadet, and I was Inferno Force. Before that, I’d been a Blade myself, trained in these very halls. This should be easy.

Except it wasn’t.

The months in the Kronock prison had taken more of a toll than I’d wanted to admit. My muscles felt stiff, unresponsive in ways that betrayed my time spent languishing in a cell. My reflexes were a split second slower than they should have been, my balance not as precise as usual.

The cadet lunged forward with surprising speed, his fist cutting through the air where my head had been a moment before. I sidestepped and countered with a tackle that sent both of us crashing to the mat in a tangle of limbs.

We grappled on the ground, both gasping as we fought for position. His strength was impressive, but experience counted for something, and I had years of combat training he hadn’t even contemplated yet.

I was working to establish a dominant position when my mind betrayed me with a sudden, vivid flash of memory: Sasha pressed against me behind Vyk’s coats, her quick, shallow breathing, the way her chest had risen and fallen as she’d fought to stay silent. The scent of her hair, the heat of her body, the way she’d felt so right in my arms despite the danger.

The distraction nearly cost me a head injury as the cadet’s knee ricocheted toward my face. I dodged at the last second; the impact missing my temple by millimeters, and I forced myself to refocus on the fight.

What the hell was wrong with me? I was in combat, facing an opponent who was clearly skilled enough to do actual damage, and I was thinking about a woman who seemed determined to get us both killed.

Scolding myself for the lapse in concentration, I shifted my weight and used the cadet’s momentum against him, finally pinning him to the mat with an arm lock that left him unable to move without risking injury.

“Yield,” he said after a moment, his voice tight with frustration but holding no resentment.

I released him immediately and stood, offering my hand to help him up. “You’re a tough opponent,” I said, meaning it. “Good technique, cadet. You would make a fine Inferno Force warrior.”

He grinned, revealing the eager boy beneath the tough Drexian. “Thank you, sir. That was an honor.”

But as I left the ring and nodded my thanks to Kann, I couldn’t shake the unsettling realization that the fight had revealed two uncomfortable truths. First, I wasn’t as battle-ready as I should have been. Months of captivity had degraded my conditioning in ways that would take more time to reverse than I’d expected.

Second, and more troubling, I couldn’t stop thinking about Sasha. Even in the middle of combat, when my entire focus should have been on survival and victory, my mind had wandered to her. That kind of distraction could get me killed in an actual battle.

I grabbed a towel from a nearby rack and wiped the sweat from my face, tasting salt and the metallic bite of adrenaline. The physical challenge had helped burn off some of my frustration, but it had also shown me something I didn’t want to acknowledge.

It was time for me to return to Inferno Force, where I belonged. Time to get back to doing what I was trained to do before I went soft. Before a reckless woman with dark eyes and a dangerous smile compromised everything I’d worked to become.

The problem was I’d told her I would help. And despite knowing it was probably the worst decision I could make, I couldn’t bring myself to leave her to her own devices. Just like in the Kronock prison, I couldn’t leave without saving her.

Even if staying meant risking everything. Despite every instinct screaming that I should walk away, I knew I’d be right there with her when she made her next reckless decision.

I huffed out a breath. “Some battles are lost before they even begin.”


Chapter
Eleven



Sasha

Ileaned back on the bench, nursing a glass of something that tasted like liquid fire and watching the Drexian cards being tossed on the wooden table. The staff dining room was empty, save for one long table Ariana and her friends crowded around as they played the complicated game.

“I learned everything I know from Tivek,” Fiona said with a wicked grin, laying down another card with theatrical flair and winking at the Drexian security chief. “He taught me specifically so I could beat you, darling.”

Vyk’s answering laugh was warm and genuine, completely at odds with his intimidating facade. “You should ask him for more lessons, because I’m about to clean you out.”

“We’ll see about that,” she shot back, her eyes glinting.

The easy banter between them made my cheeks warm as I remembered being trapped behind Vyk’s coats just hours earlier, listening to sounds that were definitely not meant for an audience. I took another sip of my drink and tried to push that mortifying memory aside.

Around the table, the other couples had settled into their own comfortable rhythms. Volten and Ariana were technically still playing, but they were more interested in sitting close enough that their thighs touched, occasionally whispering to each other in a way that suggested the cards were secondary to simply being together.

Jess had already folded but remained at the table, leaning close to Morgan as they compared notes about strategy. Their friendship was easy, the kind I’d always envied but never seemed to cultivate myself. I’d been too focused on advancement and too competitive to let my guard down enough for female friendship.

Kann and Britta had both folded early and were now deep in conversation about some mechanical modification to the academy’s holochambers, their discussion punctuated by bursts of laughter. 

Tivek sat beside Morgan, and I studied the intense Drexian who was so outwardly different from his brother. His spine was straighter, his expression was more focused, and he spared his surprisingly warm smiles for Morgan. I still couldn’t reconcile that he was merely the admiral’s adjunct, but Drexian hierarchy was not my area of expertise. 

And then there was Deklyn. I deliberately avoided looking at him, though I could feel his gaze on me. He’d folded early and was now rooting for his brother with occasional commentary that showed he understood the game far better than his casual attitude suggested. Whenever I glimpsed him from the corner of my eye, I recalled how he had pressed against me in Vyk’s office, the warmth of his breath on my ear, and the solid strength of his arm around my waist.

The memory made my pulse skip in ways that were definitely not helpful.

“Does the admiral ever join these games?” I asked partly out of genuine curiosity and partly to distract myself from thoughts of Deklyn’s muscular arms.

“Admiral Zoran?” Vyk shook his head with a slight smile. “He’s never been much for cards.”

“He doesn’t want his staff to feel like they need to stand on ceremony,” Tivek said.

“We invited him and Noora tonight,” Kann added. “After the rescue mission and everything, we didn’t want to leave him out.”

“They would have come,” Fiona said, discarding another card, “but Noora had already planned something special for them. A private dinner.”

I felt my pulse quicken despite my efforts to appear casually interested. “That’s sweet. Is there a special dining room for occasions like that?”

Kann laughed, the sound warm and slightly slurred. “Nothing so fancy as that. They’re probably dining in their quarters. The admiral has the largest suite in the place.”

Fiona nodded. “When I ran into Noora earlier, she said it was going to be in their quarters.”

My heart pounded traitorously. If Admiral Zoran was having a private dinner with his wife in their quarters, that meant he wouldn’t be anywhere near his office. And with Tivek here playing cards, there was no chance of the adjunct being there either.

This was my chance. My real chance, not the impulsive disaster from earlier today.

I hesitated for a moment, remembering the fear of being trapped behind those coats, the way Deklyn had looked at me afterward like I was a reckless child who couldn’t be trusted. But this was different. This time I was sure I wouldn’t get caught.

The game continued around me, the stakes apparently rising as more players folded and the pot grew larger. I waited until it was down to just Vyk and Tivek, their focus completely absorbed by the cards in their hands.

“I think I’m going to turn in,” I said with a carefully manufactured yawn, leaning over to whisper to Ariana. “It’s been a long day.”

She turned to study my face with concern. “You look tired. You should probably get more sleep since you’re still recovering.”

I tried not to bristle at the implication that I wasn’t back to full strength, even though she was probably right. The stress of captivity combined with my current preoccupation with revenge wasn’t exactly conducive to restful sleep. Most nights I lay awake staring at the ceiling, alternating between nightmares about Kronock interrogation and fantasies about confronting whoever had abandoned me.

“Good night, everyone,” I said, pushing back from the table and doing my best to avoid Deklyn’s gaze as I slipped from the room.

The moment I was out of sight, I quickened my pace, running on my toes as I navigated the corridors toward the administrative wing. My heart hammered against my ribs as I approached the heavy wooden door marked with Admiral Zoran’s nameplate. This was it. Inside that office would be the records I needed, the proof of who had decided to abandon me and why.

I placed my palm against the sensor panel beside the door and waited for the familiar click of disengaging locks.

Nothing happened.

The panel remained dark, unresponsive to my touch. I groaned softly and tried again, pressing my hand more firmly against the surface. Still nothing.

Of course, the admiral’s office would have higher security protocols than a standard staff door. I should have expected that. But how was I supposed to hot-wire a Drexian access panel? 

I was still staring at the unresponsive panel when a large hand reached over my shoulder and pressed against the sensor. The door slid open with its characteristic whisper, revealing the darkened interior of the admiral’s office.

Deklyn’s voice came from directly behind me, low and dangerous in a way that sent shivers down my spine. “Don’t make me regret this.”


Chapter
Twelve



Deklyn

Sasha turned to glare at me, her dark eyes flashing with irritation in the dim light seeping from the wall sconces. “Why are you following me?”

“That didn’t sound like a thank you, sweetheart,” I said, keeping my voice low although we were probably the only people in the administrative wing of the academy.

She blew out an exasperated breath that made a strand of hair flutter across her face before whirling back around and striding into the office. I followed, closing the door behind us and wondering why the hell she could be annoyed with me. I’d just saved her from standing in a hallway looking like an idiot, trying to break into one of the most secure offices in the academy.

The admiral’s long, narrow office was impressive even in the darkness. Tall windows had been cut into the far wall, letting in enough moonlight to cast everything in silver and shadow. Sasha hurried down the length of the room toward the enormous desk that dominated the space in front of those windows.

“Why are you risking getting caught again?” I asked, trailing after her. “After what happened earlier today, I would have thought you’d learned your lesson.”

She slipped behind the desk, using the pale moonbeams to see as she began rifling through the papers scattered across its surface. “Why did you let me in if you’re so against it?”

The question stopped me cold because I didn’t have a suitable answer. Why had I helped her? Part of me wanted to believe it was because I hoped she’d search through everything, find nothing incriminating, and finally give up this dangerous quest for revenge. But that wasn’t the whole truth, and we both knew it.

The real reason was that I couldn’t bear the thought of her doing this alone, of facing whatever consequences might come without someone to watch her back. Even if that someone was rapidly becoming as reckless as she was.

Sasha looked up from the papers, her face silhouetted in the moonlight. She was dangerously, distractingly beautiful, and I had to force myself not to think about how much I wanted to reach out and touch her face.

“How did you get us inside when I couldn’t?” she asked, returning her attention to the documents.

“Top clearance authorization,” I said simply. “Comes with being Inferno Force.” 

I didn’t add that no cadet or instructor would dare enter the Academy Master’s domain without permission.

She scowled at this information, as if my security access was personally offensive to her, and kept searching through the admiral’s files. After several minutes of methodical examination, she found a tablet tucked beneath a stack of schematics.

She pressed the activation panel, but nothing happened. “Crap. It’s asking for a password.”

“Be glad it isn’t biometrically locked, although the admiral probably doesn’t worry about his office being invaded,” I said dryly. “Most Drexians don’t have criminal impulses.” 

Sasha drummed her fingers on the tablet. “Password, password. What would he use as a password? What’s his birthday?”

I slid her a withering look. “I do not know the admiral’s date of birth.”

Sasha ignored my commentary, her attention completely focused on the tablet. “His wife’s name is Noora, right? Maybe it’s her name.”

That seemed overly sentimental to me, but mated Drexians behaved oddly. Another reason I’d never aspired to be one.

She tapped the screen and then cursed again. “Nope.” She scrunched her lips to one side. “Maybe it’s her name as numbers, with each letter than a corresponding number in the alphabet.”

When that didn’t work, she stamped her foot.

I leaned over. “We do not have the same alphabet as humans. Try it in our native tongue.” When she stared at me blankly, I did the honors of typing in the numbers that corresponded with the name Noora. The tablet instantly unlocked itself.

Sasha gave me an admiring grin. “Not bad, Inferno Force.”

My cheeks unwillingly warmed from her praise, and I looked away. When I dared look back, the blue glow from the screen cast shifting patterns across her face as she flicked one finger across the surface.

I moved around the desk to stand beside her, close enough to see the screen over her shoulder, close enough to catch that flowery scent that clung to her hair. My body was hyperaware of her proximity, of the way she moved, of the soft sound of her breathing as she concentrated.

Then I saw something that made my blood turn to ice.

“Stop,” I said sharply.

She sighed but paused her scrolling, looking up at me with barely concealed impatience. “What?”

I squinted at the communication displayed on the screen, reading the sender and recipient information that had caught my eye. Admiral Zoran and someone identified only as “Shadow Command,” discussing operational parameters for an agent designated as “T.”

The message thread was brief but damning:

S Command: T’s infiltration of the Kronock facility successful. Intelligence gathered exceeds expectations. T’s cover as academy adjunct remains intact?

Zoran: Affirmative. His performance during the rescue operation was exemplary. No one suspects his true role.

S Command: Excellent. The S investment in long-term cover identities continues to prove its value.

I stopped breathing for a moment, my mind struggling to process what I was reading. T had to be my brother, didn’t it? 

My spine tingled as I eyed the phrase S Command. Was that for Strategy? No, why would the School of Strategy need cover identities? Also, it would have been Assassin Command, the school’s more often used moniker. 

I remembered whispers I’d heard throughout my years in Inferno Force. Whispers of a secret branch of the Drexians called the Shadows. Was it possible that my brother was a Shadow and not the academy washout he pretended to be? That would explain so much.

“Can I continue?” Sasha asked, glancing back at me.

I nodded mutely, still trying to wrap my mind around the revelation. Maybe my brother wasn’t just an adjunct. Maybe he was a trained operative in the Drexian intelligence network, the shadowy organization that most people believed was nothing more than rumors and hushed speculation.

It made perfect sense now. It also explained his confidence during the rescue mission, his access to classified information, and the way Zoran interacted with him as an equal despite his supposed position as a simple administrative assistant. Had Tivek been playing a role this entire time, maintaining a cover identity so deep that even his own brother had believed it?

I’d heard talk about the Shadows throughout my military career, stories of a covert school that trained operatives in espionage and infiltration. But I’d always assumed they were just rumors, the kind of stories that were told to elicit fear in our enemies.

Now I was almost certain the rumors were true. The Shadows must be real, and my brother must be one of them.

I didn’t know whether to burst with pride at his accomplishments or fury that he’d never trusted me enough to tell me the truth. How long had he been living this double life? How many times had I condescended to him, treated him like a failure, while he was actually serving Drex in ways I couldn’t even imagine?

A sharp intake of breath from Sasha snapped me back to the present. She was grinning at the tablet screen, her expression triumphant in the pale glow.

“Yes!” she whispered, her voice thick with satisfaction.

I leaned closer to see what had caught her attention, my shoulder brushing against hers as I read the message displayed on the screen.

From: Drexian High Command To: Admiral Zoran Re: Unauthorized Rescue Operations

Admiral, you are hereby ordered to cease all rescue operations related to captured Earth personnel. This directive comes directly from Earth Planetary Defense Command and is not subject to appeal or interpretation. Any violation of this order will result in immediate court-martial proceedings.

Furthermore, you are specifically forbidden from mounting any operation to recover the Earth pilot Sasha Bowman. This individual has been classified as an acceptable loss.

“There it is,” Sasha breathed, her finger tracing the words on the screen. “Proof that someone in Earth’s command structure wanted me left to rot.”

“Does it say who?” I asked.

“Not specifically,” she said, scrolling through the rest of the message. “But it references Earth Planetary Defense Command as the source of the directive.” She looked up at me, her eyes blazing with determination in the moonlight. “That’s what I’m going to find out when I go back to Earth.”

I stared at her. Earth? She was planning to hunt down whoever had betrayed her in the corridors of power back on her home planet? Why had I ever thought that her quest for revenge would be sated without heads rolling?


Chapter
Thirteen



Sasha

Iwalked into the staff dining room feeling better than I had in months, my steps lighter despite the lack of sleep. The scent of breakfast—fresh bread, something that smelled remarkably like coffee, and the rich aroma of grilled meat—made my stomach growl with actual hunger rather than a hollow ache.

Finally, I had proof. Undeniable evidence that I’d been right all along. Someone in Earth’s command structure had deliberately abandoned me, had written me off as an acceptable loss while I’d rotted in that Kronock prison. The memory of seeing those words on Admiral Zoran’s tablet filled me with savage satisfaction.

Now I just had to figure out how to tell Ariana that I was leaving.

The thought dampened my mood considerably. My sister would be devastated that I wasn’t staying longer, especially after we’d finally begun to rebuild our relationship. She’d want to know why I was rushing back to Earth, and I couldn’t tell her the truth. I couldn’t tell her I was planning to hunt down whoever had betrayed me, regardless of how high up the chain of command that hunt might lead.

Maybe I could blame our father? Say he’d contacted me about something urgent? But that excuse felt weak. Our relationship with our father had always been a sore spot, and Ariana knew as well as I did that I wouldn’t rush across the galaxy just because he’d summoned me home. Not anymore.

Before I could come up with a better cover story, Ariana spotted me from across the room and waved me over with an enthusiastic gesture that made my chest tight with affection. She was sitting at a small table with Volten, both of them looking considerably more bright-eyed than I felt.

I was glad to see the Drexian with her. It meant I wouldn’t have to have an immediate heart-to-heart with my sister about my departure plans. I could ease into the conversation gradually, maybe make it sound less like a hasty retreat and more like necessary business.

“You look more rested,” Ariana said as I approached.

“I’m feeling better," I said, which was true enough. Having concrete proof of the conspiracy against me was better than any sleep I could have gotten.

Ariana pushed a plate of what looked like crispy, golden strips toward me. “Try the fried padwump. It tastes a lot like bacon.”

I took a piece and bit into it, savoring the savory, salty flavor that did indeed remind me of the breakfast meat from Earth. The simple pleasure of food that actually tasted good was still novel enough to make me close my eyes in appreciation.

“So who won the card game after I left?” I asked, settling into the chair across from them.

“Vyk and Tivek split the game that was going on when you left,” Volten said with a grin that suggested he’d enjoyed watching the strategic battle play out. “But after that, they were so focused on outmaneuvering each other that they paid little attention until Britta swept in and cleaned up.”

“When we left, she’d won the last two hands and most of the pot,” Ariana added with obvious amusement.

Volten laughed, the sound warm and genuine. “My one consolation is that I can out-fly both of them.”

“Same,” Ariana said. “Then again, none of them are pilots.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Volten winked at her. “It’s still a victory.”

The easy banter between them was charming, but I found my mind wandering to everything I needed to do before I left.

Volten stood, breaking into my thoughts as he leaned down to press a quick kiss to Ariana’s forehead. “I need to pop out to the shipyard and give Dek’s ship a final check before he leaves.”

I stiffened, my hand freezing halfway to another piece of padwump. “When is Deklyn leaving?”

“This morning,” Volten said, apparently oblivious to the way my entire body had gone rigid. “He told me earlier that as soon as he gets authorization from the admiral, he’s leaving. Says Inferno Force needs him back.”

I fought to keep from leaping to my feet. This morning? After everything we’d discovered last night, after finding proof that I’d been right about the conspiracy, he was just... leaving?

Volten kissed Ariana goodbye and nodded to me with a warm smile. “See you later, Sasha.”

I nodded and returned the smile, but inside I was seething. Deklyn’s sudden and secretive departure had to be connected to what we’d found in Admiral Zoran’s office. Why else would he leave without a word to me? Was he planning to go to Earth without me, or was he distancing himself from my actions now that he’d helped me find what I needed?

Either way, he wasn’t sneaking off without so much as a goodbye. 

The memory of standing beside him in the moonlit office, his shoulder brushing against mine as we read the damning evidence together, sent an unwelcome flutter through my chest. There had been something different about him in that moment. He’d been less of the cocky Inferno Force warrior who drove me crazy and more of the guy who’d refused to give up on me in that Kronock prison.

And now he was running away. Well, he wasn’t going anywhere without me.
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Deklyn

Ihurried across the shipyard as the ever-present gale off the Restless Sea tried to knock me sideways. The smell of salt and fuel made my nostrils twitch, and I lowered my head and barreled forward. I couldn’t help but glance over my shoulder, half-expecting to see a familiar figure with dark hair charging after me across the cracked stone.

Getting authorization from Admiral Zoran had been surprisingly easy. I’d only felt a small stab of guilt when I’d lied to him about being urgently needed back on my Inferno Force vessel. The admiral had been distracted, probably still dealing with the aftermath of the rescue mission and whatever political complications it had created with Earth and the Drexian High Command.

As long as I could get off-world without Sasha finding out, everything would work perfectly.

The truth was, I wasn’t going back to my Inferno Force assignment. I was headed to Earth to find out who had decided not to rescue Sasha before she could put herself in danger by doing it herself. The evidence we’d found in Zoran’s office was damning, but it was only the beginning. Someone high in Earth’s command structure had abandoned one of their own pilots, and I was going to find out who.

It was too personal for Sasha. Her anger would drive her to act rashly. Grek, she’d already made foolish decisions in her effort to find answers. What would she do now that she knew she’d been right?

The thought of her ending up in another prison, this time on Earth, made something cold and sharp twist in my chest. I couldn’t let that happen. As much as the woman drove me absolutely crazy with her reckless determination and her stubbornness, I still felt compelled to protect her.

Even if that meant protecting her from herself.

My ship sat on the far edge of the tarmac, its sleek black hull gleaming in the hazy morning light. The sight of it sent a familiar surge of anticipation through me. I jogged up the boarding ramp, passing Volten as he finished his final inspection of the internal systems. The young pilot looked up from his diagnostic tablet with a grin.

“All ready,” he said, giving me a thumbs up. 

I thumped him on the shoulder in thanks, not trusting myself to speak. Volten was an honorable Drexian, devoted to Ariana in a way that reminded me uncomfortably of my growing attachment to her sister. 

I hurried to the cockpit and dropped into the pilot’s seat so I could begin the familiar ritual of powering up the ship’s systems. The console came alive under my touch, smooth surfaces warming beneath my fingers as the displays flickered to life. The low hum of the engines vibrated through the deck plates, a sound that was both reassuring and thrilling.

I exhaled slowly as I strapped myself in, allowing myself a moment of relief. I’d gotten away without having to make awkward goodbyes, without having to explain my sudden departure or defend my decision to handle this situation alone.

I regretted not talking to Tivek before leaving, but I wasn’t sure what I would have said to him, anyway. Learning that my brother was a Shadow operative had shaken me more than I wanted to admit. Was I supposed to pretend I didn’t know when all I wanted to do was apologize for being a condescending ass? But how could I admit to knowing his true identity without revealing how I knew? No, I needed more time to sort myself when it came to my brother.

But I didn’t regret avoiding Sasha. That goodbye would have been impossible. She would have insisted on coming with me, which would have been a disaster.

The boarding ramp sealed with a soft hiss as I ran through the final pre-flight checks, my hands moving across the controls from muscle memory. Then I lifted off from the tarmac smoothly, watching the academy shrink beneath me as I climbed through Drex’s atmosphere. The black stone towers and courtyards that had seemed so imposing from ground level looked almost delicate from this height, like a child’s toy castle set against the desolate beauty of the planet’s stormy sea and black mountains.

Once I cleared the upper atmosphere, I set a jump course for Earth and began calculating the trajectory that would get me there. The route wasn’t complicated, but it would require multiple jumps, and I couldn’t take too many in rapid succession without risking jump sickness or worse.

I initiated the first jump, bracing myself for the familiar but unpleasant sensation of being sucked through hyperspace. The universe seemed to both lengthen and flatten around me. Then came the feeling of being sucked forward, stretched and compressed simultaneously, before the jump drive deposited my ship in another sector of space.

I took a moment to catch my breath and run sensor sweeps of the surrounding area, making sure I hadn’t materialized inside an asteroid field or too close to another ship’s flight path. The beauty of space travel was that most of the galaxy was empty, but the terror was that the parts that weren’t empty could be treacherous.

Satisfied that my position was clear, I began calculations for the next jump. With luck, I’d be in Earth’s solar system within⁠—

“So where are we going?”

I nearly jumped out of my skin as a familiar voice came from directly beside me. My head whipped around to find Sasha dropping into the co-pilot’s seat as if she belonged there, her dark hair slightly mussed and her expression carefully neutral.

How the hell had she gotten aboard? When had she gotten aboard? I’d been so focused on a quick getaway that I hadn’t even checked the ship’s interior before departure. She must have been hiding in the cargo bay or in one of the storage spaces.

“Grek.”

“That’s not an answer,” she said pleasantly, though I could see the steel beneath her calm facade. “Try again.”


Chapter
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Sasha

“What the grek are you doing here?” he finally managed, his voice tight.

“What the hell are you doing going rogue?” I shot back, settling more firmly into the seat and crossing my arms. The co-pilot’s chair was cool against my back, and the subtle vibration of the ship’s engines hummed through my bones, but I kept my attention focused on his face.

“I’m heading back to my Inferno Force ship,” he said, but there was something in his expression that told me he knew I wasn’t buying it.

“Liar.” The word came out flat and certain. “There’s no way you suddenly had to leave after what we found last night. So I want to know why you thought you could cut me out of my plan.”

He was quiet for a long moment, his jaw working as he stared out at the blackness of space. The silence stretched between us, filled only with the soft hum of life support systems and the distant whir of the jump drive slowing.

Finally, he exhaled sharply and turned to face me. “I was going to Earth to find out who was behind you being left to rot. And I was going alone because you’re too emotional to handle this objectively.”

I clenched the armrests of my seat so hard I was surprised the material didn’t crack beneath my fingers. Every instinct screamed at me to argue, to tell him I wasn’t overly emotional, that I was perfectly capable of handling the investigation with professional detachment.

But that would only prove his point, wouldn’t it? Besides, he was right, and I hated he was right.

I was boiling over with rage and hurt and a need for vengeance that consumed everything else. This wasn’t the cool, focused determination I’d learned to channel during my military training. This was something raw and primal that made my hands shake and my vision blur. As a pilot, I’d always prided myself on being calm under pressure, on making rational decisions even when the situation was falling apart around me.

But months in that Kronock prison had changed something fundamental within me. The betrayal, the isolation, and the constant fear had left me volatile. I knew this about myself, could analyze it with clinical detachment, but that didn’t mean I could change it.

“Why aren’t you angrier?” I asked, the question coming out more vulnerable than I’d intended. “You were in that prison too. You were abandoned just as much as I was.”

His expression softened slightly, and when he spoke, his voice was quiet. “Because my people did not betray me.”

The words stole the breath from my lungs and made my chest constrict with pain. He was right, of course. The Drexian military had mounted an unauthorized rescue mission to save both of us. Admiral Zoran had risked his career and disgrace to bring us home. His people hadn’t left him, but mine had written me off. Not only that, they’d declared me an acceptable loss and forbidden any attempt to recover me.

The difference was stark and brutal, and it explained everything about why this felt so personal, why I couldn’t approach it with the professional distance he was capable of maintaining.

“It doesn’t matter now,” I said finally, forcing my voice to remain steady. “You’re stuck with me. I’m coming with you.”

“How did you even get onto my ship?”

“Easy. I slipped onboard when a Wing cadet was doing the final checks of the ship.”

He stared at me for a long moment, and I could see him weighing his options against his irritation. 

“Fine,” he said grimly, turning back to the navigation console. “But we do this my way, sweetheart.”

I wanted to argue, to establish that this was my mission and my revenge, but I bit my tongue. Getting to Earth was more important than winning this battle. There would be time to assert control once we were closer to our target.

Deklyn’s fingers moved across the smooth surface of the console, inputting coordinates for another jump. The stars outside the view port began to shift and blur as the ship’s engines built up the energy necessary for the hyperspace transition.

The jump itself was nauseating. I still hadn’t gotten used to the strange sensation of being stretched across impossible distances before snapping back into normal space. I’d never particularly enjoyed hyperspace travel, but after months of captivity, the disorientation was even worse than I remembered.

When my stomach settled, I blinked in confusion at what I saw ahead of us. Instead of the empty space I’d expected between jump points, there was a massive structure floating against the backdrop of distant stars.

“What the hell is this?” I asked, staring at the enormous space station spaced like a vertical double helix. All clear walls and white beams, it looked more like a work of art than a functional space habitat.

Deklyn touched the communications panel and spoke into the pickup. “Island Control, this is Inferno Force Lieutenant Deklyn requesting permission to dock.”

“Copy that, Lieutenant,” came a measured voice. “Hangar bay is clear for your approach. Welcome to the Island.”

Even though I’d heard about the deep space station designed to house tribute brides and host their weddings to Drexians, I’d never been there. I turned to stare at him in disbelief. “We’re making a pit stop at the Island?”

“Fuel and supplies,” he said tersely, beginning the approach sequence. “And there’s someone I need to talk to.”

I wanted to demand more details, to know exactly what this delay would cost us and whether it was really necessary. But as I watched him pilot the ship toward the docking bay, I realized I had no choice.

I just hoped that whatever business Deklyn had here would be quick. Every moment we spent not heading to Earth was another moment for the trail to grow cold, another chance for whoever had betrayed me to cover their tracks or disappear entirely.

But as we settled onto the landing pad and the ship’s engines wound down to silence, I wondered if this was merely a delay tactic. Well, if the Drexian thought he could ditch me or stop me, he was sorely mistaken.
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Istood at the top of the ship’s ramp as it lowered. Beside me, Sasha shifted her weight and huffed out breath as if she was fighting to keep her temper in check.

“What exactly is your plan here?” she asked, her voice deceptively calm. “Detouring to a station devoted to matching human brides with Drexians?”

“I can’t let you fly off to Earth in the furious state you’re in,” I said simply. “You need time to cool down and think strategically instead of emotionally.”

She turned to glare at me, her dark eyes flashing danger. “You haven’t seen furious yet.”

Before I could respond, movement at the bottom of the ramp caught my attention. Two figures were hurrying toward us across the floor of the hangar bay. One was short with spiky purple hair that clashed with his bright green suit, and the other tall and willowy with enormous eyes and an elaborate blue vertical swirl of hair that made her appear nearly seven feet tall.

As we walked down the ramp, the purple-haired alien reached us first, practically vibrating with excitement. Then both aliens stopped short, their expressions shifting from anticipation to confusion as they took in our appearance.

“You aren’t tribute brides,” the purple-haired alien said, his voice carrying a note of deflation that suggested this was a significant disappointment.

“No,” I said, offering what I hoped was a diplomatic smile. “I’m Deklyn of Inferno Force, and this is Sasha Bowman. We’ve just arrived from the Drexian Academy.”

The taller alien stepped forward and extended thin fingers. “I’m Reina, and this disappointed Gatazoid is Serge. Welcome to the Island.”

Then her gaze sharpened as she looked at Sasha more closely. “Bowman?” She blinked rapidly a few times. “Are you Ariana’s sister?”

“I am,” Sasha confirmed, and I caught the slight tension that entered her voice at the mention of her sister.

Without warning, Reina pulled Sasha into an enthusiastic hug that seemed to catch her completely off guard. “I was at the Academy until recently,” Reina explained, still holding onto Sasha’s shoulders. “I knew Ariana well, and all she ever talked about was rescuing her sister. She was so focused on bringing you home.”

I saw something flicker across Sasha’s face. Was it guilt, maybe, or regret? 

Serge, meanwhile, had been listening with growing excitement, his purple hair flushing pink at the roots. “Wait. Are you the human who was held captive by the Kronock?”

Sasha nodded. “And Deklyn is the Drexian who rescued me.”

At this, Serge actually swayed on his feet, pressing a hand to his chest and flattening the puff of shiny green-and-yellow fabric knotted at his neck. “Well, butter my buns and call me a biscuit!”

Sasha’s eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”

“He loves Earth expressions,” Reina said in a stage whisper.

Serge ignored her as he clapped his hands. “You’ve come here to recover from your ordeal .”

I was about to explain that we weren’t there to recover when a wicked grin spread across Sasha’s face as she looked at me.

“Actually,” she said, her voice taking on a sweetness that immediately put me on high alert, “we’re here for a different reason entirely. We’re engaged, and we want to have our wedding here.”

Her words made the world tilt sideways around me. Engaged? Wedding? What the hell was she playing at?

Serge let out a shriek of pure joy that made nearby mechanics flinch. “This is perfect! Absolutely perfect! The rescued prisoner and her brave Inferno Force hero! It will be the wedding of the century!” He began pacing in tight circles, his purple hair now fully pink. “We’ll need the Grand Pavilion, no, the entire Celestial Garden level! Everyone from Earth will want to attend, not to mention all those who’ll want to watch from afar!”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” Sasha whispered, but only I was close enough to hear her, and the calculating look in her eyes sent a chill down my spine.

I stared at her in shock as I began to understand what she was doing. This wasn’t just an impulsive lie to explain our presence here and mess with me. This was strategy. Twisted, brilliant, absolutely insane strategy.
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My plan was brilliant, even if I did say so myself. Announcing a fake engagement to Deklyn had been pure inspiration born of desperation, but the more I thought about it, the more perfect it became. If word got out that the rescued Earth pilot was getting married to the Drexian who rescued her, it would indeed draw attention from across the galaxy. All the people who might have been involved in the decision to abandon me would have a perfect excuse to travel here. And once they were here, in a controlled environment, I could find the guilty party.

“You’re insane,” Deklyn whispered as Serge continued his enthusiastic rambling, but I just smiled that wicked smile I knew drove him crazy.

Then I noticed Reina watching us, her eyes slightly narrowed. “Congratulations, though I have to say, you two don’t exactly look like an engaged couple.”

“My big, hunky Drexian is a little shy.” I moved closer to Deklyn and slipped my arm through his with casual possessiveness. The solid warmth of his bicep beneath my fingers sent an unwelcome flutter through my chest that I ruthlessly ignored. “You know these tough Inferno Force types.”

I felt him tense under my touch, saw the way his jaw tightened as he fought to maintain his composure. Good. Let him be uncomfortable. He was the one who’d tried to cut me out of my mission.

“Oh, we know Inferno Force,” Serge said, giving me a knowing wink.

If only he knew that we’d spent half our time together arguing and the other half trying not to get killed.

“When were you thinking of having the ceremony?” Reina asked, her expression still placid.

“Soon,” I said, leaning in to Dek, “Very soon. We don’t want to wait any longer than necessary.”

Serge began leading us out of the hangar bay, babbling about wedding options and gesturing wildly with his hands. The space station was even more impressive once we’d left the utilitarian hangar bay. It was all sleek white surfaces and curved walls, with clear panels overlooking the towering center of the station crisscrossed with walkways and zooming inclinators.

“Oh, this will be magnificent!” Serge chattered as we walked down the corridor. “We’ll make it the social event of the year! Maybe even the decade! I bet I can get it televised on Earth!”

This was exactly what I wanted to hear, but I kept my expression simply pleased rather than triumphant. Beside me, Deklyn leaned close enough that his breath tickled my ear.

“You’re insane,” he whispered, his voice so low that only I could hear it over Serge.

“You didn’t want me getting in trouble on Earth,” I whispered back, not looking at him as I maintained my bright smile. “Now I’m not, so you should be happy.”

He glowered at me but didn’t spoil my ruse as we approached an open inclinator compartment and stepped inside. As we shot up and diagonally through the station, instrumental music played a version of the vintage Earth song “Karma Chameleon” softly in the background, and pink light pulsed gently from above. Through all this, Serge continued to brainstorm our wedding out loud.

When the inclinator came to a stop, the doors slid open to reveal another corridor, this one with a wooden walkway and a strangely balmy breeze.

“Here we are!” Reina announced as we stepped out. “The Bali Hai fantasy suite level.”

The teakwood walkway beneath our feet was warm and smooth, polished to a gleaming finish. Paths veered off, leading to tiki bars and white sand beaches. I’d heard that the Drexian space stations used holographic technology to create unbelievable settings, but I’d never known how real they could seem. Even the air smelled tropical.

“And here’s where you’ll be staying until the wedding,” Serge said with a flourish, when he stopped in front of an ornate door carved with patterns of waves and palm fronds.

The door slid open despite looking like it should swing on hinges, and Serge led the way inside. I followed, not bothering to hide my shock at the sumptuous suite with a high ceiling, sunken sitting room, and an over-water balcony that took up one entire side of the space. And in the center of it all was one enormous bed covered in white linens and piles of inviting pillows.

My mouth went dry as I stared at it, my brain suddenly catching up to the implications of what I’d set in motion. A fake engagement was one thing, but actually sharing a room and a bed with Deklyn was something else entirely.

“Together?” I asked, my voice coming out slightly strangled.

Before I could say anything else, Deklyn’s arm slipped around my waist, pulling me against his side with a casual possessiveness that sent heat racing through my bloodstream. When I looked up at him, he was smiling down at me with such sweet affection that for a moment I almost believed it was real.

“Well, we are engaged, sweetheart,” he said, his voice tinged with just the right amount of loving exasperation.

I bit my tongue to keep from snapping back at him, aware of the solid warmth of his body against mine, the way his thumb was tracing small circles against my hip through the fabric of my uniform. 

“I need to talk to the captain and get approval for the media coverage,” Serge said, bustling toward the door with obvious excitement. “But don’t worry about a thing! Everything will be handled. You two just focus on being madly in love!”

As he disappeared into the corridor, Reina lingered for a moment, giving us both a curious smile that made my stomach clench with worry. “Congratulations again.”

There was something in her tone that suggested she suspected something wasn’t quite what it seemed, but she followed Serge out saying nothing else. The door slid closed behind them with a sigh, leaving Deklyn and me alone in the romantic suite.

And suddenly the full magnitude of what I’d gotten us into hit me.

We were in too deep to turn back now. But as I looked at that enormous bed and felt Deklyn’s arm still around my waist, I couldn’t help wondering if I’d leaped from one type of danger directly into another.
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“Ihope you know what you’re doing,” I said once the two aliens were gone.

“I do, and it’s brilliant.” Sasha pulled away from my grasp. 

I waved a hand at our luxurious holographic surroundings. “And this is part of your plan?”

Sasha swept her gaze around the suite. “Okay, I didn’t know the station was this over-the-top. I also didn’t know we’d have alien wedding planners that were so enthusiastic.”

“Maybe because you didn’t think it through,” I grumbled. “I think we had a better chance of escaping the Kronock than we will of avoiding Serge’s plans.”

Sasha glanced at me, and it was clear she was trying not to laugh. I maintained a solid scowl.

“Come on,” she teased. “You have to admit that some of this is funny.”

I huffed out a breath even as a grin twitched at the corner of my mouth. “You have a strange sense of humor, sweetheart.” I rapped one toe on the polished floor. “Explain to me how letting a lunatic Gatazoid plan a fake wedding is going to exact your revenge.”

Sasha eyed me as if it were the most obvious thing in the universe. “I’m going to get every potential guilty party to come to us, right here on the Island. They’ll come willingly, eager to be part of the publicity.”

I walked deeper into the suite, taking in the lush tropical fantasy that surrounded us. Through the floor-to-ceiling glass doors that dominated one wall, I could see a perfect lagoon of impossibly blue water stretching toward a lush green mountain that rose dramatically from the artificial horizon. I knew it was all holographic projection and atmospheric engineering, but the illusion was so perfect I could almost feel the warmth of the tropical sun on my skin.

I didn’t know what Bali Hai was, but I knew that most of the fantasy suites recreated actual places on Earth. After growing up on a decimated and stark planet, I couldn't imagine the beauty that stretched in front of me. I stepped out onto the balcony and sank deeper into the simulation as the waves lapped gently against an unseen shore, seabirds cawed, and tree fronds rustled in a breeze that carried hints of salt and flowers. 

“Do you realize,” I said, gripping the railing and staring out at the impossible vista, “that we’re going to need to fake being in love? Convincingly. For weeks, possibly months, in front of everyone we know.”

She joined me on the balcony and kept her gaze on the horizon. “I can do that.”

Something about her confident tone made me turn to look at her, and I studied the determined set of her jaw and lift of her chin. She was beautiful, dangerously so, and the thought of pretending to be in love with her while knowing it was all an act made something twist painfully in my chest, especially when I knew it wouldn’t be real, couldn’t be real.

I’d decided long ago that life as an Inferno Force warrior was too dangerous for me to ever take a mate, and I’d seen too many mated Drexians lose their edge after taking a bride. I’d sworn that would never happen to me and had gone to great lengths to make sure I’d never gotten attached to a female before. Sasha’s plan was not helping.

I stepped closer, close enough to see the flecks of amber in her dark eyes as she turned to me. “Can you?” I lowered my head until our faces were inches apart, until I could feel the warmth of her breath against my lips. “And then what? We reveal the truth and confess that the engagement was a ruse?”

Her breath quickened, and I saw her eyes widen slightly. For a moment, neither of us moved, suspended in that charged space between almost-kissing and pulling away. Then I forced myself to step back, to break the spell before I did something we’d both regret.

She gathered herself with visible effort, her hands smoothing down her uniform as if she could smooth away the tension as easily. “Exactly,” she said, her voice only slightly breathless. “Once we have the information we need, we'll call it off.”

I shook my head, moving back into the suite where the air felt less charged. “So you want to invite all our friends, colleagues, and family, plus all the important Earth officials to a huge wedding, and then call it off?”

“If it gets us to uncover the people who signed my death warrant, then yes,” she snapped, following me inside.

I could see her point, could follow the logic of her plan even as I recognized all the ways it could go catastrophically wrong. What would happen when my Inferno Force colleagues discovered my part in the deception? How would everyone who’d rescued us react to being deceived? What would it do to Sasha’s relationship with Ariana when her sister learned that the wedding she’d undoubtedly be thrilled about was nothing but a means to an end?

But beneath all those concerns was a more personal fear. What would happen to me when this was over? What would happen when we’d gotten the answers she needed, and it was time to call off the engagement and go back to our separate lives? The thought of that inevitable ending made my gut clench.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” I said again. “And I hope you can do a better job of faking being a fiancée than you did with Serge and Reina.”

Something flashed in her eyes, and before I could react, she was stalking across the suite toward me, her steps quick and purposeful. Then her hands were fisting the front of my uniform and she was pulling me down to meet her rising lips in a hard kiss.

But what started as a challenge shifted when I kissed her back with an intensity that had nothing to do with proving a point and everything to do with the want that had been building between us. My head swam as rational thought scattered like leaves in a storm. Her lips were soft and warm, and for a moment I forgot every reason she was wrong for me, why this was dangerous, why I should pull away.

When we finally broke apart, both of us breathing hard, she looked as stunned as I felt. Her slightly swollen lips and flushed cheeks, along with the fragile look in her eyes, made my chest ache.

“See?” she managed, her voice not quite steady. “Faking it is no problem.”

But I knew she hadn’t been faking that kiss any more than I had. 

I was in deeper than I’d ever intended to be, falling for a woman who saw me as a convenient ally in her quest for revenge. And when this was all over, when she’d gotten her answers and no longer needed my help, I was going to be left with a broken heart and the memory of what it felt like to almost have something real with someone—and then lose it all.
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In the aftermath of the kiss, my lips tingled and my heart knocked against my ribs like it was trying to escape my chest. The memory of his firm lips made me want to pull him back and kiss him again, which was exactly the kind of thinking that would get me into trouble.

Maybe Deklyn was right. Maybe I was out of control, letting my emotions drive my decisions instead of cold logic. But I knew my plan could work. It had to work.

“So,” I said, trying to inject some normalcy into my voice as I moved away from him, putting distance between us before I did something else impulsive. “We need to figure out exactly how to make this convincing. Who do we need to get here?”

Deklyn ran a hand through his dark hair, and I tried not to notice the way the motion made his uniform stretch across his broad shoulders. “Earth Planetary Defense Command, obviously. Your former squadron leaders, anyone who would have been in the decision-making chain when you were captured.”

“The media will help,” I added, settling into one of the plush chairs and crossing my legs to keep myself from pacing. The ecru cushions were soft beneath me, and the subtle scent of tropical flowers seemed to emanate from the fabric itself. “If Serge can get this televised, it’ll put pressure on the higher-ups to attend. They’ll want to control the narrative.”

“Which means we’re going to have to go along with all of Serge’s wedding planning,” Deklyn said, his tone suggesting he found this prospect about as appealing as a Kronock interrogation session.

I felt a stab of guilt as I looked at his expression. “Do you care about the details? Do you have preferences for a fake wedding?”

He gave me a narrow-eyed look that shifted instantly from hot to cold. “Not for a fake wedding, no.”

The words stung more than they should have, and I looked away from him toward the holographic vista beyond the windows. The artificial paradise was beautiful, but there was something hollow about it that matched the hollow feeling growing inside me.

“I’m sorry.” I glanced back at him. “I know this puts you in an awkward situation you don’t deserve. Especially after you’ve rescued me multiple times.”

For a moment, his expression softened, and I glimpsed something that might have been affection in his gaze. But then his walls went back up, and he gave me a curt nod.

“We’re in it now, sweetheart. We just need to see it through so you can get some peace.” He waved toward the bed. “You can take that. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

I started to protest, but he cut me off with a wave of his hand.

“I’m used to hard bunks on spaceships,” he said. “The couch is probably more comfortable than anything I’ve slept on in months.”

He moved toward the door, and I felt a sudden panic at the thought of being alone with my thoughts and the implications of what I’d set in motion.

“Where are you going?”

“I need to go talk to the station’s captain,” he said, pausing with his hand on the door panel. “Get word to my Inferno Force ship that I’ll be delayed and send a message to my brother explaining the situation. Tivek’s not going to be happy if he learns about our engagement through official channels.”

The mention of his brother sent another wave of guilt through me. “He’s going to think we’ve lost our minds.”

“He’s going to think a lot of things,” Deklyn said grimly. “Most of them are probably true.”

As he moved to leave, I realized I had my own uncomfortable conversations to navigate. “I need to talk to Ariana before she hears about this from anyone else.”

“Yes, you do,” he said, and then he was gone, leaving me alone in the romantic fantasy suite with nothing but my doubts for company.

I was still staring at the closed door when a soft knock interrupted my brooding. I opened it to find Reina standing in the corridor, her blue hair almost brushing the ceiling.

“I hope I’m not intruding,” she said with a smile that seemed knowing in a way that made my stomach clench with worry. “I thought you might need some assistance settling in.”

“Actually,” I said, stepping back to let her enter, “I need to make a call to the Academy. Is that something you can arrange?”

“Of course,” she said, moving into the suite. “The Island has excellent communications facilities. But first, I have a question.”

I felt my blood turn to ice. “Oh?”

She turned to face me directly, her large eyes serious despite her gentle tone. “Why are you pretending to be engaged?”

For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. How had she figured it out so quickly? Had I been that obvious? Had Deklyn?

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said weakly, but even to my own ears the denial sounded pathetic.

Reina’s smile was kind but implacable. “I’ve been around enough couples to know when it’s real. You two have chemistry but you’re not engaged.”

“We don’t look like we’re in love?” I asked, stalling before the truth inevitably spilled from me.

“Oh, I’m sure Deklyn is in love with you, but I’m equally sure that he was shocked when you claimed the two of you were engaged.”

I got stuck on the first thing she’d said. Deklyn was in love with me? That was impossible. He wasn’t the type to fall in love.

“You’re wrong,” I said, but my voice lacked conviction.

Reina raised an eyebrow that conveyed both skepticism and sympathy. “Am I?”

I stared at her for a long moment, weighing my options. I could continue to lie, but she’d already seen through the deception. I could try to bluster my way past her suspicions, but something told me Reina wasn’t easily fooled. Or I could take a risk and trust her.

“All right,” I said finally, sinking into one of the chairs with a sigh. “We’re not engaged. But this is the only way I can get Earth officials here so I can find out who left me to die in that Kronock prison.”

Reina’s expression shifted from knowing amusement to shock, then to outrage. “They abandoned you?”

“Someone in Earth’s Planetary Defense Command ordered the Drexians not to mount a rescue,” I said, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “I was classified as an acceptable loss while I rotted in that cell for months.”

“That’s monstrous.”

The vehemence in her voice was oddly comforting. After carrying the betrayal alone or only sharing it with Dek, it felt good to have someone else share my outrage.

“So you see why I need to do this,” I said. “The wedding will draw everyone here, where I can expose them.”

Reina was quiet for a moment, her round eyes thoughtful. Then she smiled. “Then we’re going to make this the best fake wedding in the history of the galaxy.”

Relief flooded through me so powerfully I had to blink away tears. “You’ll keep the secret?”

“From everyone except you and Deklyn,” she promised. “Especially from Serge—he’d never be able to keep quiet about something like this. But between you and me? I think this plan of yours might actually work.”

“Thank you.” I stood and took her bony hands in mine. “I don’t know what I would have done if you’d exposed us.”

“Found another way, I’m sure.” She squeezed my hands. “You strike me as someone who doesn’t give up easily.”

She was right. I wasn’t going to let the people who’d abandoned me get away with it. Even if it meant pretending to be in love with someone I might be falling for. The thought sent another flutter of panic through my chest, but I pushed it aside. 

Right now, I had a fake wedding to plan.


Chapter
Twenty



Deklyn

The inclinator whispered to a stop, and I stepped out into a brightly lit corridor that curved around the top of the station. I tried to focus on my sleek surroundings and on the task ahead of me, basically on anything other than the memory of Sasha’s lips against mine and the way she’d felt pressed against my body. 

She’d meant the kiss to prove she could fake attraction, but there had been nothing fake about the way my pulse had raced or the way every rational thought had fled my mind the moment our mouths met.

This was the problem with Sasha’s plan. I had to pretend our relationship was real while knowing it was all an elaborate deception designed to draw her enemies into the open. I had to act like a man in love while protecting my heart from a woman who saw me as nothing more than a convenient ally in her quest for revenge.

I paused outside the wide double doors before stepping forward and letting them part. Stepping inside the station’s command deck, the bright lighting of the corridors gave way to the dimmer, more focused illumination of a working bridge. My shoulders relaxed as the soft beeping of computers surrounded me, the static of incoming transmissions and the low burr of officers reporting from their stations.

A massive transparent wall dominated one side of the space, offering an unobstructed view of space beyond. It was a view that never failed to remind me why I’d chosen a life among the stars, why the vast emptiness called to something deep in my soul.

“Lieutenant.”

I turned to find a tall Drexian approaching me, his dark uniform and sash telling me who he was in an instant.

“Captain Kalex,” he said when he reached me. “Welcome to the Island.”

I crossed a fist across my chest in salute. “Thank you, Captain.”

“Serge already briefed me on your situation,” he explained, his voice measured. “Congratulations are in order, I believe. It’s not often we get to host such notable guests.”

I fought the urge to cringe and thanked him again.

“You were the one who rescued the human pilot from the Kronock prison,” he said, and it wasn’t quite a question.

“I was.” I tried to inject the right amount of pride and affection into my voice. “That’s how we fell in love, actually. Hard to maintain professional distance when you’re fighting for your lives together.”

The lie came easier than it should have, probably because there was more truth in it than I wanted to admit. Something had definitely developed between us in that prison, something that went beyond mere survival partnership. Whether Sasha felt it too was another question entirely.

Captain Kalex nodded thoughtfully. “Serge tells me he wants to make your wedding a major event. He’s quite excited about the publicity potential, given who Sasha is and the dramatic circumstances of how you met.”

“Serge told us that in between throwing out theme ideas.”

“That sounds like Serge,” Kalex said with a chuckle. “In this case, I think his instincts are sound. The optics would be excellent for the Drexian-Earth alliance. There are some humans who need a reminder of how much the Drexians have done for Earth, particularly in recent conflicts.”

The comment was casual, but I caught the undercurrent beneath it. Captain Kalex knew about the tensions between Earth and Drex that went beyond simple diplomatic disagreements. That was interesting and potentially useful.

“I’ll do anything I can to aid the alliance between our peoples,” I said, meaning every word. “The cooperation between Drexian and Earth forces saved both our lives.”

“Indeed.” He studied me for a moment, his expression thoughtful. “You know, I’m having drinks with some of my staff later this evening in the officers’ lounge. You’d be welcome to join us, unless you’re busy with your fiancée.”

The invitation was unexpected but welcome. Spending time with the station’s command staff might provide insights that could help with Sasha’s mission. And if I was being honest with myself, the prospect of getting away from our romantic suite and the constant strain of fighting my desire was appealing.

“I can get away,” I said. “Sasha will probably be busy with wedding planning, anyway.”

Kalex shook his head and chuckled. “She certainly will be if Serge gets his way. That Gatazoid has more enthusiasm for wedding planning than should be legal. Your fiancée may find herself overwhelmed by his creative vision.”

The thought of Sasha dealing with Serge’s undoubtedly elaborate plans was amusing, but it also served as a reminder of how deep we were getting into this deception. 

“What time should I be there?” I asked.

“Twenty-hundred hours,” he said. “Deck Seven, section C. Don’t worry about formal dress. We keep things casual in the officers’ lounge.”

“I’ll be there.”

As I prepared to leave the command deck, Captain Kalex placed a hand on my shoulder. “Deklyn,” he said, his voice taking on a more serious tone. “I want you to know that the Island’s resources are at your disposal during your stay. If there’s anything you need, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I appreciate that, Captain.”

“We take care of our guests here,” he continued. “Especially ones who’ve served both Earth and Drex with such distinction. Your service record speaks for itself.”

The comment made me wonder exactly how much research the captain had done in the short time since our arrival. 

“Thank you,” I said. “That means a lot.”

As I walked back through the corridors toward our deck, I thought about the captain’s offer and what it might mean for our mission. Having the station’s resources at our disposal could be invaluable when it came time to investigate the Earth officials who would presumably attend our wedding.

But first, we had to actually convince them to come. We had to make this fake engagement and upcoming wedding seem so genuine and so newsworthy that the people who had abandoned Sasha would feel compelled to attend.

And I had to do it all while pretending to be madly in love with a woman who was becoming more dangerous to my peace of mind with every passing hour.

The inclinator ride back to our deck seemed longer than it had been earlier, giving me too much time to think about what lay ahead. When the doors opened onto the tropical paradise of the Bali Hai level, I was struck again by the contrast between the working sections of the station and the fantasy environments created for the tribute brides.

Everything here promoted romance and encouraged couples to lose themselves in the illusion of perfect love. It wasn’t lost on me that I was about to spend the next several days or weeks surrounded by romantic fantasy while pretending to be in love.

No matter how short the engagement was, it was going to feel very long.


Chapter
Twenty-One



Ariana

The stone steps of the female tower felt solid beneath my feet as I climbed wearily toward my quarters, my muscles aching from a long day coaching cadets in the flight simulators. It had been a few days since I’d returned to my usual room, but I needed to get some more clean clothes. Besides, there was something that had been nagging at me.

Ever since the rescue, my sister had seemed off. I’d expected the jumpiness, the hypervigilance, and the sensitivity to noise. Those were understandable responses to trauma. But there was something else, something calculating in her eyes that reminded me uncomfortably of the competitive streak our father had fostered in us as children.

I reached my door and pressed my palm to the sensor panel, calling out as it slid open. “Sash, it’s me!”

The door revealed empty quarters. My bed was neatly made, and my few possessions exactly where I’d left them. I’d hoped to find my sister there since I hadn’t found her in the staff dining room or in the corridors.

I sighed and walked from my room to Fiona’s door, rapping my knuckles against it. The sound echoed in the circular space surrounded by doors, but no response came from within. 

“Fiona,” I called. “It’s me. Open up.”

Nothing. This was ridiculous. I was tired, I wanted to talk to my sister about the strange tension I’d been sensing from her, and now I was going to have to wander the entire academy looking for both her and my best friend.

Just as I turned toward the stairwell, determined to check the common areas, the sound of running footsteps echoed from below. Fiona burst from the stairwell at full speed, her blonde hair flying behind her and her cheeks flushed.

I laughed and caught her before we could collide, my hands gripping her shoulders as she skidded to a halt. “Where’s the fire?”

Fiona gaped at me, her blue eyes wide. “Didn’t you hear?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Hear what? I’ve been in the simulators all day dealing with cadets who think acceleration limits are a suggestion.”

“Of course,” she said, shaking her head. “How could you? I wasn’t supposed to hear either.”

“Fiona.” I used the patient tone I reserved for particularly annoying cadets. “Hear what?”

She let out a breath, her words tumbling over each other in her excitement. “Your sister is on the Island.”

I blinked at her, completely lost. “There are islands on Drex?”

“Not an actual island,” she said quickly. “The space station called the Island. She stowed away on Deklyn’s ship, and now they’re at the station together.”

I gaped at her wordlessly. Of course, Sasha had done something like this. Of course, she’d disappeared without a word, just like she had when we were children and she’d decided our father’s rules didn’t apply to her.

“Captain Kalex notified Admiral Zoran,” Fiona continued, “who told Vyk while I was in his office. Well, technically under his desk, but⁠—”

I held up a hand to stop her. “Why were you under his... you know what, never mind. I don’t want to know.” I focused on the more important revelation. “Did you say my sister stowed away?”

I groaned, pressing my palms against my forehead. This was exactly the impulsive, potentially catastrophic decision that Sasha would make when she’d convinced herself she was right about something. And given the way she’d been acting since her rescue, I had a sinking feeling that whatever had driven her to this desperate measure would not end well.

Sasha had always been the more reckless of the two of us, the one who’d push boundaries and challenge authority until she either got what she wanted or got into serious trouble. Usually both. Our father had called it “initiative” when she was successful and “insubordination” when she wasn’t, but I’d recognized it for what it really was—a desperate need to prove herself worthy of attention, even if that attention was negative.

But this felt different. Since her rescue, I’d caught her staring into space with a calculated expression that meant she was planning something big. Something that probably involved a lot of risk and very little regard for the consequences.

I started toward the stairs, my mind racing through possibilities. “Where are you going?” Fiona called after me. “I thought we were going to hang out and gossip about the hot Taori engineer.”

“I need to find out what my sister is up to,” I called back, taking the stone steps two at a time, “and stop her before she does something impulsive and colossally stupid.”

I thought back to the way she’d avoided direct questions about her captivity and the careful way she’d deflected every attempt I’d made to have a genuine conversation about what she’d been through and how she was really coping.

I’d thought she was just protecting herself, building walls to keep the trauma at bay while she healed. But now, I wondered if she’d been planning something all along, just waiting for the right moment to put whatever scheme she’d devised into motion.

The Island was a luxury station that catered to tribute brides and their Drexian mates. What could Sasha possibly want there? And why had she stowed away on Deklyn’s ship to get there? Was her part of her plan? The two had been held prisoner together.

A horrible thought occurred to me as I reached the main floor of the tower. What if this wasn’t about impulsive escape? What if she’d manipulated Deklyn somehow, convinced him to help her with whatever she was planning?

The man had risked his life to rescue her from a Kronock prison. He clearly cared about her, even if he wasn’t the type to show it. If Sasha had decided she needed his help for some dangerous scheme, he might be just noble enough to go along with it.

I reached the bottom of the stairs and strode across an open-air stone bridge, sucking in the cool, salty air. The familiar scents of my adopted home should have been comforting, but all I felt was growing dread.

Whatever Sasha was up to, I was going to have to stop her. And given that she was currently on a space station far away, that meant I needed to find an excuse to follow her there.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



Sasha

Ifollowed Reina through the station’s interior corridors, leaving behind the tropical fantasy of our deck for something more utilitarian. The walls here were still the same curved white surfaces, but the lighting was brighter and more focused, designed for work rather than romance. 

“Nina is one of our best holo designers,” Reina explained as we approached a door with a clear window panel. “She’s also one of the people who helped save Kann and Britta when they got stuck in that holo-simulation disaster.”

The door slid open to reveal a compact but efficient workspace filled with tall tables, holographic displays and sleek control surfaces. A woman with lots of dark, curly hair looked up from where she was working at a curved console, her face lighting up when she saw us.

“Nina,” Reina said, “I’d like you to meet Sasha Bowman.”

“The rescued pilot!” Nina exclaimed, rising from her chair with obvious enthusiasm. “I’m so relieved to hear they got you out safely. What you must have gone through...” She trailed off, her expression shifting to sympathetic concern.

I felt a familiar stab of guilt at the deception we were perpetrating. Nina seemed genuinely kind, the sort of person who would be horrified to learn she was being manipulated. But I pushed the feeling down. This was necessary, and I couldn’t afford to let sentiment interfere with my mission.

“Thank you,” I said, managing what I hoped was a grateful smile. “I have the Drexians to thank for being rescued.”

“They’re pretty great.” Nina gave me a knowing wink. “In more ways than one, right?”

“Nina’s mate is a Drexian,” Reina explained with a giggle.

“I hear you’re engaged to one.” Nina grinned. “Welcome to the ranks of the tribute brides.”

I bristled at this terminology but tried not to let it show on my face. “Thanks. Everyone here has been incredibly welcoming.”

“Not that we’re tributes anymore,” Nina said with a nervous laugh. “All of us know exactly what we’re getting into.”

“We were wondering if we could use your communications setup,” Reina said, smoothly taking charge of the conversation. “Sasha needs to make a vid call to the Academy on Drex.”

“Of course!” Nina said immediately, gesturing toward the array of equipment that dominated one wall of the office. “It won’t take me a minute to get you connected. Which part of the academy are we calling?”

“The School of Flight,” I said. That was the place where I was most likely to find Ariana.

She settled at the shiny console, her fingers dancing across the control surfaces with practiced efficiency. The familiar beeps and buzz of subspace communications filled the office. Then within moments, the primary display flickered to life, showing the interior of what I recognized as a classroom in the Academy’s School of Flight. Volten appeared on screen, looking surprised but relieved when he saw me.

“Sasha!” he said, his usually composed expression cracking. “Ariana has been freaking out since you and Deklyn disappeared without a word.”

Another stab of guilt twisted in my chest. I should have told my sister I was leaving. I should have spared her the worry and fear that must have consumed her when she realized I was gone.

“Is she there?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Right here,” came a familiar voice, and then Ariana was pushing into frame beside Volten, her face pale with worry and relief and something that might have been anger.

Before she could speak, before she could demand explanations or express the hurt I could see in her eyes, I plunged ahead with the lie I’d rehearsed.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was leaving,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “I hadn’t planned to, but it was a spur-of-the-moment thing, and now, well, Deklyn and I are engaged.”

The silence that followed was so complete I could hear the hum of the station’s life support systems. Ariana’s mouth fell open, her expression cycling through disbelief, shock, and something that might have been anger.

“Could you repeat that?” Volten asked, his voice carefully controlled.

I forced myself to smile, to look like a woman who’d just gotten engaged to the love of her life rather than someone who’d just told one of the biggest lies of her existence.

“Deklyn and I are engaged,” I repeated, injecting as much happiness into my voice as I could manage. “We’re getting married!”

Before either of them could respond, Reina poked her head into frame beside me, her timing perfect.

“And we’re already busy planning the wedding of the century!” she added with enthusiasm that sounded completely genuine.

“Sasha,” Ariana said slowly. “Why is this all happening so fast? I mean, you’ve barely been out of that prison for⁠—”

“When you know, you know,” I interrupted, hating myself for the words even as I said them. “After what we went through together, we realized there was no point in waiting. Why waste time when we could be building a life together?”

The explanation sounded hollow even to my own ears, but I pressed on before Ariana could ask more questions.

“We want everyone to come to the station for the wedding,” I said, trying to inject excitement into my tone. “Everyone who worked on the rescue mission, Admiral Zoran and his wife, all your friends from the Academy. It’s going to be incredible.”

I paused, then played what I hoped would be my trump card. “Ariana, I want you to be my maid of honor.”

The effect was immediate and heartbreaking. My sister’s eyes filled with tears, and for a moment all pure joy replaced the hurt and confusion on her face.

“I... of course,” she whispered. “I’d be honored.”

“I have to run,” I said before she could ask any more questions that I wasn’t prepared to answer. “There’s so much planning to do, and⁠—”

“So much planning!” Reina chimed in again, playing her part perfectly. “Serge has about a million ideas, and we need to narrow them down before he swags the entire station in flowers.”

“I’ll see you when you get here,” I promised, already reaching for the connection controls. “I love you, Ari.”

“I love you too,” she said, but her expression was still confused, still questioning.

The connection ended, leaving us staring at a blank screen. Nina looked between Reina and me with obvious curiosity, but she was too polite to ask the questions I could see forming on her face.

“Thank you so much for your help,” I said to Nina, forcing another smile. “I really appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” she said warmly. “And congratulations again.”

As we left Nina’s office and walked back through the corridors toward our deck, Reina leaned close to whisper, “I think they believed us. Your sister looked shocked, but not suspicious.”

I wasn’t so sure. Ariana had known me her entire life, had seen through every lie I’d ever tried to tell her when we were children. The look on her face suggested she knew something wasn’t quite right, even if she couldn’t put her finger on what.

“Ariana’s not stupid,” I said. “She knows me better than anyone. If anyone’s going to see through this deception, it’s my sister.”

“Then you’ll just have to be extra convincing when she gets here,” Reina said pragmatically. “Lucky for you, you’ve got a very attractive fake fiancé to help sell the illusion.”

The thought of having to convince my sister that I was madly in love with Deklyn sent a flutter of panic through my chest. It was one thing to fool strangers or casual acquaintances. It was another entirely to lie to the person who’d known me longest and loved me most.

But as we rode the inclinator back up to the tropical paradise where Deklyn and I would have to continue our charade, I reminded myself why I was doing this. Someone had betrayed me, had left me to rot in an alien prison while they played their political games. They deserved whatever consequences my deception might bring.

I just hoped I could pull it off without destroying the relationship with my sister that we’d been rebuilding. And I hoped I could survive weeks of pretending to be in love with Deklyn without losing myself completely in the fantasy.
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Deklyn

Iwas heading back toward our fantasy suite, eager to talk to Sasha about how my meeting with Captain Kalex had gone, when a blur of purple hair and flailing limbs intercepted me in the corridor.

“Deklyn!” Serge exclaimed, spinning me around with surprising strength for someone his size. “Perfect timing! I have the most marvelous news!”

Before I could protest, he was steering me toward an open inclinator, his hands gesticulating wildly as he chattered with unstoppable enthusiasm.

“The interest I’m building up for your wedding is absolutely astronomical,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement as the inclinator doors shut and the compartment moved. “I’ve already spoken to Mandy on the Boat—she handles a lot of the tribute bride program there, you know—and she’s absolutely thrilled about the coverage potential.”

The inclinator whisked us through the station’s interior, and I caught glimpses of other levels through the transparent sections.

“She’s reached out to her contacts in Los Angeles,” Serge continued, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Between you and me, she has lots of contacts in Hollywood who are trying to make up to her after being rather dismissive before she became a famous tribute bride. Amazing how success changes people’s attitudes, isn’t it?”

I made a noncommittal sound, not sure I wanted to know the details of whatever drama had played out in Earth’s entertainment industry.

“The point is,” Serge said, his voice rising with excitement again, “Mandy is having an Earth TV crew come to the Island to livestream the wedding and broadcast it around the world! Can you imagine? Billions will see your love story!”

The thought of billions of people watching our fake wedding made my stomach churn, but I forced myself to remember that this was exactly what Sasha wanted. Maximum visibility meant maximum pressure on the Earth officials she was trying to draw out.

“That’s incredible work, Serge,” I managed. 

He beamed at the praise, his purple hair seeming to spike even higher with pride. “Oh, this is just the beginning! Wait until you see what I have planned for the actual ceremony!”

The inclinator came to a stop, and we stepped out onto what Serge had called the Promenade. The space looked like an upscale shopping district from Earth, complete with tree-lined walkways, elegant storefronts, and charming cobblestone paths that belonged in a fairy tale rather than a space station.

Savory scents filled the air and made my mouth water. I recognized the aroma of freshly baked bread along with a rich, complex scent I didn’t recognize.

“That’s coffee you’re smelling,” Serge said, noticing my confusion. “The humans insisted on getting the real thing for the coffee shop after the reveal, even though it’s not nearly as filled with protein as our Drexian substitute. Humans and their peculiar dietary preferences.”

I looked around the Promenade, taking in the mixture of pretty human females and eager Drexian warriors who strolled the pathways together. Some couples looked completely comfortable with each other, while others still seemed to be navigating the complexities of inter-species romance. It was an interesting social experiment, this whole tribute bride program.

For a moment, I let my mind wander. What would it be like if Sasha and I were actually planning to marry? What would it feel like to wake up beside her every morning, to build a real life together instead of maintaining an elaborate charade? The thought of her dark hair spread across a pillow, of lazy mornings spent talking over breakfast, of having the right to touch her whenever I wanted.

“Deklyn!”

I was so lost in my fantasy that I thought I was imagining her voice. But then I turned and saw Sasha approaching with Reina, both women smiling brightly.

“There you are!” Serge clapped his hands together when he spotted Reina. “Perfect! We need to discuss our respective to-do lists. I have venues to coordinate, and you have guest accommodations to arrange, and we simply must synchronize our efforts!”

As he pulled Reina aside, gesturing enthusiastically at a tablet he produced from a mysterious pocket in his fuchsia suit, Sasha tugged on my sleeve.

“Come on,” she said, steering me toward the nearest shop. “We need to talk.”

The shop she pulled me inside was the nexus of the pungent aroma Serge had called coffee. Wooden chairs surrounded small round tables, large upholstered chairs circled a crackling fireplace, and the walls were decorated with what looked like vintage Earth posters. The squealing and hissing of large steel machines interrupted the soft music playing in the background.

“I talked to Ariana,” she said once she’d steered me to a table by the window. “I think she believed me, but she’s suspicious. She knows me too well to believe that I suddenly fell head over heels for you.”

“Flattering,” I said dryly.

“She’s coming though,” Sasha continued, ignoring my sarcasm. “At least, I assume she it. I invited her and Volten, plus everyone else from the Academy who worked on the rescue mission. Admiral Zoran and his wife too.”

A young alien female with bright pink hair and lavender skin approached our table. “What can I get you two lovebirds?” 

Of course, she assumed we were an engaged couple. Why wouldn’t we be, since that was the purpose of the station?

“Two cold brew iced coffees,” Sasha said without consulting me. “And maybe a couple of slices of coffee cake.”

“That is a lot of coffee,” I muttered, wondering what a coffee-flavored cake would taste like.

She grinned at me. “It’s only called coffee cake because you eat it with coffee. It’s actually very sweet and cinnamony.”

I didn’t know what that meant either, but I remembered I also had news to share. “I spoke to Captain Kalex. And I should probably contact my brother personally rather than leaving him to find out through official channels.”

“The station captain?” Sasha asked, leaning forward with interest.

“He’s very supportive of our wedding plans,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Apparently, he thinks the publicity will be good for Drexian-Earth relations. And Serge’s told me that he’s arranged for a TV crew from Earth to livestream our wedding.”

Her eyes lit up with satisfaction. “So far, the plan is working perfectly.”

The barista returned with two tall glasses filled with dark liquid and ice, along with a plate of cake topped with brown spice. I took a cautious sip of the coffee and immediately regretted it.

The beverage was bitter, harsh, and completely unlike anything I’d ever tasted. My face must have reflected my shock because Sasha burst into laughter.

“Your expression!” she gasped. “It’s like you just drank poison!”

“Humans actually enjoy this?” I asked, staring at the glass with suspicion.

“Love it,” she said, taking a long drink of her own coffee with obvious pleasure. “If you’re going to be my fake husband, you’ll need to learn to appreciate morning coffee. It’s a crucial part of the human experience.”

The casual way she said “fake husband” stung more than it should have, but I thought that I could probably learn to like a lot of things about life with her. Even if the strange bitter drink might not be one of them.

“I’ll work on it,” I said, taking another experimental sip and trying not to wince.

“You’ll like the cake more,” she promised, nudging the plate toward me.

I tore off a bite of the crumbly cake and popped it into my mouth, instantly pleased by the explosion of sweetness on my tongue. “Coffee cake is a vast improvement over coffee.”

She laughed, taking her own bite of cake and releasing a small moan of pleasure. “You’re not totally wrong.”

For a moment, the pretense fell away. There was something genuinely affectionate in her expression, something that made me wonder if maybe the line between fake and real was blurrier than either of us wanted to admit.

But then the moment passed, and she was back to business, discussing logistics and timelines and all the practical details of pulling off the deception of a lifetime.

I listened and nodded and tried to focus on the mission. But part of me was still thinking about lazy mornings and coffee and what it would be like to make her laugh like that every day.

Even if the coffee would probably kill me.
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Sasha

"There you are!" Serge burst through the coffee shop doors and bustled over to our table with manic urgency that suggested the fate of the galaxy hung in the balance. "We can't be dawdling over beverages when we have the wedding of the century to plan!"

I suspected soon it would become the wedding of the millennia.

Before I could protest, he was hauling me up from my chair, his surprisingly powerful hand wrapped around my wrist as he tugged me toward the door. Behind him, Reina followed with an apologetic expression that suggested she'd tried and failed to slow him down.

"I should probably..." Deklyn started, but Serge was already dragging me toward the exit.

"I'll catch up with you later!"

I glimpsed relief in his eyes as he settled back into his chair. "I promised Captain Kalex I'd meet him at the officers' lounge anyway. I’ll see you after that.”

Then Serge had me out the door and on the cobblestone path, his yellow platform boots clicking against the stones with each hurried step.

"Now," Serge chattered as he led me past shop windows displaying everything from jewelry to lingerie, "we have so much to accomplish and so little time! The dress is obviously the most important element. Everything else flows from that central vision."

We stopped in front of a glass-fronted boutique with flowers etched around the doorframe. The windows were filled with wedding dresses clinging to suspended black velvet mannequins. Some were puffs of tulle, others were sleek silk columns, and other were lace ballgowns.

The thought of picking a dress and getting it fitted to me made me feel sick. I was wasting everyone’s time and energy for the sake of my revenge. The thought made my stomach churn with guilt even as I reminded myself why it was necessary.

"Sasha?" Serge's voice held a note of concern. "Are you all right? You look a touch pale."

I forced a smile, pushing down the guilt that threatened to overwhelm me. "Just a little overwhelmed by all the choices. Everything is so beautiful."

"That's the spirit!" he exclaimed, his worries apparently forgotten as he pushed open the boutique door.

"Wait," I said, thinking of a reason to stall as he pulled me inside behind him. "Shouldn't we wait for the TV crew to arrive before I start try on dresses?"

Serge looked stricken, his purple hair seeming to deflate slightly. "Oh, you're absolutely right!" Then his expression brightened. "But they should arrive tomorrow, and there will still be plenty for them to film. Right now we're just narrowing down options, doing the preliminary work that any sensible bride would do."

Before I could ask more questions, he was plucking gowns off the racks that lined the salon, dropping them into my arms and steering me toward a luxurious dressing room at the back of the shop.

"I'm going to get us some bubbly," he announced, practically bouncing on his toes with excitement. "Because I, for one, need some fortification before we begin!"

The dressing room door closed behind me with a soft click, leaving me alone with my thoughts and a mountain of tulle, silk, and lace that probably cost more than most people on Earth made in a year. I draped the gowns carefully over the velvet-upholstered bench and stared at my reflection in the three-way mirror that dominated the space.

The woman looking back at me appeared calm and composed, but I could see the guilt and uncertainty in my own eyes. The sound of Serge's return interrupted my brooding. I could hear him chattering to someone about color schemes and floral arrangements, his enthusiasm impressive considering how many brides he’d probably taken gown shopping.

I needed to be convincing if this plan was going to work, I told myself with a fierce stare. I needed to throw myself into the role of blushing bride-to-be and make everyone believe I was genuinely excited about marrying Deklyn. The thought of him sent an unwelcome flutter through my chest, and I stifled a giggle at the memory of his horrified expression at tasting coffee. There were worse fake fiancés.

I picked up the top gown, which was all ivory silk and pearl-encrusted embroidery, and I ran my fingers across the textured bodice. Trying on dresses wasn’t so bad. I could do this. I'd survived months in a Kronock prison. I could survive a few days of wedding planning.

“Show and tell time, sweetie,” Serge called from outside the dressing room. “Let’s see if you’re a ballgown bride or a mermaid girlie.”

I fought back a groan. Then again, this might be the most sophisticated torture ever.
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Deklyn

The officers' lounge was a world apart from the holographic wonders of the fantasy suites or the cheery shops on the Promenade. There were no glossy white walls or pulsing colored light, no Earth music piped in, no artificial environments. The dimly lit lounge with black furniture and an equally dark matching floor and ceiling seemed to be made for Drexians.

The centerpiece was a long ebony bar that stretched along one wall, its surface polished to a mirror finish that reflected the bottles lined up behind it. The mirrored wall displayed shelves upon shelves of liquor from across the galaxy filled with liquids that ranged from crystal clear to deep amber to electric blue. Some glowed faintly with their own light; others seemed to shift and swirl as I watched.

The far wall was entirely transparent, offering an unobstructed view of the stars beyond. Ships moved in the distance like fireflies, their running lights tracing patterns against the infinite black.

I settled onto one of the tall stools at the bar, studying the exotic bottles behind the purple-jowled bartender.

"Quite a collection, isn't it?"

I turned to see Captain Kalex approaching, followed by a tall Drexian with dark hair pulled high into a topknot.

"Impressive," I agreed, gesturing toward the display. "I don't recognize half of these."

"Vekron," Kalex said, indicating his companion as they settled onto stools beside me. "He's Nina's husband and handles all the holotechnology for the station. Vekron, this is Lieutenant Deklyn, our newly engaged hero."

Vekron tipped his head with a warm smile. "Congratulations on your engagement. Nina was impressed by your fiancée.”

"I'm a lucky man,” I said, trying to inject the right amount of pride and affection into my voice.

"I've gotten word about the television crew arriving from Earth," Kalex said, signaling the bartender. "And several dignitaries have already signaled their intention to attend. This is going to be quite the event."

The words sent a chill through me even as I recognized that this was exactly what Sasha wanted. The plan was working, drawing the attention of exactly the people she hoped to confront. But it felt like being on a runaway spaceship, hurtling toward a destination I couldn't see clearly.

"Three Noovian whiskeys," Kalex told the bartender, then raised his glass when the drinks arrived. "To your future bride."

"To Sasha," I echoed, the lie tasting bitter on my tongue despite the smoothness of the whiskey.

“I spoke to the Academy Master. He said your Earth pilot is quite strong-willed,” Kalex said, swirling his whiskey in the bottom of his faceted glass.

I chuckled. That was an understatement. “That is true, but I know few pilots who aren’t.”

"My wife, Zoey is the same way.” Kalex took another drink. "I highly recommend human women with spirit. They keep life interesting."

Another vast understatement about Sasha.

Things were never dull around her, but I wondered if we would truly be good for each other if this were real. We argued constantly, challenged each other at every turn, and seemed to bring out both the best and worst in each other. Yet there was no one who had ever captivated me the way she did, no one who made me feel so alive even when she was driving me completely insane.

I was lost in these thoughts when the captain’s expression suddenly shifted, his eyes widening as he looked toward the entrance.

"Well," he murmured, "this should be interesting."

I turned to follow his gaze and felt my blood turn to ice. Tivek was striding across the lounge toward us, his expression unreadable but his posture stiff.

I quickly slid off my barstool, moving to intercept him before he reached the bar. My brother's embrace was firm, but his words were furtive.

“What do you think you're doing, brother?" he whispered against my ear, his voice tight.

I stiffened, my mind racing. How much did he know? Had someone at the Academy figured out that our engagement was fake? Had Admiral Zoran seen through our deception and sent Tivek to investigate?

Then I remembered what I'd learned in Zoran's office, the communications about Shadow operations and undercover work. My brother had been lying to me for years, maintaining a cover identity so deep that even his own family had been fooled.

I pulled back just enough to meet his eyes, then leaned close to whisper a question. "I could ask you the same thing, Shadow."

The effect was immediate and dramatic. Tivek's eyes widened, his carefully maintained composure cracking for the first time in years. For a moment, he looked exactly like the little brother I remembered from our childhood.

“How did you—" he started, then stopped himself, glancing around the lounge to make sure we weren't being overheard.

“Does it matter?” I asked. “You have your secrets, and I have mine.”

His jaw tightened, and I could see him calculating possibilities, trying to figure out how much I knew and what it meant for both of us.

"We need to talk," he said finally. "Privately."

I nodded toward Kalex and Vekron, who were politely pretending not to notice our intense conversation. "Let me make my apologies.”

But as I turned back toward the bar, I realized Tivek knew me well enough to be suspicious about what I was doing. And I knew enough about his secret life to understand that he was far more than the academy adjunct he pretended to be. The question was whether we could trust each other with the truth, or if our respective deceptions would tear us apart.
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Tivek

Istared at my brother as he turned away. He knew. After years of careful deception, of maintaining a cover identity so deep that even our family had believed it, Deklyn knew the truth.

I worked hard to keep my expression neutral as I stepped toward Captain Kalex, whom I’d met before, and a Drexian I hadn’t. “Captain," I said, offering the traditional Drexian salute of a fist across the chest before nodding respectfully to the other officer. "I apologize for the interruption."

"No need to apologize," Kalex said warmly, introducing his holographic engineer Vekron and then signaling the bartender for more drinks. “I assume you’re here because of your brother’s news?”

The bartender slid a glass of Noovian whiskey across the bar to me, the amber liquid catching the low light.

"My brother must have come straight from the Academy after hearing our news," Deklyn said smoothly.

"I did," I confirmed, which was true enough. Admiral Zoran had dispatched me as soon as he’d heard about the engagement. "It's not every day your brother announces he's getting married."

Deklyn rocked on his heels and grinned, looking as cool and composed as ever.

"If you gentlemen will excuse us," I said, looking between Kalex and Vekron, "I'd like to steal my brother for a moment.”

"Of course.” Kalex lifted his glass to us. "Take your time."

I led Deklyn to one of the small round tables in a corner of the lounge, away from other conversations but still visible to the bar. The table's glossy black surface reflected the glow of the single artificial votive candle and kept us from sitting in shadows.

When we settled into the dark swivel chairs, Deklyn leaned forward slightly, his gaze studying my face. “Why did you come so quickly?”

I took another sip of whiskey, feeling the familiar burn as it went down. "I'll tell you the truth if you do the same."

Deklyn frowned, then laughed brusquely. "Guess I can trust a spy who's kept his identity secret all this time not to spill my secrets."

The words were sharp, and I couldn't suppress a flinch. "How did you find out?"

"I saw it in some communications in Admiral Zoran's office," he said, his voice low. "Messages between the admiral and Shadow Command discussing your operations. It was coded, but I knew it was you.”

I opened and closed my mouth, startled that my brother had admitted to being in the admiral’s office without authorization. Before I could remind him of his Drexian honor, he held up a hand. “It wasn’t my idea. I was following Sasha. She’s determined to discover who on Earth wanted to stop her rescue.”

I felt pieces clicking into place with uncomfortable clarity. "That's why you and Sasha are here, isn’t it? That’s why you’re suddenly engaged. Because of something she discovered in Zoran's office."

Deklyn nodded grimly. "I warned her against breaking in, but she wouldn't listen to reason."

I released a breath. “I’m familiar with human females and their strong wills.”

Deklyn’s eyebrow quirked. “Yes, I know you are.”

My face heated, but I tried to ignore his pointed comment. “I’m not here to discuss my personal life. I’m here to discuss yours.”

Deklyn’s eyes narrowed. “You want honesty from me when you’ve been hiding who you are? Why didn’t you tell me, Tiv?”

It was the quiet hurt in his voice that made my chest tight. I stared down at my glass, watching the whiskey swirl as I searched for the right words.

"I couldn't," I said finally. "Even though I wanted to, more times than I like to admit." I looked up to meet his gaze. "Every time you bragged about Inferno Force, every time you talked about real warriors and dangerous missions, I wanted to tell you I was out there too, that I was serving Drex in ways you couldn't imagine."

Deklyn shook his head, looking at me as if seeing me for the first time. "And all this time no one knew you were the one carrying out the most dangerous missions."

"The Shadows don't get recognition," I said simply. "That's rather the point."

"Tiv," he said, and there was something raw in his voice that made me look up sharply. "I'm sorry if I ever made you feel you needed to prove yourself. I got caught up in the Inferno Force competition and the need to be seen as strong and fearless. I never meant to make you feel less worthy.”

The apology was unexpected and more welcome than I wanted to admit. This was the brother I'd always looked up to, the one whose approval had meant everything to me even when I couldn't tell him why I deserved it.

"Now that you know my secret," I said, raising my glass slightly, "you tell me the truth. Why are you really here? I know you better than to believe you'd get engaged so quickly.” I dropped my voice to a mumble. “Or at all.”

Deklyn hesitated, his fingers drumming against the table's surface. Then his expression hardened.

“Swear to keep this secret," he said. "Not just from the Drexians on the station, but from your handlers, from Admiral Zoran, from everyone."

I was struck by his intensity and the pleading look in his gaze. I didn’t hesitate. “You have my word."

He leaned closer, his voice barely audible above the low hum of conversation and the clinking of glasses. "Sasha discovered that someone in Earth's command structure ordered her abandonment. Someone high in Earth Planetary Defense Command classified her as an acceptable loss and forbade any rescue attempts. She wants them to pay for their treachery, but first she has to find them.”

I knew the orders from Drexian High Command. The orders the admiral had defied because he knew it was wrong. I hadn’t known that Earth had forbidden a rescue. “And your engagement is…?”

“Bait,” Deklyn said. “She's hoping to draw all the important Earth officials here, then confront them with the evidence. Find out who was behind the decision and make them face the consequences."

I stared at him. I’d risked my life on that rescue mission, had nearly lost Morgan, and all because Earth's own leadership had written off one of their pilots. Not only written her off, but forbidden her rescue. The betrayal was inexplicable and monstrous, and I understood Sasha's anger completely.

“This is madness,” I finally said.

He released a long breath. “You have no idea.”

I leaned closer. “You’ve never wanted to take a mate. You’ve always made that quite clear.”

He flinched at this. He hadn’t been shy about his feelings in the past or his opinions on the distraction of females. “I’m not taking a mate. I’m only pretending to be engaged.”

My gaze rolled skyward. “I know you, Dek. You don’t do anything halfway.”

He met my gaze. “I promised to help Sasha find out who left her to rot. My mission to save her isn’t complete until I do this for her.”

I locked eyes with him for another few beats, then sighed. “Fine. I can see you’re determined, and I know what it means when you decide something. There’s no talking you out of it.”

“There isn’t.”

I gave a slow nod. “I’ll keep your secret, Dek.”

His shoulders relaxed.

“I guess there’s only one thing to do now.” I watched him tense again. “I’ll have to help you find out who was truly behind it."

Deklyn's face broke into the first genuine smile I'd seen from him since our reunion. “You will?”

“Of course. We’re brothers, aren’t we?” I shot him a wicked grin. “Besides, Sasha is about to become family.”

His scowl morphed into a grin, and he raised his glass toward mine. "To revenge.”

"To justice," I corrected, clinking my glass against his.

We swallowed our whiskey, both silent as it warmed our throats. Then I couldn't resist asking what had been nagging at me.

“If the wedding is a trap, then you aren’t really engaged?”

He shook his head.

“But you’re pretending to be?”

A sharp nod.

“Which means you’re doing all the things couples on the station do, from all the wedding planning to staying in a fantasy suite, but it’s all for show?”

Deklyn released a tortured groan. “I think we’re going to need more whiskey.”


Chapter
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Sasha

Ilay fully dressed on the enormous bed, staring up at the silk canopy that the fake tropical breeze stirred gently. My ears still rang with the echoes of Serge's nonstop chatter from our afternoon of dress shopping. It had been an endless stream of commentary about necklines and train lengths and the proper shade of ivory for someone with my complexion.

At least he'd talked so much I hadn't been required to contribute more than the occasional nod or murmur of agreement. But the constant need to appear excited, to play the role of blushing bride-to-be, had left me drained. I hadn’t anticipated how exhausting it would be to keep up the pretense, and it would only get worse once the TV crew arrived. Then there would be more people to fool, more lies to maintain, more chances for someone to see through the carefully constructed charade.

I'd thought being trapped in that Kronock prison was the worst thing that could happen to me. But then I’d gotten out and discovered that I’d been abandoned. Discovering who’d been behind that decision had consumed me, sending me on the path of revenge. Being free hadn't made me feel free at all.

The rage toward those who had abandoned me burned constant and low in my chest, like a fire that never quite died. I wouldn't truly be free until they were held accountable, until they faced the consequences of writing off one of their own.

I closed my eyes and tried to calm the churning in my stomach, to find some center of peace in the storm of deception I'd created. The soft sounds of the distant waves and rustling palm fronds should have been soothing. Instead, they were a reminder that this paradise was as much a fraud as I was.

The door chimed and slid open, interrupting my brooding. I sat up quickly, expecting to see Deklyn returning from his evening with the station's officers.

"Dek, is that—" I started, then stopped short.

Deklyn stumbled through the doorway, but he wasn't alone. His brother Tivek was supporting most of his weight, half-carrying him into the suite.

“Hey, sweetheart.”

"What the hell?" I jumped to my feet, shocked to see the academy adjunct here and irritated that Deklyn was so drunk he could barely stand.

Tivek maneuvered his brother to the bed, and Deklyn sprawled across the white coverlet on his back, grinning with sloppy happiness.

"There's my beautiful fiancée," he slurred, his eyes unfocused but warm with affection that seemed entirely too genuine for comfort.

I bit back the urge to snap at him, reminding myself that we had an audience. Even drunk, our cover had to be maintained.

"Thank you for bringing back my fiancé," I said to Tivek. “I’m surprised to see you here, though.”

Tivek tipped his head to me, his expression somber. "I know everything."

My heart dropped, and I turned to glare at Deklyn, who held up both hands in a gesture of surrender.

"The spy dragged it out of me," he protested, his words slurring together.

"Since you know my secret," Tivek said calmly, "I know yours."

The words chilled me. He knew that we’d discovered his identity, and he now knew about our ruse. All because Deklyn clearly couldn’t keep his mouth shut when he drank. I was going to kill him. Slowly and painfully, with my bare hands.

But before I could say anything, Tivek continued. "I want to help."

I blinked; certain I'd misheard. "What?"

"Your plan to expose whoever in Earth's command structure abandoned you," he said, his voice quiet but intense. "I want to help you find them and make them face justice."

The offer was so unexpected that, for a moment, I couldn't process it. The straitlaced Tivek wanted to help us go rogue and defy both the Drexian leadership and Earth’s military? Then I reminded myself that he was more than an adjunct. Having a trained intelligence operative on our side could be exactly what we needed to pull this off.

"You'll keep our secret?" I asked, studying his face for any sign of deception.

"My entire life has been one big secret," he said with a slight smile. "What's one more?"

I swore him to secrecy anyway, making him promise on his honor as a warrior and his love for his brother. The words felt hollow even as I spoke them. How much did oaths matter when everything else was built on lies? Even so, I believed him when he swore to help us.

“I’ll leave you now.” Tivek gave a small bow, his lips quivering as he cast a last look at his brother sprawled on the bed.

“Thanks.” I tried to keep sarcasm from lacing my words as Deklyn flapped one hand at his departing brother.

"You told him everything," I said, settling onto the bed and fixing Deklyn with what I hoped was a withering stare.

"Had to," he mumbled, rolling onto his side to face me. "He knew something was wrong. Better to have him as an ally than an enemy."

He was probably right, but I couldn’t help feeling like things were unraveling. The plan only worked if we tightly controlled the information. Reina already knew, and now Tivek. I supposed it couldn’t be helped.

“I didn’t know Inferno Force warriors were such lightweights?” I teased.

“Noovian whiskey," he said as explanation. "Stronger than it tastes. And we were toasting my upcoming nuptials, so there was a lot."

The word 'nuptials' sent an unwelcome flutter through my chest. Even drunk and sprawled across the bed, Deklyn was dangerously attractive.

"I should let you sleep it off.” I slid off the bed.

"Stay," he said, his voice softer now. "Please."

I stiffened. Despite the lies and deception that surrounded us, there were moments when the fantasy felt dangerously close to reality. Moments when I forgot why falling for him would be the biggest mistake I could make.

“We’ll just sleep,” he promised.

I couldn’t stop the laugh that burst from my lips. He was too drunk to do anything else, but his promise was sweet. Ridiculous, but sweet.

I watched him laugh along with me, although I doubted he knew what was so funny. But there was genuine affection in his unfocused gaze, and I felt something crack inside my chest. This was supposed to be simple. Use him to get my revenge, then walk away. But nothing about Deklyn had ever been simple.

I flopped onto the bed beside him. "Go to sleep, Dek.”

He rolled over and pulled me close to him, nuzzling his face in my neck. “Night, sweetheart.”

I groaned as his hard body spooned mine and his warm breath tickled my ear, sending tingles down my arms. So much for boundaries.
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Deklyn

Iwoke slowly, awareness creeping in through layers of whiskey-induced fog. The first thing I noticed was warmth. I wasn’t in bed alone. For a moment, panic shot through me as hazy memories of the night before tried to surface through the alcohol-soaked haze of my mind.

Then I realized I was lying on top of the covers while she was beneath them, and I was still wearing my pants even if my shirt and shoes were somewhere on the floor. The relief was immediate and overwhelming.

I tried to piece together what had happened after my conversation with Tivek, but my memories fractured into disconnected images. There had been more whiskey, then some stumbling through corridors, and my brother’s steady arm around me as he’d guided me back to the suite.

Then it all came crashing back. My brother was here, on the station. He knew about our deception, and he'd promised to help us with our plan.

I slid carefully off the bed, trying not to disturb Sasha as she slept. The movement sent a spike of pain through my skull that reminded me why I usually avoided Noovian whiskey, but I stayed upright as I gripped one bedpost and glanced back.

Sasha looked peaceful in sleep, her long dark hair fanned across the pillow and her face relaxed in a way it wasn’t when she was awake. Without the constant tension that seemed to drive her, she looked younger and vulnerable in a way that made something protective and possessive twist in my chest.

I forced myself to look away before the sight of her could distract me from the fact that I desperately needed a shower to clear the fog from my brain. I navigated my way unsteadily toward the bathroom on bare feet.

The bathroom was as luxurious as the rest of the suite, all pale polished stone and natural light pouring in from above. I cringed from the brightness as I shed my pants and turned on the shower, running my hands through my disheveled hair as I waited for the water to warm.

Stepping into the open shower with only a half wall of cream-colored stone separating it from the rest of the bathing chamber, I tipped my head to the flowing water. The spray stung my face as it washed away the stale smell of alcohol, and I closed my eyes and braced my hands on the wall, letting the heat pound the bunched muscles of my shoulders.

It was hard to believe how quickly everything had spiraled. It felt like moments ago I'd been sneaking away from the academy, planning to handle Sasha's revenge mission alone. Now I was fake-engaged to her, planning a wedding that would be broadcast across Earth, with my spy brother as an unlikely ally in our deception.

The thought of my Inferno Force comrades made my stomach churn. What would they think when they heard I was engaged to a woman I barely knew? And what would happen when the truth eventually came out, as it inevitably would?

I could probably kiss my military career goodbye. The thought should have terrified me, but as I stood under the pounding water, I realized that I'd sacrifice almost anything for Sasha. I’d already risked my life to save hers.

The realization sobered me instantly. I turned off the water and stepped out of the shower, wrapping myself in a thick towel and walking back into the bedroom. I was relieved to see that Sasha was still sleeping. The stress of maintaining our charade was taking its toll on both of us, but especially on her. This was her mission, her need for justice driving everything we were doing.

I was settling into the chair beside the bed when her face scrunched up, her peaceful expression shifting into something that looked like distress. She moaned softly, her head turning back and forth on the pillow as if whatever dream held her turned dark.

"No," she whispered, her voice thick with sleep and fear. "Please don't⁠—"

I moved to the bed immediately, sitting carefully on the edge as her breathing became rapid and shallow.

"Sasha," I whispered, reaching out to touch her shoulder. "You're dreaming. You're safe."

The moment my hand made contact, she exploded into motion. Her arms flailed wildly, her legs kicking at invisible threats as screams tore from her throat.

I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her against my chest to keep her from hurting herself as she thrashed against enemies that existed only in her sleeping mind.

"Sasha!" I said more firmly, holding her tight as she fought against my embrace. "Wake up! You're on the Island. You're safe. I've got you."

Her eyes snapped open, wide and wild with lingering terror. For a moment she didn't seem to recognize me, her gaze searching my face as if trying to determine whether I was real or part of the nightmare. Then awareness crashed over her like a wave, and she sagged against me, her breathing coming in harsh gasps.

"I'm sorry," she whispered against my bare chest, her voice thick with embarrassment and lingering fear. “I don’t know…”

I held her as she trembled, feeling the rapid flutter of her heartbeat against my ribs. This was what she'd been hiding beneath her tough exterior. The months of captivity had carved invisible scars into her.

"You have nothing to apologize for," I said firmly, my hand stroking her hair in what I hoped was a soothing gesture. "Nothing at all."

She tried to pull away, but I tightened my arms around her, unwilling to let her retreat behind the walls I could already sense her rebuilding.

"Sasha," I said, finally pulling back and cupping her face in my hands so she had to meet my gaze. "You don't need to pretend with me. I was in that prison too. I know what it was like."

Her jaw tightened, and I could see her fighting the urge to deny it, to insist that she was fine and didn't need anyone's help or understanding.

"You can lie to everyone else if you need to," I continued, my thumbs brushing away tears she probably didn't even realize were rolling down her cheeks. "But you don't need to lie to me. Especially since we're engaged to be married."

The last part was meant as a gentle tease, an attempt to coax a smile from her, but something shifted in her expression. Instead of the withdrawal I expected, she looked at me with an intensity that made my breath catch.

Then she was kissing me, her mouth hungry and desperate against mine. This wasn’t the calculated kiss she'd used to prove a point in our suite, but something raw and needy.

The sudden shift startled me, but it didn't take long for me to surrender to the heat of her mouth and the way her hands pushed the covers aside and ran down my bare chest with trembling fingers.

When she deepened the kiss, when I felt her arch against me with unmistakable intent, I forced myself to pull back despite every instinct screaming at me to lose myself in her touch.

"Are you sure?" I asked breathlessly, searching her face for any sign of hesitation or regret.

She silenced me with another kiss, brief but sure, before pulling back to meet my gaze with eyes that held no doubt.

"I've never been so sure about anything," she said, her voice husky.

And despite knowing that this would complicate everything, that it would blur the lines between fake and real beyond any hope of recovery, I believed her.
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Sasha

Deklyn's eyes searched mine, looking for any sign of hesitation or doubt, and I realized that this was the first time in a long time that I felt completely certain about anything.

"I trust you," I whispered, hoping he knew how much those words meant. Trust was harder than love, more precious, especially for someone who'd been betrayed by the very people sworn to protect her.

His hands cupped my face gently, thumbs tracing the line of my cheekbones as if he was memorizing every detail. The touch was reverent, and it made something deep in my chest rip open in a way that should have terrified me.

"Sasha," he breathed, my name a prayer on his lips.

When he kissed me this time, it was different from every kiss we'd shared before. Not the fierceness of proving a point, not a performance, but something slow and deep and achingly real. His mouth moved against mine with a tenderness that made my eyes burn with unshed tears.

I breathed in the clean scent of soap and warm skin, and my head spun. The towel around his waist was the only barrier between us, and when my fingers traced the ink that marked his chest, I felt his sharp intake of breath against my mouth.

"Are you absolutely certain?" he asked again, pulling back just enough to meet my gaze. The words held no doubt about what he wanted. I could see the desire burning in his eyes, could feel the tension in every line of his body, but he needed to know that I was choosing this, choosing him.

"I've never been more certain of anything. You're the only one who understands what it was like in that place. You understand me.”

His expression softened. "You gave me something to fight for in that prison.” His laugh was a low rumble. “You gave me someone to fight with.”

The admission made my throat tight with emotion even as I grinned. All this time, I'd thought I was the one who needed saving. But maybe we'd saved each other.

"You're so cocky," I whispered against his ear, my lips brushing the sensitive skin, and I felt him shiver in response.

"Only because I know what I want," he murmured back, his voice rough with desire. "And what I want is you. All of you. Not the show we put on for everyone else, not the roles we're playing. The real you."

The honesty of his words undid me. For so long, I'd been wearing masks to survive. But with Deklyn, I didn't need to pretend to be anyone other than exactly who I was.

When he kissed me again, deeper this time, his hands tangling in my hair, I felt the last of my walls crumble. The fear that had lodged in my chest since my rescue and the rage that had driven me fell away, replaced by something warm and pure.

His touch was reverent as he mapped the lines of my body, each caress a question answered by the arch of my spine, the soft sounds that escaped my throat. He made me feel desired and cherished in ways I'd never experienced before.

"You're incredible," he whispered against my skin as he kissed his way down my throat. "Strong and tough and so grekking beautiful it makes it hard to breathe.”

I let my head fall back and my hands slip beneath his towel as he nipped the hollow of my throat. When my fingers brushed the velvety smooth crown of his cock, I sucked in a breath. “Mmmmm, yes. Very hard.”

A hiss escaped his throat as I curled my fingers around his rigid length and savored the feel of his cock jerk when I squeezed it gently.

“Sasha,” he gritted out.

I met his eyes, putting a finger to my lips. “Shhhhh.” Then before he could react, I pushed him back onto the bed and climbed on top of him. I’d slept in my bra and panties, but he was wearing even less.

I made quick work of the towel, unwrapping it from his waist so I could look at him properly. Now it was my turn to have a hard time breathing.

At least know I knew why the Drexian had such swagger. His cock was thick and long with a broad crown that was darker than the rest. It jutted out from his body, begging to be touched. Begging to be tasted.

I fisted the base as I lowered my mouth to the tip, brushing my lips over it and spreading the few slippery drops that had squeezed out. Deklyn groaned, tangling his fingers in my hair.

I peered at him, grinning wickedly and keeping my eyes locked on his as I slid my mouth over his crown and down the length of him. I took as much of his thickness as I could before squeezing the back of my throat around his cock and then moving up again. Deklyn’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he sank back with a moan of surrender.

That was all the encouragement I needed to take him into my mouth again, sliding my hand up and down the base of his shaft as I sucked his cock. His breathing was ragged, and his moans became desperate, but I didn’t stop. I loved the feeling of power, and I loved knowing that I could make the tough Drexian writhe with pleasure.

I swirled my tongue around his swollen crown, dragging my hand up and down his cock before taking him all the way down my throat again. He husked my name and tightened his fingers in my hair, and his cock twitched hard.

I wanted to feel him release. I wanted him to come in my mouth. I wanted to taste him and swallow him down.

I stroked the skin under his cock as I sucked him, reveling in the desperate groan and jerk of his cock as he emptied into my mouth. When I’d swallowed every drop, I lifted my head and dabbed the corners of my mouth.

Dek lifted his head, his expression dazed as I grinned at him.

“Delicious,” I said.

He growled and sat up as he flipped me onto my back. “Now it’s my turn.”


Chapter
Thirty



Deklyn

Igazed up at Sasha after I pulled off her panties and settled myself between her legs. “I need to hear you moan because of me.”

Sasha ran her hands through my hair and opened her legs to me. “Let’s see what you’ve got, Inferno Force.”

I took this as an invitation and a challenge, dropping my mouth to her and sliding my tongue between her slick, smooth skin. I knew all about the human pleasure center from what my fellow Drexians had told me reverently, but experiencing it for myself was another matter. I found the bundle of nerves with the tip of my tongue, and Sasha’s breathy sigh told me how much she liked my tongue’s gentle circling.

Sasha dug her fingernails into my scalp and arched her back as I continued working her with my tongue while sliding one finger inside her. She was so wet and hot that my cock stiffened again, and when she moved her hands from my hair to find the node at the nape of my neck, heat arrowed through me.

I groaned as I licked her, the sensation of her stroking the hard bump that started the line of nodes that ran the length of my spine sending pleasure coursing through me. The faster she rubbed, the harder and warmer they got until it felt like my skin was on fire.

That didn’t stop me from sucking on her slick nub as I curled the finger inside her, stroking the velvety walls until she bucked against me.

“Deklyn,” she gasped, abandoning stroking my node and instead gripping my shoulders as her body trembled.

She coiled her legs around my head as she shook, her body clenching around my finger. I grabbed her ass to keep contact with her as she thrashed and moaned, her entire body jerking as she let out a last scream before sagging limp onto the bed.

As much as my cock ached to be buried inside her, I sat back and enjoyed the look of pure euphoria on her face, her cheeks flushed and her hair a wild tangle on the sheets beneath her. Then I climbed up to her and lay next to her, curling an arm around her waist.

Her eyes fluttered open, and she gave me a dazed grin. “Remind me never to talk shit about Inferno Force again.”

My laugh was low, but a pulse of satisfaction made my heart beat faster. It was enough to lie next to Sasha and feel her heavy breath and sated sighs.

She rolled over and curled against me, resting her head on my chest, where she could probably hear the steady thrum of my heartbeat. 

The morning light filtering through the suite’s windows painted everything in gold, including the curve of Sasha’s bare shoulder and the dark strands of hair that spilled across it. I traced lazy patterns on the small of her back with my fingertips, marveling at the softness of her skin and the way she fit perfectly against me and trying not to be distracted by the way she trailed one finger languidly over my chest tattoos.

Part of me was already dreading what would come next. This moment of perfect peace couldn’t last forever. Eventually, we’d have to face the reality of our situation. When this was all over and she’d gotten her revenge, would there be anything left between us? Or would I be left nursing a broken heart and the memory of what it felt like to be truly connected to someone?

The thought should have terrified me, but as I felt Sasha’s breath warm against my skin, I knew I wouldn’t trade these moments for anything. After years in Inferno Force, risking my life in increasingly dangerous missions, I couldn't imagine being with someone who valued me for more than just my combat skills and willingness to charge into hopeless situations.

Sasha saw past the cocky warrior facade. She understood there was more beneath the tough exterior. She didn’t need me to be anything other than exactly who I was.

I was about to ask what she thought would happen when this was all over when the door to our suite slid open without warning.

“Rise and shine, lovebirds!” Serge’s voice rang through the room. “Time to get up and get to serious wedding planning! The cameras are⁠—”

He stopped mid-sentence as he took in the scene before him. Sasha and I were entwined in the rumpled bed, sheets strategically positioned but leaving little doubt about what had transpired. His purple hair blazed pink at the roots, as his eyes became shocked orbs.

Sasha had gone rigid against me, and I felt her breath catch in what might have been mortification or laughter.

“Oh my,” Serge said, his voice slightly strangled. Then he clapped his hands together with a forced cheer that suggested he was trying very hard to pretend he hadn’t just walked in on us in bed. “Well, the TV crew has arrived, and you’re very lucky I didn’t bring the cameras with me for the wake-up call!”

He spun on his platform heels, presenting us with his back as he continued his rapid-fire commentary. “Your friends from the Academy are also arriving at this very moment, so there’s absolutely no time to waste. Today’s schedule is packed for both of you because we have the wedding of the century to plan!”

“Serge,” I started, but he was already heading for the door.

“Reina and I will wait outside!” he announced without turning around. “Five minutes to make yourselves presentable, and then it’s showtime!”

The door slid shut behind him, leaving us alone in sudden, ringing silence.

For a moment, neither of us moved. Then Sasha’s shoulders shook, and I realized she was laughing, genuine, helpless giggles that made her whole body tremble against mine.

“Holy hell,” she gasped between laughs. “His hair turned pink!”

The absurdity of it hit me then, and I laughed too. If someone had told me a week ago that this would be my life, I would have recommended they see a medic.

“Well,” I said when I could speak again, “at least now he has absolutely no doubt that we’re a genuine couple.”

“Silver lining,” Sasha agreed, pushing herself up on her elbow to look down at me. Her dark hair fell around her face like a curtain, and her gaze flashed heat.

She leaned down to kiss me —soft and sweet and entirely too brief—before pulling away with obvious reluctance. “We should probably get up. As much as I’d like to stay here all day, we probably shouldn’t anger the wedding planner. Or keep the TV crew waiting.”

I watched as she slipped from the bed and strode toward the bathroom completely nude and absolutely breathtaking.

How many more moments like this would we have? Once the circus of wedding planning began in earnest, would there be any space left for the quiet intimacy we’d found?

I stood and grabbed the towel from where I’d dropped it, wrapping it around my waist as the sound of running water came from the bathroom. Through the open door, I could see Sasha moving around in the shower, and the temptation to join her was almost overwhelming.

But Serge was right. We were on a schedule now, and there were too many moving pieces to our plan to risk any delays, although I knew this story wouldn’t have the happy ending Serge envisioned.


Chapter
Thirty-One



Sasha

The inclinator whispered through the station’s interior, carrying Reina and me toward the Promenade level where we were supposed to select wedding flowers. I couldn’t stop thinking about Deklyn. My mind whirled with thoughts of how he’d held me through my nightmare, the reverent touch of his hands, the vulnerability in his eyes when he’d asked if I was certain, the way his eyes had gone dark when I’d fisted his cock. 

How was I supposed to pretend to be engaged to him now, when part of me desperately wanted it to be true? The lie felt worse knowing that he wasn’t just some convenient ally whose heart I could toss aside when this was over. I’d never intended to fall for a cocky Drexian warrior, but the game had gotten away from me.

“The guest list is coming together just like we discussed,” Reina said, her voice bright with enthusiasm. “Earth dignitaries, military officers, media personalities. Everyone who’s anyone will be here. Serge is beside himself.”

I made appropriate sounds of agreement while my mind wandered back to the way Deklyn had looked at me when we were lying in bed, like I might disappear if he blinked too hard.

“You know,” Reina continued, studying my face with those large, knowing eyes, “there’s something different about you today. You have a glow.”

The observation sent heat flooding my cheeks. Was it that obvious? 

The inclinator came to a stop, and the doors slid open to reveal the Promenade. The intoxicating aroma of coffee drifted from the cafe where I’d introduced Deklyn to cold brew, mixing with the scents of fresh bread and sugar from the bakery.

We made our way toward a shop with large bay windows that brimmed with colorful blooms. Roses in shades from the deepest burgundy to palest pink, spilled from a massive urn along with ivory calla lilies and exotic white orchids. I wondered what flowers I’d choose if this were all real.

Before we could enter the shop, a familiar voice called my name.

“Sasha!”

I turned to see Ariana rushing toward us, her short brown hair bouncing as she practically tackled me in a fierce embrace. The force of it nearly knocked me backward, but I stayed upright as she wrapped her arms around me.

“Are you crazy?” she whispered directly into my ear, her voice so low that only I could hear it.

My blood turned to ice. I pulled back to look at her face, scanning the Promenade to make sure she was alone. No sign of Volten or any of the other Academy crew, which was a small mercy.

Reina, ever perceptive, quickly took charge of the situation. “Let’s step inside where we can have some privacy,” she said smoothly, guiding us both into the flower shop.

The interior was a riot of color and fragrance, with blooms in arrangements on nearly every surface and steel buckets of single blossoms lining one wall. An alien approached us wearing a long apron, his multiple arms waving excitedly.

“The bride needs a moment,” Reina told him. “But why don’t you show me your latest arrivals?”

The florist hesitated but then turned his excitement to Reina, tugging her with him as he started telling her about the shipment of Andorian humming flowers.

Ariana immediately rounded on me, her eyes narrowed.

“What’s really going on?” she demanded, crossing her arms over her chest. “I know you too well to believe that you’d get engaged this fast, especially to Deklyn. You told me he drives you crazy.”

I felt defensive heat rise in my chest. “He doesn’t drive me crazy in a bad way,” I said, which was true enough. 

“I know you, Sash,” she said. “And I know when you’re up to something. You’d better tell me the truth before our father arrives and figures out that you’re up to something.”

My blood ran cold. Our father. In all my planning, in all my focus on drawing Earth’s military hierarchy to the Island, I’d somehow pushed the reality of my father’s presence to the back of my mind. General Marcus Bowman, a career military officer and the man who’d made our childhood a constant competition for his approval.

If I couldn’t fool my sister, how was I supposed to fool a man trained to interrogate enemies and read people for weaknesses?

“Dad’s coming?” I asked weakly, though I already knew the answer. Of course, he was coming. A high-profile wedding between an Earth pilot and a Drexian warrior would be exactly the political spectacle that would draw his attention. I knew the fact that I was his daughter was secondary, but would certainly add to the reasons he couldn’t miss it.

“I found out from Admiral Zoran,” Ariana confirmed. “He confirmed, along with about half of Earth Planetary Defense Command. This is going to be the most watched wedding in history.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d gotten exactly what I wanted. All the important military figures would be gathered in one place where I could confront them with the evidence of their betrayal. But I hadn’t fully considered the personal cost of maintaining the deception in front of my father.

“Ariana,” I started, then stopped. How could I explain I was using my wedding as bait in a trap for war criminals? How could I tell her that the sister she’d risked everything to save was now risking everything for revenge?

“I need you to trust me,” I said finally. “I know it seems sudden, I know it makes little sense from the outside, but⁠—”

“But what?” she interrupted. “But you’ve suddenly fallen madly in love with a man who irritated you a few days ago? You’ve decided to have the most public wedding possible after never caring about spectacles like weddings? And you’re asking me to smile and play along with something that feels wrong in every way?”

Each word was like a small knife, precise and cutting. She was right. It didn’t make sense, not from her perspective. The sister she’d rescued wouldn’t have rushed into marriage with someone she barely knew. The Sasha she remembered would have wanted time to heal, space to recover, and privacy to process her trauma. She wouldn’t be planning a society wedding.

“Please,” I whispered, reaching for her hands. “Just trust me. I promise I know what I’m doing.”

Ariana studied my face for a long moment, her expression cycling through frustration, worry, and something that might have been fear.

“I hope you do,” she said finally. “Because Dad’s going to be a lot harder to convince than I am. And if you’re lying to me about this, if you’re putting yourself in some kind of danger for reasons I don’t understand...”

She didn’t finish the threat, but she didn’t need to. I could see the determination in her eyes, the same stubborn protectiveness that had driven her to mount a rescue mission.

If she figured out what I was really doing, she’d try to stop me. And I couldn’t let that happen.

Not when I was so close to getting the justice I needed.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Deklyn

Serge was practically vibrating with anticipation as he escorted me down a pristine white corridor, his platform boots clicking against the polished floor with each step. His purple hair seemed spiked even higher than usual, and he gestured wildly with his hands as he rattled off an endless list of preparations that apparently required my immediate attention.

“—and then we need to discuss your ceremonial blade choice, and after that we have the last fitting for your dress uniform, since you have yours…”

I slowed my pace gradually as his monologue continued, letting him pull ahead while he remained completely absorbed in his planning. When he rounded a corner still talking animatedly to himself, I slipped away down a side corridor that led toward the command deck.

I needed to find Tivek. With all the Academy personnel arriving and media crews setting up equipment, our carefully constructed deception was about to face its biggest test yet. I needed the Shadow’s advice on how to hold a deception together.

But before I could reach the bridge, familiar voices echoed from the intersection ahead. I turned the corner to find myself face-to-face with a group of Drexian warriors I knew all too well. Commander Vyk, Volten, Kann, and Torq, had clearly just arrived.

“There he is!” Kann boomed, his face breaking into a grin. “The groom himself!”

“We demand details,” Vyk said with mock seriousness, though I caught the genuine curiosity beneath his commanding tone. “How does one go from prison break to wedding planning in less than a week?”

“It’s the shortest courtship on record,” Volten added. “Even by Drexian standards.”

They surrounded me with the easy camaraderie of warriors who’d fought together, steering me toward the officers’ lounge without giving me much choice in the matter. The space was empty and not officially open this early in the station’s day cycle, but that had never stopped a group of determined soldiers before.

Vyk, Kann, and Torq immediately headed behind the bar to raid the liquor supplies, even though the thought of drinking made my stomach lurch.

Volten hung back, his expression curious. When the group was distracted by their search for glassware, he pulled me toward the observation window.

“What’s really going on, Deklyn?” he asked quietly. “Ariana is worried that you and her sister are acting irrationally, that Sasha’s going to get hurt.”

Of course, Ariana was suspicious. I didn’t blame her for doubting us. If “only she knew whose idea it all was.

“I would never hurt Sasha,” I said firmly.

“I know that, but you have to understand how sudden this seems. Ariana is only worried about her sister.”

I opened my mouth to deflect his concerns, to spin some story about a whirlwind courtship, but the lie stuck in my throat. Volten was an honorable Drexian, and his worry was genuine. He deserved better than deception.

Before I could figure out how to respond without betraying our mission, the lounge door slid open with a soft hiss. Tivek entered first, followed immediately by a Drexian who made my spine stiffen. I’d assumed Admiral Zoran would attend, but I hadn’t anticipated seeing him so soon.

“Gentlemen,” the Admiral said, his deep voice carrying easily across the space. “I hope you don’t mind an old warrior crashing your celebration. I wanted to toast our groom before the festivities begin in earnest.”

The effect on the assembled warriors was immediate. Conversations stopped mid-sentence, backs straightened, and the casual atmosphere shifted to something more formal. Even Commander Vyk, for all his gruff demeanor, showed proper deference to the Academy’s commanding officer.

As the others busied themselves with proper greetings and offers of drink, I moved closer to my brother, keeping my voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry over the general conversation.

“How much does he know?” I asked, nodding subtly toward Admiral Zoran.

“Enough,” Tivek replied quietly, then leaned closer. “The Admiral has always known about the treachery on Earth. He wants to help you expose it.”

The revelation should have been reassuring, but it sent a chill down my spine. How many people were now involved in our conspiracy? How many moving pieces were in play that I didn’t know about? Each new ally increased our chances of success, but also multiplied the potential for disaster if something went wrong.

Kann had found an appropriate bottle and was passing out glasses filled with ruby red liquid. The familiar ritual of warriors sharing drink should have been comforting, but all I could think about was how many secrets were hidden behind the easy camaraderie.

“To the shortest romance on record,” Vyk said, raising his glass with a grin that suggested he found our whirlwind courtship more amusing than suspicious. “May your marriage last longer than your engagement.”

The others laughed and raised their glasses, but I caught the speculative look in Volten’s eyes as he drank. He wasn’t convinced by our story, and that meant Ariana wasn’t either. If they started asking too many questions, started digging too deeply into our motivations...

I sipped my drink and tried to look like a man celebrating his upcoming nuptials rather than someone worried about a conspiracy that was growing more complex by the moment. The alien gin roiled my gut, reminding me of the night before and doing nothing to ease the knot tightening in my chest.

But there was nothing I could do except play my part and hope it was enough.

“Another round,” Admiral Zoran declared. “We’re celebrating the union of two heroes, after all.”

As glasses were refilled, and conversation resumed, I caught Tivek watching me. He knew the weight of maintaining cover identities, the exhausting mental effort required to keep lies straight while appearing calm.

Despite all the planning and preparation, despite the allies we’d gathered and the evidence we’d uncovered, I had the growing feeling that Sasha’s quest for justice was going to cost us all more than we were prepared to pay.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Sasha

Isank onto the plush lounge chair on our balcony, staring out at the perfect blue water that stretched to the holographic mountain in the distance.

The day had been a blur of forced smiles and careful answers, starting with the flower selection that should have been romantic but felt like another elaborate performance. Halfway through our appointment, the TV crew had arrived with their cameras and bright lights, turning what was already a stressful charade into a full-blown production.

I rubbed my forehead, where a persistent headache had been building since morning. The stress of maintaining our deception was gnawing at me from the inside, made worse by Ariana’s questions and concerned looks. My sister had always seen through my lies, even as children. Now she was watching me with a worried intensity that meant she suspected something was very wrong.

And she was right about our father. General Marcus Bowman had trained his entire career to read people, to detect deception and weakness. If I couldn’t fool Ariana, how was I supposed to convince a man whose job it was to interrogate enemies?

Maybe I’d bitten off more than I could chew. Maybe this elaborate plan was a mistake too big to fix, and I was going to drag everyone I cared about down with me.

The soft sound of the suite door opening made me turn. Deklyn stepped onto the balcony, looking as weary as I felt. His usually perfect uniform was slightly wrinkled, and he looked as if he had been running his hands through his dark, mussed hair. The sight of him made the clench in my chest loosen slightly.

“Rough day?” he asked, settling into the lounge chair beside mine.

“You could say that,” I managed, trying to keep my voice steady.

But as I looked at his face, saw the concern and exhaustion there, something inside me splintered. Tears welled up in my eyes, which was so completely out of character for me I didn’t know what to do with them. I’d survived months in a Kronock prison without crying. I’d endured interrogation and isolation and the constant fear of death without breaking down. But the weight of lying to everyone I cared about, of manipulating good people for my own ends, was harder to bear.

Deklyn was on his feet instantly, pulling me up and into his arms before the first tear could fall. I buried my face against his chest, breathing in his familiar scent that made me feel safe despite everything.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” I whispered against his uniform. “Ariana knows something’s wrong. She’s going to keep pushing, and when my father gets here…” I drew in an unsteady breath. “Dek, what if we’re making a huge mistake?”

His hand stroked my hair, the touch so soothing that I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders.

“My brother and Admiral Zoran are both working with us now. The admiral has made sure that all the military and governmental higher-ups who could have been involved in your abandonment will be at the wedding.”

I pulled back to look at him, surprised. “The admiral knows?”

“He’s known all along about the treachery on Earth, and he wants to help us expose it. We’ve come so far,” he continued, his hands framing my face with careful tenderness. “We can’t turn back now.”

I nodded, even though part of me regretted involving so many people in my quest for revenge. Each person who knew our secret could have their life upended when the truth came out.

But I didn’t regret growing closer to Deklyn. I didn’t regret seeing the gentle warrior who held me through nightmares, who put my needs before his own safety, who looked at me like I was worth risking everything for. I’d never regret that.

It hit me suddenly, with startling clarity, that the one thing I wasn’t lying about was how I felt about him. My feelings for Deklyn were real and growing stronger every day.

I opened my mouth to tell him when the suite door slid open.

“Deklyn!” Serge’s voice rang across the space, filled with theatrical outrage. “There you are!”

I jumped away from Deklyn, startled by the sudden intrusion, and turned to see our wedding planner standing in the doorway with his hands on his hips. His purple hair was pink at the roots, and he wore an expression of betrayal.

“You ran off!” Serge accused, pointing a dramatically accusing finger at Deklyn. 

I looked up at Deklyn, who had the grace to look guilty about his escape. “Serge, I’m sorry, I⁠—”

“Talk to the hand!” Serge interrupted and held up his palm in a gesture that surprised me. “There’s no time for apologies now! The schedule is already behind, the TV crew is waiting, and we absolutely must select a cake before the end of the day!”

He spun on his platform heels and began marching back toward the door. “Both of you need to be camera-ready in five minutes. No excuses, no delays, and definitely no more disappearing acts!”

I gulped and forced my best smile onto my face, the expression like a mask I was struggling to keep in place. The moment of vulnerability with Deklyn was over, interrupted by the relentless demands of our ruse.

“We’d better go,” I said, though what I really wanted was to stay here on the balcony forever, wrapped in Deklyn’s arms and pretending that the outside world didn’t exist.

“Sasha,” he said softly, catching my hand as I followed Serge. “What were you going to say? Before he interrupted?”

I looked into his eyes, but Serge was calling from the corridor, the TV cameras were waiting, and the fake wedding would not plan itself.

“Later,” I promised, squeezing his hand. 

As we walked toward the door, I couldn’t help but wish that ‘later’ wasn’t such a fragile, uncertain thing.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Deklyn

The air inside the bakery was so sweet that my teeth ached just from breathing. Elaborately decorated tiered cakes lined the display cases, and the Gatazoid baker bustled around his domain with obvious pride, his purple hair faintly pink at the roots. 

I tried to ignore the TV crew and the cameras tracking our every move, but they were a reminder that our reactions were being captured for the viewing audience back on Earth. I slid Sasha a small smile, hoping she didn’t feel as much like a caged animal as I did.

“You’re so lucky to have Fillian as your baker,” Serge chattered, gesturing toward the beaming Gatazoid. “The one on the Boat has a fondness for flavor combinations that most humans find challenging.”

“What kind of flavors?” Sasha asked, and I recognized the tone of her voice as artificially bright.

Serge leaned closer and stage-whispered conspiratorially, “Olive and vermouth. Apricot butterscotch.”

Sasha’s face scrunched up in disgust, though I had no idea what butterscotch or vermouth were supposed to taste like. The terms were meaningless to me, but her reaction suggested they weren’t pleasant combinations.

I took a bite of the white chocolate raspberry cake Fillian had enthusiastically recommended, trying not to react as the sweetness hit my palate like a sugar bomb. It was easily the sweetest thing I’d ever eaten, so intensely flavored that it made my cheeks pucker. But with the cameras rolling, I nodded appreciatively and tried to look like a man enjoying his wedding planning rather than someone struggling not to wince.

“Sweetie,” Sasha said, the endearment rolling off her tongue with practiced ease, “which flavor do you like best?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but Serge’s voice came from the corner of his mouth in a stage whisper that somehow was both audible and discreet. “Whichever one she likes. You like whichever one she likes.”

I appreciated the assist from Serge, but I already understood that much about weddings and human females. I deftly turned the question back to her. “Which is your favorite?”

Sasha shot a sly grin at Serge, who was suddenly feigning intense fascination with the sugar roses adorning a nearby display cake. “I think I like the coconut with lemon curd filling.”

“Perfect choice!” Serge exclaimed, clapping his hands together with theatrical enthusiasm. “Absolutely perfect!”

Fillian beamed and bobbed his head enthusiastically. “Excellent selection! Now, would the bride prefer round corners or square?”

Sasha blinked briskly, her confident expression faltering for just a moment. She shot me a pleading look that the cameras probably read as touching deference to her fiancé’s preferences.

“Square, of course,” I said quickly, though I did not know why cake corners mattered.

“Square it is!” Fillian nodded again, making notes on a tablet with one hand. “And does the wedding have a particular motif I should incorporate into the design?”

Serge spread his short arms wide with dramatic flair. “Rescue among the stars!”

Fillian cocked his head thoughtfully, clearly trying to translate that concept into cake decoration. “Stars?” he said finally. “I can make sugar stars. Very sparkly, very ethereal.”

Serge sighed as if this was exactly what he’d wanted to hear. “We love ethereal.”

While Serge waved the camera crew over to zoom in on some of the sample cakes for their footage, I pulled Sasha aside toward a quieter corner of the shop.

“How long are you planning to keep this up?” I asked in a low voice. “Are we really going to have the cake baked, the flower arrangements designed, and the food prepared?”

She kept a fake smile plastered on her face as she spoke. “As long as it takes. But hopefully not past the ‘I do’ part.”

The words should have alarmed me. I should have been thinking about the logistics of calling off a wedding at the last possible moment, about the scandal and the consequences and the fallout that would destroy both our reputations. Instead, the idea of saying “I do” to Sasha made my heart leap in a way that caught me completely off guard.

I’d spent my entire adult life convinced that I never wanted to settle down, never wanted to take a mate or commit to the domestic stability that seemed to trap so many warriors I knew. But the thought of being with Sasha wouldn’t be settling for a different life. It would be a life of adventure and challenge and passionate arguments that ended in even more passionate reconciliations.

The idea of actually going through with all this wedding planning for real didn’t scare me. What scared me was how much I wanted it to be genuine.

Sasha must have interpreted my silence as anxiety about our deception, because she reached out to touch my arm reassuringly. “Don’t worry. I’ll unravel the entire plot in time for you to escape. You won’t actually be stuck with me.”

I opened my mouth to explain that being stuck with her was sounding like the opposite of a problem, but before I could find the words, a familiar figure appeared in the bakery doorway.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Tivek said, his expression carefully neutral, “but could I steal Deklyn for a moment? There’s something that requires his immediate attention.”

“Sasha, darling!” Serge called from across the shop, apparently oblivious to the undercurrents of tension. “We need you to select the cake topper! I have several options that would be perfect for an ethereal star-themed wedding.”

I gave Sasha an apologetic look as Tivek beckoned me from the doorway. She nodded her understanding, but I caught a flash of frustration in her eyes at being left to handle Serge and the cameras alone.

Once we were outside on the cobblestone walkway, away from the TV crew’s microphones, Tivek’s casual expression shifted to something more urgent.

“The Earth delegation has arrived,” he said. “The admiral is greeting them now, and he suggested you join. Get a sense of who we’re dealing with.”

Through the bakery’s front window, I could see Sasha gamely examining various miniature bride and Drexian figurines while Serge gestured enthusiastically, and the cameras captured every moment. She would not be happy that I’d left her to handle this alone. But this might be my best chance to get a read on the people who had betrayed her and to understand what we were really up against.

“Lead the way,” I said, forcing myself to look away from Sasha and prepare myself to meet the humans, one of whom was the reason for Sasha’s abandonment and why I was sent to save her.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Sasha

Ifinally stepped out of the cake studio onto the cobblestone walkway, the artificial breeze carrying the mingled scents of coffee, pastries, and fresh flowers from the various shops lining the Promenade. I hadn’t been thrilled that Deklyn had left me to finish the cake selection on my own, but I also knew that Tivek wouldn’t have tracked his brother down if it hadn’t been important. Besides, Tivek was on our side.

I’d done my best not to let my true emotions show when the cameras were rolling and recording my every expression for the viewers back on Earth, who thought they were watching a genuine love story unfold. My jaw already quivered from the effort of smiling for so long. How was I going to keep this up much longer?

“That was a tremendous success!” Serge practically bounced on his glossy purple platform boots as he gestured wildly with his arms. “I cannot wait to see the planning compilation the camera crew puts together to show before the wedding livestream.” He fluffed the fuchsia ascot billowing at his neck. “You think this outfit popped on camera, don’t you?”

I took in his wide-lapel, bright purple suit with bell-bottom pants that flared over his platform boots. The suit was almost a perfect match to his spiky hair, and, from experience, I knew his ascot was the same shade his hair flushed when he was overly excited or irritated. “I think it’s absolutely ethereal.”

Serge preened at my comment, hooking his arm through mine. “You spoil me, Sasha.”

Before I could suggest taking a break or finding Deklyn, Serge was steering me down the walkway with surprising strength, considering he was half my size. “Now, for the next crucial element, darling. We need to select your sister’s attendant dress. Since she’s your only attendant, it needs to be perfect.”

“Actually,” I said, trying to dig in my heels with little success in slowing him down, “I should probably find my darling fiancé first. Make sure he’s not getting into trouble without me.”

“Nonsense!” Serge waved a dismissive hand. “We don’t need him for this part. Men have no appreciation for attendant dresses. Trust me, it’s better to handle these decisions without their input.”

Before I could protest further, he was pushing through the glass doors of the bridal salon. The crystal chandeliers cast prisms of light across the displays of white silk and lace, but now there were also racks of dresses in various colors that presumably belonged to the attendant collection.

“She needs to pick out her maid of honor dress,” Serge announced to the salon at large, gesturing toward me with theatrical flair.

I spotted Ariana in front of a glass shelving display filled with glittering jewelry with Reina at her side. Ariana’s smile was quick and bright when she spotted the cameras following us.

“Well done, Reina.” Serge clapped his hands together. “You got the other pilot here right on time.”

Ariana and I exchanged a glance, and I could tell she was working just as diligently as I was to suppress the giggles.

Serge bustled toward the back of the salon, waving for the cameras to follow him as he launched into a detailed explanation of the attendant dress options that would complement our rescue among the stars theme.

Ariana hung back as the film crew moved away, and I stayed with her. “I have to admit this isn’t how I ever imagined your wedding.”

I tipped my head back and forth. “You mean you didn’t picture a purple-haired alien dressed like a circus ringmaster planning my wedding?”

She put a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing. “What’s with the rescued among the stars theme?”

I shrugged. “Serge’s idea.”

Ariana’s laugh faded, and she studied my face. “Are you sure about all of this, Sash? It doesn’t seem like you. The spectacle, the cameras, the frills. None of it feels like you.”

This sobered me. She was right, of course. The sister she’d known her entire life would never have chosen this kind of spectacle. The old Sasha would have wanted something small and private, something that didn’t put her personal life on display for the entertainment of strangers. If she’d had a wedding at all. I was the girl who’d sneak down to the courthouse, not have an ethereal, five-tiered wedding cake.

I mentally debated telling her the truth and explaining that this was all an elaborate trap, that the publicity was the point, that I needed every important Earth official to attend so I could figure out who was the one responsible for giving the order to leave me. But too many people knew our secret already, and each additional person increased the risk of discovery.

Plus, I wanted to keep my sister out of this if everything went wrong, which it very well might.

“I’m sure about Deklyn,” I said finally, which was truer every day. “The wedding itself might have gotten bigger than I expected, but that’s just Serge’s enthusiasm. You know how he is.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she flicked them to the surrounding dresses. “If you’re having doubts about any of this⁠—”

“One thing I’m completely sure about is having you as my maid of honor,” I interrupted. Whatever else was wrong about this situation, having my sister stand beside me wasn’t one of them. “I want you there with me.”

Ariana’s expression softened, and she pulled me into a fierce hug that made guilt twist in my chest. She thought she was supporting me through the happiest day of my life, when in reality she was being manipulated into participating in an elaborate deception.

“Sasha! Ariana!” Serge rushed toward us, holding up a black dress with a full tulle skirt that was dotted with silver stars. “I found the perfect option!”

Ariana took one look at the gown and shook her head immediately. “No way.”

I couldn’t help laughing as Serge’s bright smile deflated. “Maybe something a little less on-the-nose regarding the theme.”

Serge looked genuinely confused, his head tilting as he examined the dress. “There are no noses on here.”

“It’s an expression,” I explained, trying to keep the amusement out of my voice. “It means too obvious.”

“Oh!” Serge’s face lit up. “I love Earth expressions! They’re so colorful!”

“He’s still learning,” Reina whispered as she sidled up to me. “But he’s getting better.”

“Back to the drawling board!” Serge announced, heading toward the rear of the salon with renewed determination.

“Drawing board,” Ariana corrected automatically, then looked at Reina with raised eyebrows. 

“I’d better follow him,” Reina said, taking quick steps to catch up to him. 

“At least this is better than meeting our father’s ship,” Ariana said with a shake of her head.

My stomach clenched with sudden dread. In all the chaos of wedding planning, I’d pushed the reality of my father’s arrival to the back of my mind. “When does he arrive?” 

“He should be here now,” Ariana said. “His transport was scheduled to dock about twenty minutes ago.”

The thought of seeing my father again, of having to perform the role of a happy bride under his scrutiny, made my chest tight with familiar anxiety. Some fears from childhood never vanished, and the fear of disappointing General Marcus Bowman had been carved into my bones.

As Serge’s voice drifted from the back of the salon, full of fresh enthusiasm for the next attendant dress option, I tried to steel myself for what was coming.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Deklyn

Tivek and I hurried through the station’s corridors toward the hangar bay, our boots echoing against the polished floors as we navigated the crowds of arriving guests and media personnel that seemed to clog the hallways. We hurried through the open double doors and into the massive space beyond, instantly leaving the pristine white walls and lilting background music behind in exchange for soaring ceilings, steel beams, and the sound of engines firing and metal clanging on metal. 

Captain Kalex and Admiral Zoran were already standing at attention near an open space, their uniforms impeccable as they waited to receive the Earth delegation.

We approached quickly, snapping to attention and delivering the traditional Drexian salute to both Drexians.

“I didn’t know you were joining us,” Captain Kalex said, though he sounded pleased rather than surprised by our presence.

“Deklyn wanted to meet his future father-in-law,” Tivek replied smoothly, and I felt a nervous flutter in my chest.

Of course. Sasha’s father was one of the Earth military generals, so he would attend in two capacities. Even though our engagement was fake, part of me desperately wanted to make a good impression on the man who’d raised Sasha.

The massive energy field at the far end of the hangar shimmered as a sleek black transport entered the bay. The vessel was clearly Drexian, since Earth ships still didn’t have our jump technology perfected. Hovering for a moment, the ship adjusted its position with precision thrusters before settling onto the designated landing pad with barely a whisper from its engines.

Tivek and I exchanged glances as the transport powered down and its boarding ramp lowered. This was the moment we’d see the faces of the people who might have betrayed Sasha. Certainly, the human who’d made the call to abandon one of their own pilots to an alien prison would be with this group.

Military officials emerged from the transport in crisp uniforms, their bearing unmistakably stiff. Most of them were bald or graying, their faces carrying the weathered look of career soldiers who’d seen more than their share of conflict. I wondered if all Earth leaders were so advanced in years, or if military service simply aged humans faster than it did Drexians. A few men in civilian clothing were mixed among the group, and I remembered that the Earth chancellor was not military.

Then a tall man with rigid posture strode down the ramp, and I knew instantly that this was Sasha’s father. His hair was dark, though streaked with silver, and he had the same stubborn jaw that I had come to recognize in his daughter. But where Sasha’s eyes held fire, his were ice blue and calculating, with a gaze that missed nothing and forgave less.

General Marcus Bowman. The nameplate on his uniform confirmed what I’d already known from the way the other officers deferred to him. This was the man who’d shaped Sasha into the warrior she’d become, for better and worse.

Captain Kalex and Admiral Zoran stepped forward with diplomatic smiles, extending the formal greetings appropriate for such distinguished guests. I noticed the Earth salutes they gave each officer, and Tivek and I followed suit.

One of the few humans not in uniform stepped forward with a practiced smile. “Chancellor Dan Morrison. It’s a pleasure to be here among allies.”

“The honor is ours,” Zoran said just as smoothly.

As little Earth politics as I absorbed, I remembered the name Morrison. Sasha was right. This fake wedding of ours was doing exactly what she’d hoped if even the top elected leader from the planet was here.

“General Bowman,” Admiral Zoran said, gesturing toward us once he’d exchanged salutes with the man, “may I introduce my adjunct, Tivek, and his brother, Lieutenant Deklyn of Inferno Force.”

The general’s gaze fixed on me with cold intensity, his gaze raking over me from head to toe in an assessment that felt like being dissected. The scowl that crossed his weathered features didn’t bode well.

“So you’re the hotshot who rescued my daughter?” It sounded more like an accusation than a compliment.

“I was the Inferno Force warrior sent to find her, yes,” I replied carefully, trying to keep my voice respectful despite the hostility radiating from the man.

General Bowman grunted and continued his visual examination, his expression growing more disapproving with each second. “I’ve heard your Inferno Force is less…” he hesitated for a beat as his gaze lingered on my scruffy cheeks, “militant with the rules.”  

I bit back the urge to point out that Earth hadn’t bothered to send any soldiers at all to rescue his daughter and that he should be grateful I’d been less militant about following bad orders. But pressing my lips together seemed like the wiser course of action, especially with so many witnesses present.

“I hope this momentous occasion will show to both our peoples the power of the Earth-Drex alliance,” Admiral Zoran said diplomatically, clearly trying to steer the conversation toward more positive territory.

General Bowman’s response was barely audible as he stalked away from the welcoming party, but I caught dark muttering under his breath.

The casual dismissal of everything we were supposedly celebrating sent a spike of anger through me. No wonder Sasha was so fiercely independent and so reluctant to trust anyone with her heart. If this was what passed for paternal love in the Bowman household, it was a miracle she wasn’t a mass murderer.

As I watched the general’s retreating figure, his rigid posture radiating disapproval and barely contained hostility, I felt my resolve harden. Even though this engagement was supposed to be fake, I found myself determined to prove Marcus Bowman wrong.

His daughter deserved better than his cold dismissal. She deserved someone who would fight for her and who would stand up to anyone else who tried to diminish her, including her own father. She deserved someone who would choose her over duty, over themselves, over everything else.

And despite all the reasons it was a terrible idea, I wanted to be that someone.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



Sasha

“The midnight blue gown was absolutely splendid!” Serge’s voice carried across the cobblestones when we emerged from the bridal salon. “Even though it is perhaps a bit simple for my taste. I would have preferred something with more sparkle. Or perhaps some decorative planetary elements.”

Ariana nudged me with her elbow and whispered, “I’m glad he gave up the idea of my wearing a hat with planets orbiting it.”

I stifled a giggle, pressing my lips together to keep from laughing outright. Despite Serge’s extravagant ideas and the fact that I usually despised shopping with a passion that bordered on violence, I genuinely enjoyed this time with my sister. It reminded me of when we were much younger, before our father had turned us into fierce competitors, before every interaction became about who was better, faster, stronger.

“I need coffee before I can undertake any more planning,” I announced, linking my arm through Ariana’s. “My brain is reaching maximum capacity for wedding details.”

“Coffee sounds perfect,” she agreed, and I caught the relief in her voice. The constant presence of the cameras was wearing on both of us.

Serge and Reina led the way toward the coffee shop, Serge still chattering about backup options for attendant accessories while Reina made appropriate listening sounds. For a moment I allowed myself to imagine that this was real, and that we were two sisters preparing for an actual wedding.

The fantasy shattered the moment I saw the inclinator doors at the end of the walkway slide open.

I froze, my arm still linked through Ariana’s, as a tall figure stepped out of the compartment and onto the cobblestone walkway. Every muscle in my body went rigid as those ice-blue eyes locked onto mine.

General Marcus Bowman stood there in his crisp uniform, his posture military-perfect, his gaze as cold and assessing as ever. The years had added silver to his dark hair and deepened the lines around his eyes, but his commanding, intimidating, and utterly disapproving presence was unchanged.

Ariana grabbed my hand, her fingers linking with mine as we both stiffened. I felt her tension echo my own, the automatic response to our father that had been programmed into us almost from birth.

He walked straight toward us, ignoring the bustling activity of the Promenade around him and seemingly unimpressed by the shops and the tree-lined path. Serge jumped out of the way with a small squeak, his eyes wide and his hair going pink.

The general stopped directly in front of us, his assessing gaze moving from me to Ariana and back again. But before he could speak, he noticed the camera crew that had been following us. They were still recording as they stepped closer to capture every moment of our family reunion.

His expression shifted almost imperceptibly. It didn’t approach fatherly, but he was a career military officer who understood the importance of public image.

“Sasha,” he said, his voice carefully controlled. “I’m glad to see you safe.”

The words sounded forced, like he was reading from a script he hadn’t had time to rehearse properly. I felt the cameras on us, their lenses capturing every nuance of our interaction for the viewing audience back on Earth.

I managed a smile that probably looked more like a grimace. “It’s good to see you too, Dad.”

“It’s good to see you,” Ariana echoed beside me, her voice carrying just a hint of the eagerness of a younger sibling yearning for attention.

His gaze swept over her, taking in her academy uniform. “I heard you were living among the Drexians.”

The disapproval in his tone was subtle but unmistakable. Everything was a judgment with him, every choice we made measured against some impossible standard of military perfection that only he possessed.

“She’s the first human flight instructor at the Drexian Academy,” Reina piped up helpfully.

The general ignored her completely, as if she hadn’t spoken at all. The casual dismissal made my jaw clench with familiar anger.

He turned his attention back to me, his gaze relentless. “I want to talk to you about this wedding of yours.”

All the old emotions crashed over me with devastating force. My knees almost buckled as I absorbed the fear of disappointing him, the desperate desire to earn his approval, and finally the bone-deep knowledge that nothing I ever did would be good enough. My heart raced with the same anxiety I’d felt as a child, standing in his office while he catalogued my failures and shortcomings.

Ariana’s grip on my hand tightened, and I realized she was experiencing the same emotions. We were both adults, accomplished in our own right, but one look from the general, and we were children again, terrified of his judgment.

“Sasha!”

I turned at the sound of my name to see Deklyn approaching, his shrewd gaze taking in the tense scene. Relief flooded through me as he reached my side and took my free hand, his warm fingers intertwining with mine.

“I just had the pleasure of meeting your father,” he said, his smile charming and focused entirely on me.

The general didn’t even spare him a glance, his attention remaining fixed on me with uncomfortable intensity.

But Deklyn’s presence steadied me, his solid warmth at my side reminding me I wasn’t that frightened child anymore. I was a grown woman who’d survived months in an alien prison, who’d orchestrated an elaborate plan to expose traitors, and who’d found the courage to trust someone with her heart.

“I’m afraid I have to apologize for stealing Sasha,” Deklyn said to my father, his voice polite but edged with steel. “But we have a wedding appointment to keep.”

Serge pulled out his tablet and began scrolling through the schedule, muttering under his breath. “I don’t remember scheduling another appointment...”

Reina smoothly placed her hand over Serge’s mouth before he could continue. “I remember the appointment. You’d better hurry or you’ll be late.”

The camera crew made moves to follow us, but Reina put an arm out to stop them. “No, you’re still with us. Serge has behind-the-scenes planning secrets to show you.”

“I do?” Serge asked and then recovered quickly, the idea of having all cameras on him clearly thrilling. “Yes, I do!”

My father’s face reddened slightly, but his gaze flicked to the still-rolling cameras, and he seemed to remember where he was. “Then we’ll catch up later.”

I nodded quickly, not trusting myself to speak. Deklyn began leading me away from the confrontation, his hand steady and sure in mine.

I glanced back to give Ariana an apologetic look. I hated leaving her to deal with our father alone, but I could see Reina and Volten moving to flank her supportively.

“Thank you,” I whispered to Deklyn as we walked away, my voice barely audible over the pounding of my heart.

For the first time since seeing my father step off that inclinator, I felt like I could breathe again. Deklyn’s presence at my side was an anchor in the storm of old fears and insecurities that my father’s arrival had unleashed.

“What are fiancés for, sweetheart?” he whispered back, and the casual endearment made something warm and safe bloom in my chest.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Ariana

Iwatched Sasha and Deklyn disappear around the corner of the cobblestone walkway, my heart still racing from the tension of that brief but loaded encounter with our father. The way Deklyn had appeared at exactly the right moment, and the smooth way he’d extracted Sasha from what was clearly becoming an uncomfortable confrontation made me think that I’d been wrong to doubt them. Not to mention the way she’d leaned into him and the obvious affection in her gaze when he’d taken her hand. That wasn’t acting. 

Maybe this whirlwind engagement wasn’t some impulsive mistake born of trauma and proximity. Maybe they’d actually found something genuine in the aftermath of their shared ordeal. The thought had barely formed when a firm grip on my elbow pulled my attention back to the present.

“We need to talk,” my father said, his voice pitched low but carrying the unmistakable note of command that had shaped my entire childhood.

He steered me away from Serge and Reina, away from the lingering camera crew, and toward a quieter section of the Promenade where the shops gave way to decorative alcoves filled with tall palms and exotic plants. The artificial breeze stirred the leaves overhead, but I barely noticed.

I looked up at the man I’d feared and revered my entire life, and the man whose approval I’d spent decades trying to earn. His eyes were still cold, and his jaw remained in its usual rigid line.

“Your sister is out of control,” he said without preamble.

I blinked up at him, genuinely confused. After everything Sasha had been through, after months of captivity, torture, and isolation in an alien prison, his primary concern was her behavior?

“I think she’s doing great, all things considered,” I said carefully, putting emphasis on the last three words.

His expression darkened. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean she was held prisoner by hostile aliens for months, Dad. She’s been through trauma most people can’t even imagine. The fact that she’s functioning at all, let alone planning a wedding and appearing in public, seems pretty remarkable to me.”

He waved a dismissive hand, as if her suffering was irrelevant to his point. “Before she got entangled with these aliens, Sasha never would have made such a major decision without getting my approval first. Marriage, especially to an alien, is not something to rush into.”

I didn’t like the way he said “aliens” or the subtle curl of his lip. I didn’t like the tone, which suggested he was discussing something distasteful rather than the beings who had saved his daughter’s life.

I squared my shoulders. “Why are you here if you disapprove so strongly?”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I had no choice. It would have looked bad if I had stayed away from my daughter’s wedding, regardless of my personal feelings about the situation. Or my opinion of the Drexians.”

The casual admission sent a chill through me. For the first time, I was really seeing my father clearly, but not as the imposing military hero I’d always imagined him to be, but as a small, threatened man who resented anything that challenged his influence and power.

“What exactly is your issue with the aliens who saved Earth?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

His cheeks mottled red. “Since the Reveal, all anyone can talk about is the Drexians this, the Drexians that. The alliance this, the cooperation that. Everyone seems to have forgotten that it was the Earth’s military that protected this planet for years before these big aliens showed up with their fancy technology and their insistence on doing things their way.”

The bitterness in his voice was shocking. I’d known he was traditional and conservative in his military thinking, but this level of resentment was new to me. The Drexians had insisted on doing things their way because they were technologically superior and had been battling the Kronock for ages. If we hadn’t accepted their help, Earth would have been another Kronock conquest.

“The alliance with the Drexians has only weakened Earth,” he continued, his voice rising slightly. “Made us dependent on alien technology and alien strategies to solve problems we can take care of ourselves. We shouldn’t need anyone else to fight our battles.” He unconsciously touched the arm I knew he’d wounded in Afghanistan decades earlier. “I know all too well what happens when you rely on allies instead of yourself.”

I felt like I was seeing him for the first time without the filter of childhood hero worship. It was true that he’d experienced betrayal from an ally in battle before, but that didn’t mean it would happen with the Drexians. I saw now that his fear had twisted him and made him deeply xenophobic in ways that made my skin crawl.

“You realize,” I said slowly, “that it was those same aliens who saved Sasha’s life? If it weren’t for the Drexians, she’d still be rotting in that prison. Or dead.”

His expression hardened into something that looked almost like contempt. “Her capture was one more reason the alliance is dangerous. If she’d been martyred instead of rescued, it would have shown everyone on Earth exactly what happens when you fight alongside these aliens. She would have been proof that in a Drexian partnership, humans lose.”

Bile teased the back of my throat. Was he actually suggesting that Sasha’s death would have been preferable to her rescue? That her sacrifice would have been useful propaganda for his anti-alien agenda?

A horrible suspicion teased the back of my mind, so terrible that I tried to push it away even as the pieces clicked into place. My father’s resentment of the alliance. His anger at Sasha’s rescue. His suggestion that her martyrdom would have served his political purposes.

Was it possible? Could our own father have been involved in the decision to abandon Sasha? Could he have actually sacrificed his own daughter to make a point about Earth’s independence from alien assistance?

A trickle of horror slid down my spine. I swallowed hard, tasting bile and trying to convince myself that even someone as power-hungry and xenophobic as my father wouldn’t go that far. He wouldn’t sacrifice his own child for political gain. But looking at his enraged expression, I wasn’t sure anymore.

“I... I need to go,” I stammered, backing away from him.

“Ariana,” he called after me, his voice sharp. “We’re not finished talking.”

But I was already walking away, my steps wooden and unsteady, my vision blurred. The beautiful Promenade around me seemed to waver and shift, the carefully maintained utopia suddenly feeling artificial and hollow.

Could it be true? Could my father have been one of the people who wrote Sasha off as an acceptable loss? Could he have sat in a sterile conference room and decided that his own daughter’s death would serve his political agenda better than her rescue?

The thought made me physically sick, but I couldn’t shake it. Everything about his reaction, from his lack of concern for her trauma to his casual suggestion that her martyrdom would have been useful, pointed to someone who had never wanted her saved.

I stumbled toward the nearest inclinator, desperate to get away from him, away from the horrible realization that was crystallizing in my mind. If my suspicions were correct, then Sasha’s instincts about being betrayed weren’t paranoia born of trauma. 

They were the truth.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Deklyn

The inclinator whisked us away from the confrontation with General Bowman. Part of me wondered about the repercussions of walking away from an Earth general. He was the kind of man who could probably make my military career very difficult with a few well-placed words. But a much bigger part of me didn’t care. My priority was the woman beside me, and everything else was secondary.

Sasha looked shaken, her breathing shallow and quick as we glided up and across the station. Pink light pulsed overhead in rhythm with the strange instrumental music that always played in these transport pods. After a few minutes, she started humming along with the melody, her voice soft and slightly off-key in a way that was endearing.

“You know this song?” I asked, surprised.

She laughed. “It’s ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’ by an Earth group called Wham! It’s vintage Earth music from way before my time, but my mom used to play it constantly when Ariana and I were small.”

The mention of her mother sent a flicker of emotion across her face. Maybe it was loss or regret or nostalgia for the innocence of childhood, but it was gone in an instant.

“Where are we going?” she asked, as if realizing for the first time that we were actually traveling somewhere rather than just hiding in the inclinator.

The doors slid open to reveal the familiar tropical paradise of our suite level, but instead of leading her toward our quarters, I guided her along the teakwood path toward an offshoot I’d noticed earlier.

“I thought we could use a drink, sweetheart,” I said.

The path led to a small round bar nestled among artificial palm trees and tropical flowers, complete with a thatch roof, bamboo stools, and torches that flickered with artificial flames. 

Sasha stopped short when she saw it, putting a hand over her mouth as she giggled. “A tiki bar? The Drexians really thought of everything, didn’t they?”

A blonde bartender with small horns protruding from his hair looked up as we approached, his face breaking into a wide smile. “Welcome! What can I get for you?”

Sasha slid onto one of the rattan stools, the tension finally beginning to leave her shoulders. “Something fruity and strong.”

“Make that two,” I said, settling beside her.

As the bartender began mixing our drinks with theatrical flair, Sasha leaned close to whisper in my ear. “What kind of alien is he?”

I managed not to roll my eyes at the casual way she used the term, reminding myself that most humans still thought of non-humans as other. “A Neebix. They’re known for being enthusiastic about interpersonal connections.”

Sasha glanced at the bartender, who winked at her. “You mean they’re flirts?”

I nodded, unsure why she found this amusing. “I’m not sure why they were assigned to bartending positions on the tribute bride stations, aside from the fact that the Kronock destroyed their homeworld, and the Drexians wanted to help them find new careers.”

Sasha flicked a sidelong glance at the bartender, whose long, flexible tail was swishing behind him as he added garnishes to our drinks. “I can see how he might be a distraction for some women.” She turned to me with a grin that made my pulse skip. “Not that he’s my type.”

The comment sent warmth flooding through me, though I found myself afraid to ask what exactly her type was. The bartender slid our drinks across the bar, a pink paper umbrella curiously sticking out from the top of each.

Sasha picked up her drink and clinked it against mine. “Bottoms up!” 

Another odd Earth saying, as Sasha didn’t lift her bottom from the stool. I took a sip from my glass and felt the alcohol hit my system immediately. Whatever the Neebix had mixed was potent enough to power a small transport.

“Do you want to talk about your father?” I asked after another sip.

Sasha made a face that suggested she’d rather discuss just about anything else. “Not even a real fiancé should have to listen to that therapy session.”

But I could tell that General Bowman’s arrival had shaken her more than she wanted to admit. The man had radiated disapproval and barely controlled hostility from the moment he’d set foot on the station.

She took another long sip of her drink, and I watched some of the tension leave her body as the alcohol worked its magic. “Dad was always hard on both Ariana and me, but it was me he expected the most from. Maybe because I was older or because I was most like him.”

There was pain in her voice, old wounds that had never properly healed.

“You are not like him,” I said gruffly.

She smiled at that. “Thanks, but you didn’t know the old me.” Her expression sobered. “He never gave Ariana as much attention, which seems like a blessing now, but at the time she felt rejected. That’s part of why we grew apart as we got older.”

I rested my hand on top of her hand on the bar. 

She smiled, and her expression softened. “One of the best parts of this whole rescue situation was reconnecting with Ariana again. Without him there to pit us against each other, we actually got to be sisters for the first time in years.”

“And now he’s here,” I said quietly.

“And now he’s here,” she agreed, her voice tight. “I don’t want him to ruin everything again.”

Her vulnerability made my chest ache with protective instincts I hadn’t even known I possessed. “I won’t let him ruin anything.”

She gave me a smile that was slightly glassy around the edges. Then she leaned in and kissed me, soft and sweet and tasting of tropical fruit and strong alcohol.

“You know,” she said against my lips, “if we weren’t so much alike, you’d probably make a good husband.”

The words sent heat racing through my bloodstream, but before I could respond, she continued with the kind of honesty that only came from liquid courage. “I wouldn’t mind crawling into bed with you every night.”

The image her words conjured sent desire rushing south so fast it left me lightheaded. I was vaguely aware of the Neebix bartender raising his eyebrows, but I couldn’t bring myself to care about the audience.

“Maybe I should take you back to our suite,” I managed, my voice rougher than I’d intended. “To rest.”

Sasha leaned in close, her breath warm against my ear as she whispered, “You can take me back to our suite, but where’s the fun in resting?”

I knew I should fight the desire that was currently making it difficult to think clearly. Continuing to give in to our desires would only complicate things when it came time to end our charade and go back to our separate lives. But as I looked at her flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes, as I felt the warmth of her body pressing against mine, I found I didn’t care.
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Sasha

Itugged Deklyn through the door of our fantasy suite, the tropical scents of frangipani and ocean breeze doing nothing to cool the heat building in my chest. Without giving him time to think, I pushed him backward onto the enormous bed, watching as he landed among the scattered silk pillows with a look of surprise that was quickly being replaced by something much more dangerous.

“Sasha,” he protested, his voice rough. “You’re drunk.”

“I’m perfectly aware of what I’m doing,” I assured him, climbing onto the bed and bracing my arms on either side of him. “Besides, it’s not like we haven’t messed around before.”

I leaned closer, breathing in his clean scent mixed with the faint trace of the tropical drink on his breath. “We are engaged, after all.”

“Are we?” he rasped, his gaze fully on my mouth.

I should have cared that I was playing with fire, and Deklyn was the very definition of fire, all dangerous heat and the potential to burn everything I’d carefully built. But I found I didn’t care. Pretending to plan a wedding while secretly searching for those who’d betrayed me was exhausting. Lying to people I loved, maintaining this elaborate charade while my emotions grew more tangled by the day was all too much.

I needed to blow off steam, and this was the perfect way to do it. After all, Deklyn and I weren’t the type to confuse physical attraction with deeper emotions, right? There was nothing wrong with having some fun if both parties could handle it, and I could handle anything Deklyn could dish out. And right now, I wanted more of what he’d dished out to me before.

“We should get to enjoy all the fun parts,” I said, trailing a finger along the collar of his uniform. “Especially since I spent the day picking out cakes and dresses, which was definitely not my idea of fun.”

His breath hitched as I continued my exploration, my fingers finding the fastenings of his jacket. “Besides, you owe me for running out on me before the cake tasting was over.”

He arched one dark brow, his expression shifting into something that made heat pool low in my stomach. “How do you want me to repay you?”

The question hung in the air between us. I could see my desire reflected in his eyes, could feel the tension coiling tighter with each passing second.

“I think you know,” I whispered.

Deklyn yanked me down and flipped me over so quickly I didn’t even have time to yelp. He made quick work of pulling off my top and tugging off my pants, and then he tore his own shirt over his head to reveal the tattoos that covered both chest muscles, the tattoos I desperately wanted to touch. He bent down low, nipping at the tender skin of my neck as he let out a velvet, rumbling sound.

Wrapping my arms around his back, I skimmed my fingertips over his nodes, which were already hard and hot to the touch. He growled, looking up at me hungrily and sending tremors of desire humming through me.

He lowered himself until the peaks of my breasts brushed him through the black silk barely containing them. “Are you sure you want this? Are you sure you can take me?”

Before I could get defensive that he would doubt me, the bump of his hard cock against my stomach reminded me just how big he was. I pressed my palms against the firm swell of his chest muscles and then slid them over his broad shoulders, lingering over the tattooed flesh of one pec. “Oh, I can take you. I want to take you.” I lowered my voice to a desperate whisper. “I want you to fuck me, Dek.”

At this, I expected him to pounce on me. Instead, he dipped his head low, capturing my mouth with exquisite slowness. I trembled with anticipation as his mouth took mine, his tongue teasing mine as he parted my lips. 

Wrapping my arms around his neck, I sank into his kiss, savoring the taste of him and the heat of his hard body as it pressed into mine. Without breaking the kiss, Deklyn flipped me over again, sat up and slid his hands down my back until he cupped my ass. Then he heaved me up so that my legs were wrapped around his waist. I gasped, but he swallowed the sound with his mouth.

With deft fingers, he moved my panties to the side. I was already soaking for him, and when his fingers parted me, he groaned. I twitched my hips, letting out a hungry sound when he notched his cock at my opening. 

He deepened his kiss as he lifted me slightly and impaled me on his cock. With one hand under my ass to move me up and down and one hand tangled in my hair to hold my mouth to his, he started thrusting up as his tongue tangled with mine.

His drugging kiss swallowed my moans of pleasure, and I used my own legs for leverage to move myself up and down faster. A rumble vibrated from his chest into mine as he thrust up faster and harder. 

I pressed my toes into the bed behind him as my body quivered, and my legs clenched around his waist. Tearing my mouth from his, I locked eyes with him as waves of pleasure rocked me. His gold eyes were darkening with desire as he teetered on the edge of control, biting his lip as he watched me come. He threw his own head back and let out a roar as he drove me down on his cock one last time before pulsing hot into me. 

When we’d both stopped trembling, I pushed him back so that he flopped onto the bed, and I collapsed on top of him, our panting filling the room. After a few minutes of lying together, he sat up, pulling me with him.

“Where are we going?” I asked, still slightly dazed.

“I can’t have my fiancée all sweaty,” he said as he led me into the shower.
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Deklyn

With a possessive growl, I wrapped my arms around her back, lifting her off the ground and walking her back until we were inside the shower. My hands moved hungrily over her body, cupping her ass and lifting her until she was sitting on top of the half wall. The height was perfect for her to wrap her legs around my waist so that my hard cock pressed against her opening.

I groaned, grinding myself into her as I tipped her head back and kissed her deeply, and she moaned into my mouth. Threading her fingers through my hair, she dug her nails into my flesh and arched into me with an insistent tug.

I was lightheaded as my tongue tangled with hers, the taste of her intoxicating. Sasha wasn’t shy about what she wanted, her own tongue urgent as it stroked mine and explored my mouth without hesitation.

Scraping her nails down my neck to my shoulders, she tore her mouth from mine, her breaths ragged. Her eyes were molten, and her voice husky. “I want you.”

My body buzzed with need, my shaft aching to be released. I cupped her jaw in one hand, locking my gaze on hers. “What do you want from me?”

Her eyelids lowered, and she bit her bottom lip. “You know what I want.”

I let out a low rumble, leaning close and running my tongue up the length of her neck until my mouth brushed her earlobe. “Say it, Sasha.”

She pulled back and held my gaze, her eyes darkening. “I want you to fuck me.”

Heat ignited inside me, sending shivers of pleasure dancing across my skin. I attempted to steady my uneven breath as my gaze devoured her. “You want me inside you, sweetheart?”

She drew in a quick breath, her eyes rolling back in her head for a moment. “I don’t want you inside me, Dek. I need you inside me. Right here. Right now.”

Her hunger for me and the white-hot passion burning in her gaze made my knees nearly buckle. 

I crashed my mouth to hers, my kisses hard and demanding before moving my mouth down her body, cupping one breast in my hand before taking the hard nipple between my lips.

Sasha gasped as she tore her fingers through my hair again as I sucked the tight point of her breast. When I nipped it lightly, she hissed in a breath and coiled her legs around me. Then I moved to the other breast and sucked its pebbled flesh in my mouth. 

She responded by reaching her arms around my back and finding my nodes, stroking them with her fingertips until they were hard and hot and my cock was throbbing in response.

I pulled back for a beat to steady myself, and I took in the sight of her soft mounds quivering as she breathed. “So perfect.”

When I dropped and hooked her legs over my shoulder, she whimpered. “I thought I told you I wanted you to fuck me, Inferno Force.”

I shook my head, eyeing the pretty glistening flesh that beckoned me. “Oh, you’re going to get my cock, but not before I taste you again. I don’t think can take all of me without my warming you up, sweetheart.”

She gave me a sultry smile. “I can take anything you give me.”

I ran a finger through her slickness and then slid it into my mouth. “Not before I make you come on my tongue.”

Sasha let her head fall back and her legs fall open for me, releasing a breathy moan of surrender. With a growl, I ran my tongue through her glistening folds until I found the little bundle of nerves I’d so quickly become obsessed with. 

I circled my tongue around her pleasure center, and Sasha arched her back. Then I flicked my tongue over it, my cock so hard it ached. She clenched her legs around my head, her hungry sounds growing louder as I sucked harder. When I slid one finger inside her and curled it up, she gasped.

“Dek.” She threaded her fingers through my hair as she knifed up, her body bucking, and it was all I could do to hold on as her body clenched around my finger. Then her legs went limp over my shoulders, and the breath shuddered unevenly in her chest.

I kissed the inside of her damp thighs and straightened before dragging the swollen crown of my cock through her slickness and notching it at her tight entrance. “I can go slow for you, Sasha.”

She gazed at me, her eyes flashing. “Do I seem like the type who likes it slow?” 

“No, you don’t, darling.” I grinned at her, grabbed her by the hips, and drove my cock into her with a single hard stroke. 

Sasha grabbed my shoulders as I pulled out and thrust back in, her mouth open as her eyes rolled skyward. I hesitated, holding myself inside her to let her adjust, but she snapped her head to me.

“Don’t you dare stop.”

“As you wish, sweetheart,” I husked before I continued fucking her hard, relishing her throaty moans and the luscious way her breasts bounced with each powerful thrust.

Our mingled sounds of pleasure echoed off the stone walls of the bathroom as I pounded into her, her fingernails scraping my flesh as she tried to hold onto my shoulders. Then she was screaming my name and shuddering again, her pussy spasming around my cock moments before I reared back and exploded inside her with a last roar.

I held Sasha as she slumped forward, gasping and resting her head against my chest as we both tried to remember how to breathe. Then she started laughing.

“Something funny?” I asked, my mouth reluctantly forming words.

“We still haven’t taken our shower, and now I’m even sweatier than I was.”

I leaned back to flick on the water and then turned back to give her a wicked grin. “We’re just getting started, sweetheart.”
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Sasha

Iemerged from the bathroom wrapped in a thick white robe, my hair still damp and smelling of tropical flowers from the shampoo. The holographic sun was setting over the lagoon beyond our balcony, painting the artificial sky in shades of coral and gold that were almost too perfect to be real. Even knowing it was all projection and environmental manipulation, I couldn’t help but admire the view.

Deklyn was asleep in the massive bed, his scruff dark against the white pillows, one bronze arm flung across the space where I’d been lying. The sight of him made something warm and complicated swirl in my chest, like satisfaction mixed with tenderness mixed with the growing fear that I was in much deeper than was wise.

The soft beep of the door made me groan quietly. Probably Serge, ready to drag us off to another wedding planning session. I tiptoed to the entrance on bare feet, trying to move quietly enough not to wake Deklyn.

But when the door slid open, it wasn’t our enthusiastic wedding planner standing in the corridor. It was Ariana, and she looked upset.

“What’s wrong?”

She glanced past me into the suite. “Can we talk?” 

I stepped back to let her in, pressing a finger to my lips and whispering, “We shouldn’t wake Deklyn.”

Ariana’s eyes popped wide as she took in the rumpled bed and my state of undress, but she didn’t comment as I crept past the sleeping figure and led her out onto the balcony.

“I didn’t think the fantasy suites would be so elaborate.” She blinked a few times as she took in the perfect sunset and pristine lagoon. “Or look so real.”

I breathed in the salty air, listening to the gentle sound of water lapping against the balcony steps that led down to the water. The environment wasn’t the only thing that was fake but felt real, I thought, cutting a glance back at Deklyn through the open doorway. Although things with him now felt more real than anything I’d ever experienced, which was terrifying in ways I wasn’t ready to examine.

I jerked my attention back to my sister. “Is this about Dad?”

Ariana nibbled her bottom lip and nodded, the gesture so familiar from our childhood that it made my chest ache.

I walked to the wooden railing and leaned my forearms against it, staring out at the perfect water. “I guess he isn’t happy that I’m getting married without asking his permission?”

“It’s more than that, Sash.” Ariana’s face twisted as if she were in pain. “He hates that you’re marrying a Drexian. I think he hates them, period. Hates that we have an alliance with them.”

I straightened, shaking my head in disbelief. “But the alliance is the reason the Kronock didn’t decimate Earth. He knows that. He’s a general. He understands military strategy. He was part of the group of military chiefs advising world leaders on the alliance.”

Ariana shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know what to tell you. He was going on about how the Drexians have ruined things on Earth, and how we were better off without them.”

I’d known my father revered tradition and that he was uncomfortable with change, but I’d never imagined he was this terrified of progress. The alliance had saved our planet and saved countless human lives. How could he not see that?

Ariana looked away, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “Sash, I think he would do anything to ruin the alliance with the Drexians.”

A chill made me wrap my arms around myself. “What do you mean?”

She stole a frightened glance at me. “The way he was talking, it almost sounded like he would have preferred you to be a martyr than be rescued by the Drexians. He hates that this whole rescue and wedding is making the alliance look good.”

I took a step backward, my mind reeling. “If you’re saying that our father didn’t want me rescued, that’s crazy.”

“I know,” Ariana said quickly. “I didn’t want to believe it either, but you should have heard him, Sash. The things he said about your capture being useful, about how your death would have proven his point⁠—”

I waved my hand sharply, cutting her off. “No way. There’s no way that my father is behind my being abandoned. You must have misunderstood.”

But even as I said the words, doubt crept in. My father’s cold reception, his obvious disapproval of my rescue, and the dismissive way he’d looked at Deklyn all formed a horrible pattern.

Then familiar pain and irrational anger rushed through me, along with the old competitive instincts that our father had programmed into us from childhood. Maybe Ariana was trying to put a wedge between me and our father now that I’d done something he didn’t approve of. Maybe she saw an opportunity to become the favorite daughter.

“Just because Dad is upset with me doesn’t mean you can swoop in,” I said, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. “I’m still his favorite.”

Ariana reared back as if I’d slapped her, and I instantly regretted the outburst. The hurt in her expression was so raw, so genuine, that it made my stomach lurch.

“If that’s what you think of me, fine.” Tears thickened her voice. “I was trying to warn you, but believe what you want. I thought we’d put aside all those years of fighting for Dad’s attention, but clearly you still care more about winning than about me, about anyone.”

She glanced through the doorway at Deklyn’s sleeping form. “You and Dad might deserve each other, but I don’t know if you deserve him.”

Then she was gone, storming out of the suite and leaving me alone on the balcony with the wreckage of what I’d just done. I stood there stunned and hurt, knowing that I deserved every word she’d said.

I’d proven her right with that one cruel comment. I was still the same person who’d put competition above connection, who’d rather win than be kind. And she was right about Deklyn too. I questioned whether I was worthy of someone who risked everything to save me and who looked at me like I was worth protecting even when I was clearly too damaged to protect myself.

I knew for certain that he didn’t deserve my using him in my quest for revenge while pretending he was just a convenient attraction.

As I watched the holographic sun disappear below the horizon, I couldn’t stop thinking about what Ariana had told me about our father. She must have misunderstood. There was no way he would have abandoned me. No way would he have preferred my death to my rescue. That would be beyond cold and cruel. He might be demanding, but I couldn’t believe he was heartless.

I closed my eyes, squeezing them tight to keep the tears at bay.
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Tivek

Ientered the officers’ lounge and took in the indistinct murmurs of conversation, clinking glasses, and subtle tension of the welcome reception.

Admiral Zoran and Commander Vyk stood near the observation windows, their imposing figures bracketing a shorter human in a crisp Earth military uniform. The silvered hair and stiff spine told me it was General Bowman, Sasha and Ariana’s father. Even from across the room, I could see the rigid set of the general’s shoulders and the way he held himself slightly apart from the Drexians. Years as a Shadow had taught me to watch body language as closely as any words.

Torq and Volten had claimed spots near the bar, engaged in what appeared to be a polite conversation with a couple of Earth military adjuncts whose nervous glances around the dimly lit space suggested they were still adjusting to being surrounded by warriors who could probably break them in half without effort.

But it was the third grouping that drew my attention. Kann, with his affable grin and characteristic directness, was speaking with a human who stood out among the military personnel because he was clearly not one of them. He wore no uniform, though his dark suit fit him well and was no doubt expensive, and he didn’t stand as ramrod straight as the officers. This had to be Earth’s Chancellor Morrison, the politician who won the election to represent the planet despite lacking military or diplomatic experience. If I wasn’t mistaken, he’d risen to fame by doing something the humans called podcasting.

I studied the man’s jet black hair that was clearly artificial given the jowls on his face, the unnatural bronze of his skin, and a laugh that carried too loudly across the space. How peculiar that humans had chosen him, I thought as I observed him talking with Kann.

Supposedly, the Earth chancellor might be technically in charge of civilian leadership, but the military considered him a buffoon. Watching him now, I could see why. He dominated the conversation with Kann, seemingly oblivious to the way the human officers in the room were subtly avoiding him.

I circled the room stealthily, positioning myself to observe and overhear without appearing to do either. Chancellor Morrison made it easy to listen in to his conversation since the man had no concept of discretion or volume control.

“—and that’s why I told them, you can’t negotiate from a position of weakness!” he was saying to Kann, who listened politely. “Earth has to show strength, has to make it clear that we’re equal partners in this alliance, not weaklings begging for scraps.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me he was delivering this speech about strength to one of the most genuinely dangerous warriors in the room. As a Blade instructor, Kann grappled daily and was known for his impressive skills with daggers. Not only that, he’d been Inferno Force before returning to teach at the academy. He listened to the human without reacting, which was a greater show of strength than Morrison would ever know.

I moved closer to Admiral Zoran’s group, arriving just in time to hear General Bowman’s clipped response to something Vyk had said.

“—understand your position, Commander, but Earth’s concerns about the tribute bride program remain valid. When human women are encouraged to leave Earth permanently, it raises questions about the true nature of this ‘alliance.’”

The way he said the word alliance, with barely concealed contempt, made my jaw clench. Vyk’s response was firm but measured.

“The program is entirely voluntary, General. Since the Reveal, no human woman has ever been coerced or deceived about what it entails. Many have found happiness and purpose that were denied to them on Earth.”

“That’s true,” a civilian Earthling said. “My niece volunteered and is happily married to a Drexian.”

General Bowman scoffed at this. “Or have they been brainwashed into believing that abandoning their home planet is noble?”

The civilian, surprisingly, did not capitulate to the general. “I, for one, am grateful for the technology the Drexians have shared with us.” He laughed. “And having new allies beats being subjugated to the Kronock.”

“We don’t know what would have happened,” Bowman said in a near growl.

Admiral Zoran stepped in before the conversation could escalate further. “Perhaps we should focus on our joint successes rather than rehash policy disagreements.”

“Or maybe we should discuss Earth’s independence from alien interference,” Bowman said in a low voice that was mostly swallowed as he took a sip of his Noovian whiskey.

The civilian thumped the general on the back, making me think he was a person of some status. “I think interference is too harsh of a word, don’t you, Marcus?”

At least not all humans were as opposed to our alliance as Sasha and Ariana’s father seemed to be. I noticed more than one amiable conversation between the Earth officers and Drexians with genuine smiles and easy banter. If everyone had been so hostile, I would have been concerned about continuing relations with the planet.

I continued prowling the perimeter, wondering where my brother was and why he was missing this chance to get to know Sasha’s father. Not that I blamed him entirely. Not only was General Bowman a hard man to be around, his daughter had clearly captivated Deklyn. I knew firsthand that love had a way of scrambling even the most disciplined warrior’s priorities. 

My mind flitted to Morgan, with whom I’d share a bed later that night. If things weren’t so settled and comfortable between us, I might not concentrate on gathering intelligence. But Morgan knew the truth about me and understood that being a Shadow was still a big part of my life. She didn’t know that I was currently gathering information for Sasha and Deklyn instead of the Shadows, but I knew she would understand.

Chancellor Morrison’s laugh boomed across the room again, and I drifted back toward his conversation with Kann.

“—told my military advisors that sometimes you have to make hard choices for the greater good.” He rocked back on the heels of his dress shoes, and I couldn’t help noticing that they were unusually high, giving him added height. They did not lift him enough to make him as tall as any of the Drexians, though. “Can’t let sentimentality cloud your judgment when you’re dealing with matters of planetary security.”

Something cold slithered down my spine. The casual way he dismissed “sentimentality” in matters of life and death and the obvious pride he took in making “hard choices” gave me pause. Someone who’d never risked his own life or had to make any kind of personal sacrifice was exactly the type who might not think twice about condemning a soldier to certain death to make a political point.

“The Drexians value individual lives highly,” Kann observed, his tone carefully neutral. “In Inferno Force we often say, you go, we go.”

“Inferno Force?” Morrison wrinkled his nose. “A bunch of space cowboys, if you ask me.”

Kann bristled noticeably, and I braced myself to rush in and save the human from being throttled. But Kann wrestled his temper and clenched his jaw. “I thought humans loved cowboys.”

The Earth chancellor laughed as if Kann had said something particularly funny. “We do, we do. But even cowboys know when to thin the herd.”

Kann took a long swig of his Cressidian gin. “I guess as chancellor, you have to be the one to make those calls.”

Morrison shifted from one foot to the other. “I have an advisory council, of course.” He winked at Kann, as if the two were sharing a secret, “but the buck stops with me.”

The words confirmed my growing suspicions. This man could easily be manipulated into believing that abandoning Sasha would serve some greater purpose. He might even convince himself that sacrificing her was noble rather than callous, especially if he was told it was for the greater good.

But was he shrewd enough to orchestrate such a plan himself, or was he simply a useful tool for others with more strategic minds?

As the reception continued, I watched the subtle power dynamics play out. The Earth military officers clearly had little respect for their civilian leader, but they never openly mocked him. General Bowman, in particular, seemed to work very hard to maintain a facade of support while his body language screamed derision.

The pieces of a larger picture were forming in my mind. A weak civilian leader who could be manipulated into making decisions others didn’t want to assume could be a very dangerous thing indeed. Especially in alliances. I saw that Earth might not be the trusted ally it once was. Not if its leader was so weak and foolish.

The question wasn’t whether Earth’s leadership had betrayed Sasha. I still didn’t know whether someone had acted out of cold calculation or tragic idiocy.
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Deklyn

Iwoke to an empty bed and the gentle warmth of artificial sunlight streaming through the open balcony doors. The holographic sun was climbing over the lush mountains in the distance, painting everything in gold. I reached across the silk sheets, but the space where Sasha had been lying was cold.

I remembered rolling over in the night, wrapping my arm around her warm body and pulling her closer. She’d murmured something in her sleep and settled against me with the kind of trust that made my chest ache. But now she was gone.

Had Serge arrived early to drag her off for more wedding planning? The thought made me groan as I sat up, running my hands through my tousled hair. Today was the day before our fake wedding, which meant we had the ceremony rehearsal later. It also meant I didn’t have much longer to figure out who was behind leaving Sasha in Kronock captivity.

This last thought motivated me to jump out of bed and dress quickly in dark Drexian pants and a fitted tee from the well-stocked teakwood wardrobe. The fabric was soft against my skin, but I barely noticed as my mind raced through everything we still needed to accomplish. I’d been derailed the day before by both the Earth delegation and Sasha, but only one of those I didn’t regret.

I walked quickly from the fantasy suite and down the teakwood walkway toward the inclinator, the artificial morning breeze stirring the holographic greenery. My stomach rumbled, reminding me I’d been too distracted the night before to eat anything.

The inclinator doors slid open just as I reached them, revealing my brother about to step out.

“I was just coming to talk to you,” Tivek said, his expression serious.

I stepped inside, grateful for the timing. “Perfect. We need to⁠—”

The inclinator began its descent as pink light pulsed along the walls and soft instrumental music filled the space. The familiar routine should have been soothing, but tension coiled in my shoulders as I thought about everything we still didn’t know.

My brother pivoted to me. “You didn’t come to the officers’ lounge last night.”

I put a hand to my forehead, suddenly remembering the invitation I’d completely forgotten. “I got distracted.” I hesitated, then decided honesty was probably the best policy with my brother. He was a Shadow, after all, so he probably knew anyway. “I was with Sasha.”

Tivek’s gaze roamed my face, his expression giving away nothing. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Probably not,” I admitted.

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I’m no expert on relationships, but it doesn’t look to me like you’re faking anything anymore.”

My gut twisted because he was absolutely right. As much as I hated to admit it, my feelings for Sasha had become completely real, and I was in far deeper than I’d ever intended to be.

I shook off the uncomfortable realization. “I can’t think about that right now. I promised to help her.”

“About that.” Tivek’s tone shifted. “I learned some very interesting things last night.”

“Tell me. Did you figure out who is responsible?”

He frowned. “Nothing confirmed, but I spoke to Admiral Zoran privately after the reception. Drexian High Command was only following a request from Earth and many Drexians disagreed with the decision, namely High Commander Dorn and his brother Kax. They’re the ones who helped the admiral cover the tracks of the unauthorized rescue.”

Relief and pride surged through me. Whatever conspiracy had abandoned Sasha, at least my people hadn’t been the architects of it. The Drexians had been reluctant participants at best, and some had actively worked to undermine the order.

“There’s more,” Tivek continued as the inclinator came to a stop. “There’s considerable tension between the Earth military leaders and the Drexian leadership.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

Tivek pressed the control panel of the inclinator to prevent the doors from opening. “Do you know that Earth’s chancellor is an inexperienced civilian who parrots talking points about necessary sacrifice and the greater good?”

I searched my memory, recalling a human among the delegation not in military uniform. “You think he ordered the rescue mission to stand down? Why?”

“From observing him, it’s clear he’s easily manipulated. He’s never served or fought in a single battle.” Tivek shook his head. “You should have seen his soft hands and unnaturally dark hair. He’s a performer, not a leader.”

I scowled at this. A Drexian who had never fought, never sacrificed, never bled for his people would never have risen to the ranks of leader. “But why do such a cowardly thing as abandoning a pilot?”

“I doubt he decided on his own. I suspect he’d been told what to do by cleverer men than he.” Tivek released a heavy breath. “I watched the human officers around him. They placate him and humor him, but they also easily manipulate him. If he gave the order, he did it because someone else wanted him to.”

“So even if he’s the guilty party, he isn’t the only one responsible.”

“Exactly.” Tivek released the control panel, and the doors slid open, revealing the Promenade.

Despite the early morning hour, the area was already bustling with activity. Even more people than usual crowded the cobblestone walk, and I suspected most were here for the wedding.

Before I could step out, Tivek grabbed my arm. “One more thing, Dek. Sasha’s father isn’t pleased about this wedding.”

I gave a dark chuckle. “That is not new information, brother.”

“I mean, he isn’t pleased about the positive publicity it’s generating for human-Drexian cooperation. The general is not a fan of Drexians, and he doesn’t believe Earth should be allied with us. I suspect he’s part of the growing xenophobic movement on Earth.”

“You mean the lunatics who’d rather face the Kronock on their own?” I gave my head a rough shake. “I suppose they believe they would have survived for all these decades without us shielding their technologically inferior planet?”

Tivek shrugged. “They are smaller than we are and weaker than we are. I think some of their males cannot bear this or the fact that their women are lining up in droves to be tribute brides.”

“Then maybe they should treat their women better,” I grumbled. “A Drexian would die to defend their mate and would put her pleasure above their own. Drexians revere their females and ensure they have the best of everything. If they do not do the same, maybe the human males should blame themselves and not us.”

Tivek laughed. “Should you tell them or should I?”


Chapter
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Sasha

Isat in the coffee shop, nursing a hot vanilla latte and watching the morning foot traffic through the large glass windows. The rich aroma of coffee beans mingled with the scent of fresh pastries, creating an atmosphere that should have been comforting but felt oddly hollow given everything weighing on my mind.

I’d needed to get out of the suite to clear my head and focus on the mission. Whenever I was around Deklyn, the way he looked at me, the way he touched me, and the way he made me feel safe and desired consumed my focus dangerously close to forgetting that I needed revenge.

Not that I regretted how I’d been distracted by him the night before. I’d wanted heated touch, every whispered word, and every throaty moan. No part of me regretted waking up pressed against his solid warmth in the pre-dawn hours. The only thing I regretted was slinking out of bed and leaving him to wake alone while I fled to process my conflicted emotions over coffee.

Still, I was grateful for the caffeine and the distance. Both had helped me home in on the reason I was doing all of this. 

After reviewing the Earth delegation, I was certain that Chancellor Morrison was behind everything. The man hadn’t come from a military background, like the rest of them. He’d been elected because he’d been a podcast celebrity who’d gotten famous for being outrageous and taking wild positions. He was all bravado and no substance, a politician who’d have no problem throwing a soldier to the wolves if he thought it would make for good talking points.

That made much more sense than someone like my father, who’d served his country faithfully for decades, doing something so callous as abandoning his own daughter. Dad might be rigid and disapproving, but he wasn’t evil.

The only thing I could admit as a possibility was that he might have known what Chancellor Morrison had done, or at least have had suspicions about it. He was loyal enough of a soldier that he wouldn’t speak out publicly against a sitting chancellor, but I was sure I could get the truth out of him. I just needed the right approach and the right pressure applied at exactly the right moment. Then I would prove that Ariana’s accusations were untrue.

I took a sip of my sweet coffee and sighed, feeling better about my plan already. Movement outside the window of the coffee shop caught my attention. I’d been quietly observing the station rousing itself and tracking all the people walking past, but none of them had blue, vertical hair or wore brightly colored, form-fitting dresses like the Vexling wedding planner. Reina spotted me through the window and changed direction, pushing through the door with a warm smile.

“Mind if I join you?” she asked, already settling into the chair across from me.

I forced myself to smile. “Is it time for more wedding preparation? Please tell me Serge hasn’t thought of more things I need to choose.”

“No, don’t worry,” Reina said with a laugh. “I told him you’d already picked the menu and music. He was so relieved to have those decisions made he didn’t question the details.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I picked everything for you. I didn’t think you’d mind, hon, since it’s not really your wedding.”

The casual reminder sent a pang through my chest that I tried to ignore. “What did you choose? In case Serge mentions it, I don’t want to be totally clueless.”

“Earth delicacies mixed with Drexian favorites for the menu,” she said, ticking items off on her fingers. “A chocolate fountain, which sounded delightful, filet mignon with gourmet mac and cheese, and a ‘sliders’ station that I thought sounded appropriately festive.”

I had to smile at her earnest planning, despite the eclectic choices. “And the music?”

“All eighties pop played by a full orchestra,” she announced proudly. “Very dramatic, very romantic. You’ll be walking down the aisle to ‘Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.’”

I tried not to laugh at the mental image of a formal wedding processional set to Cyndi Lauper, but the absurdity of it all suddenly hit me. Here I was, planning the most elaborate fake wedding in galactic history, complete with orchestral versions of pop songs and a menu designed by an alien who thought “sliders” sounded festive.

“Thank you,” I managed, meaning it despite everything. “That sounds perfect.”

But even as I said it, I couldn’t help feeling a stab of regret that none of it was real. That I’d never get to have an actual wedding, with music I’d chosen because it meant something to me and food selected because it was my favorite.

I pushed the melancholy aside and leaned forward. “Actually, I’m glad you’re here. I have a plan to get the truth from my father, but I need your help.”

Reina’s enormous eyes lit up with interest, and she leaned closer until her towering blue hair almost brushed against my head. “What’s the plan, hon?”

“I need to get him alone, away from the other Earth officials and away from the cameras,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Somewhere he’ll feel comfortable talking freely. And I need you to help me create that opportunity.”

“What kind of opportunity?”

I took a sip of my latte, using the moment to organize my thoughts. “My father is old-school military. He believes in the chain of command, proper protocols, following orders even when you disagree with them. If Chancellor Morrison had ordered him to abandon me, he would have followed those orders even if he hated them.”

Reina’s face twisted in obvious judgment, but I ignored it. She didn’t understand what it was like in the military, what he was like when it came to following orders. 

“I think he knows who gave the orders, but he needs someone to give him permission to tell the truth.”

“And how do we do that?”

I pulled out my wrist communicator and scrolled through the wedding schedule Serge had loaded onto it. “The rehearsal dinner is tonight. All the Earth officials will be there, including my father. Before we walk down the aisle to rehearse, it will just be me and him standing in the back.”

Reina’s eyes widened. “The perfect opportunity for a private conversation.”

“I need you to make sure we aren’t disturbed. Maybe create a distraction to delay the actual rehearsal?”

Reina’s smile was triumphant. “I can definitely do that. Serge loves a good crisis to solve, and he’s the one we need to distract; otherwise, he’ll lose his mind that we’re running late.”

“You’re sure you don’t mind getting involved in this?” I asked, feeling guilty about dragging her deeper into our deception. “It might not work, and you might catch some flak for creating a crisis.”

“Hon,” she interrupted gently, “the people who should have protected you abandoned you. If your father knows who did it, you need to help him find his courage.”

My throat tightened. After my fallout with Ariana, having someone unequivocally on my side felt like a gift I didn’t deserve.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Reina replied with a wink. “Wait until you see how Serge handles wedding crises.”


Chapter
Forty-Six



Deklyn

The ceremony setting was a seaside bluff overlooking an impossibly perfect ocean, complete with a sunset that painted the artificial sky in shades of coral and gold. The scent of salt air and blooming flowers was so convincing that if I closed my eyes, I could almost believe we were standing on an actual cliff instead of a space station light-years from any real ocean.

But all the holographic scenery in the galaxy couldn’t distract me from my growing frustration. I hadn’t been able to talk to Sasha all day. Every time I’d looked for her, she’d just left where I was. Serge had been too busy to be of any help, rushing past me with armfuls of fabric samples and muttered complaints about last-minute changes. When I’d finally tracked down Reina, hoping she might know where Sasha was, she’d been unusually cagey, deflecting my questions with vague comments about bridal jitters.

I had the distinct feeling that Sasha was up to something, and I wanted to talk to her before she put herself at risk.

Tivek and Admiral Zoran stood nearby, their voices pitched low in conversation. Now that I knew Tivek was much more than the admiral’s adjunct, I suspected they were discussing sensitive information.

”You don’t have to keep secrets from me," I said as I joined them.

Tivek glanced at the admiral, who nodded permission. “Zoran got verbal confirmation from Chancellor Morrison that there were meetings where they discussed abandoning all Earth prisoners.”

“The man was quite talkative after a few drinks,” Admiral Zoran added. “He claimed the decision was made to drum up sympathy for Earth and to make people rally against the Kronock threat, but I believe he was being fed that justification by others.”

“The chancellor was too addled to remember which specific military leaders advanced the plan,” Tivek continued. “He admitted that they all looked the same to him. ‘Bald ties or buzz cuts in uniforms,’ were his exact words.”

“This is the man who represents Earth?” I growled.

Before I could tell them more of my thoughts about the chancellor, Volten approached us, his usual serene confidence replaced by obvious worry.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

He ran a hand through his brown hair. “Ariana is upset. She and Sasha got into a fight.”

“When did this happen?” 

“Last night, apparently,” Volten said. “Ariana went to Sasha’s suite, and they argued.”

Heat flushed my face. Had I slept through a fight? After showering with Sasha, I’d fallen into a deep, exhausted sleep that I hadn’t experienced in ages. If Sasha and Ariana had argued, I’d have been completely oblivious.

“Do you know what they fought about?” I asked.

Volten’s voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “Their father.”

I growled under my breath. “What else?”

General Bowman had been the source of tension and competition between the sisters their entire lives. Even though I hadn’t known Sasha as long as Volten had known Ariana, I understood this fundamental rot of their family.

Tivek looked between me and Volten, “Did Ariana say specifically what about their father caused the argument?”

Volten’s face pinched. “She won’t say. It’s too upsetting for her to talk about. But she’s heartbroken that Sasha took his side over hers and accused her of being jealous.”

I frowned, genuinely confused. This didn’t sound like the Sasha who’d been overjoyed to reconnect with her sister and who’d spoken with such regret about their years of competition and distance. What had changed? What had happened while I’d been sleeping?

The need to find Sasha and get answers became even more urgent.

Before I could leave to track down my fake fiancée, Serge bustled up to our group with a clipboard, trailed by a camera crew that seemed to be ever present.

“I need to talk to Sasha before we start the rehearsal,” I said told him

“Out of the question!” Serge snapped, then flashed a bright smile at the cameras. “She’s in the back with her father, waiting to rehearse walking down the aisle. It’s terrible luck for the groom to see the bride before the ceremony rehearsal begins.”

He produced a small wireless microphone and began pinning it to my lapel. “We’re about to broadcast live to Earth, so say nothing you don’t want heard around the galaxy.”

I gulped and clamped my mouth shut, suddenly aware that every word, every expression, every gesture was being transmitted to billions of viewers. I’d have to wait until after the rehearsal to talk to Sasha, to find out what had driven a wedge between her and Ariana, and to discover what scheme she was undoubtedly planning. 

It wasn’t lost on me that I was about to rehearse a wedding ceremony while having no idea what my supposed bride was up to. If this were what genuine marriages were like, I wasn’t sure how anyone survived them.


Chapter
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Sasha

Istood in the stark white corridor outside the holographic ceremony suite, my palms sweating despite the perfectly controlled climate. The ivory cocktail dress felt uncomfortably tight, and my heart hammered against my ribs as I tried to convince myself I was doing the right thing.

Ariana stood nearby, but she might as well have been on another planet. She kept her gaze fixed on the double doors leading into the holographic ceremony room and her back to me.

“Ariana,” I started, but she cut me off with a sharp shake of her head.

“We should talk later, when you’re not about to rehearse your wedding,” she said, her voice carefully controlled. “This isn’t the time or place.”

The formality in her tone was worse than if she’d screamed at me. This was my sister reverting to the polite stranger she’d been for years before our reunion, and I knew I’d done this to us with my cruel accusation the night before.

“Do you still want me to be your maid of honor?” she asked quietly, and the fact that she had to ask made me feel sick.

“Of course I do,” I said immediately.

She nodded coldly. “I guess it’s too late to get someone else to fit the dress. Besides, it wouldn’t look great on TV if you had no attendant, would it?”

The words hit like barbs lodging in my skin. She was only staying in the wedding out of obligation and because it was too late to make changes. I suppose I couldn’t blame her. Not after the things I’d said.

“I’ll see you inside,” she said, and disappeared through the doorway into the ceremony space.

I could have kicked myself for not making things right with her earlier, but I’d been so preoccupied with planning how to confront my father and with trying to avoid Deklyn so I wouldn’t lose focus. Was Ariana yet another thing I was sacrificing to get my revenge?

“Sasha!” Reina’s voice pulled me from my self-recrimination. She rushed up, her blue hair swaying with each hurried step, and pressed the bouquet into my hands.

“The mic is hidden in the flowers,” she whispered, her eyes bright and unblinking.

I stared down at the perfect arrangement of white orchids and tropical blooms, suddenly understanding why it felt so heavy. “Are we broadcasting the rehearsal?”

Reina bobbed her head. “I planted the idea in Serge’s head that the production company should make it a two-night special. Tonight they’re airing all the footage of the wedding planning and the live rehearsal. Tomorrow will be the live ceremony and reception.”

My mouth went dry. “So, they can hear everything I say?”

Reina glanced around the corridor, then reached into the flowers and clicked something with a soft click. “Now they can.”

The sound of approaching footsteps made us both turn. General Bowman walked toward us with sharp steps, his expression as cold and disapproving as ever. Seeing him still triggered the old childhood response of wanting to stand straighter and make him proud.

Reina squeezed my hand and mouthed ‘good luck’ before saying aloud, “Oh good, the father of the bride is here. Let me pop my head in to cue the music, and we can get this rehearsal going.”

Then she was gone, disappearing through the white double doors and leaving me alone with my father in the pristine hallway. 

“Thanks for being here,” I said, acutely aware that the microphone hidden in my bouquet was picking up every word.

He grunted something that might have been acknowledgment, his ice-blue eyes scanning me with this all too familiar critical gaze.

“I know you don’t like Deklyn,” I said quietly.

His jaw tightened. “It isn’t him I dislike.”

“It’s all Drexians, right? All aliens?”

He glowered at me, his gaze flashing with barely contained anger. “Earth was fine before the Drexians revealed themselves and ruined it all. We don’t need big, arrogant aliens who think they can do everything better than us.”

“The Drexians saved Earth,” I said, my voice rising despite my efforts to stay calm.

He scoffed. “Earth could have handled the Kronock without them.”

“I was up in the air, fighting those bastards,” I shot back. “I can tell you firsthand that we needed the Drexians.”

His face reddened, veins standing out on his forehead as if his composure was cracking. “I’ve been betrayed by allies before. I won’t let it happen again. Not when I can stop it.”

I knew all about his being ambushed in battle because of a treacherous ally, but that had been ages ago. Was he really letting that experience and his own injury influence his view of the Drexians?

“The Drexians are the reason I’m standing here today.” I pressed. “But you know that, don’t you? You know exactly why Earth didn’t come to save me.”

“Because I told them not to,” he hissed, a vindictive smile twisting his features. “I was willing to make the ultimate sacrifice to turn sentiment against the Drexians. As long as you remained a captive, Earth would know that the Drexians couldn’t fix everything.”

His words snatched the breath from my lungs. “You?”

“Who else could have approved it? You were my daughter, after all. If I were willing to lose you to the cause, no one else would hesitate.”

“So, you’re the reason Earth didn’t allow a rescue?” I managed, my voice shaking. “You’re the one who told the chancellor to veto it?”

He squared his shoulders, meeting my horrified gaze with cold pride. “You’re damn right I did. That simpleton will do anything I tell him. It was for the greater good. Any daughter of mine should understand that.”

Ariana had been right. My sister had tried to warn me, and I’d accused her of jealousy instead of listening. I felt as though I might throw up. The betrayal had come from the man who should have moved heaven and earth to bring me home. I jerked away from him and bent over, hands on my knees, trying to breathe through the nausea.

Just then the door flew open, and Ariana strode out, her eyes blazing with fury. Reina was right behind her, looking stricken.

“Ariana?” I gasped and heard my voice projected from inside the ceremony room.

The microphone. Oh God, the microphone had been broadcasting our entire conversation inside the ceremony room as well as to Earth.

My father realized it at the same moment. “What the hell—?” he stammered, and those words boomed from speakers inside the room, where dozens of witnesses and cameras were recording everything.

Ariana strode right up to him, reared back, and punched him square in the face. The general staggered backward, his hand flying to his nose as blood flowed freely down his face.

“That’s for being a shit father and a traitor,” Ariana said, her voice echoing clearly through the open doorway.

Then the entire place erupted into chaos.


Chapter
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Deklyn

Istood at the front of the ceremonial area with Tivek beside me, both of us wearing the formal Drexian attire Serge had insisted upon. The cameras were positioned, a holographic orchestra waited for their cue to begin the processional music, and Earth dignitaries and friends from the Academy filled rows of chairs.

“Is the bride ready?” Serge asked Reina when she hurried in from the hallway.

Reina’s smile was a bit too bright. “You could say that.”

I glanced toward the back of the ceremony space where Ariana waited to begin her walk down the aisle. Even from this distance, I could see the downcast set of her shoulders and the pinch of her brow. She and Sasha clearly hadn’t made up yet, and this wrapped my chest in another knot.

I tried to look appropriately excited for the cameras trained on me, but I didn’t know how much longer I could keep up the lies as they ate away at me.

Then, voices blared around us through hidden speakers, and my blood chilled.

It was Sasha’s voice, clear and determined: “I know you don’t like Deklyn.”

Her father’s gruff response: “It isn’t him I dislike.”

Tivek’s sharp intake of breath beside me confirmed what I was hearing wasn’t my imagination. Somehow, their private conversation outside the room was being broadcast into the ceremony space, carried by speakers meant to amplify wedding vows.

“It’s all Drexians, right? All aliens?”

Serge gasped and looked desperately toward the double doors, but Reina grabbed him by the back of his turquoise suit jacket, holding him in place as his feet pinwheeled in midair.

“You’re ruining the wedding of the century!” he cried.

But Reina pressed her lips together defiantly, and I knew that she and Sasha had orchestrated this. They’d set up the microphone, arranged for the broadcast, and turned what was supposed to be a private moment into a very public revelation.

The surrounding guests shifted uncomfortably as General Bowman’s xenophobic rant filled the space. When he admitted Earth was “fine” before the Drexians revealed themselves, shocked murmurs rippled through the assembled crowd. The Earth military officials looked mortified, while the Drexian delegation’s expressions hardened.

But it was what came next that sent true chaos through the ceremony space.

“So you’re the reason Earth didn’t allow a rescue? You’re the one who told the chancellor to veto it?”

The question hung in the air like an accusation, and I watched Chancellor Morrison’s face go pale as every eye in the room turned toward him.

General Bowman’s response was even worse than I’d feared: “You’re damn right I did. That simpleton will do anything I tell him. It was for the greater good.”

The ceremony space erupted. Chancellor Morrison shot to his feet, his face flushed with rage and humiliation. “How dare he⁠—?”

Earth officials turned to stare at each other in horror, while Drexian voices rose in angry mutters of “treason” and “despicable.” Admiral Zoran’s expression was thunderous as he stared daggers at the humans.

But all I could think about was Sasha. She was out there in that corridor, facing her father’s betrayal alone, and every instinct I possessed screamed at me to get to her.

Serge took in the disaster unfolding, shrieked, and then fainted dead away, his small form crumpling in a dramatic heap. Reina laid him across some empty chairs and followed me toward the back doors.

As fast as I was, Ariana was both closer and faster. She rammed through the doors, and I arrived behind her just in time to see her rear back and punch her father square in the face with enough force to knock the general backward.

“That’s for being a shit father and a traitor,” she snarled as she shook out her punching hand.

But I barely registered the man bleeding on the polished white floors because my entire focus was on Sasha. She was bent over, hands on her knees, her face pale. A bunch of flowers lay scattered at her feet, the colorful blooms trampled.

I rushed to her side just as her legs gave out, catching her before she could collapse completely. She fell against my chest with a broken sob, her entire body trembling.

“I’ve got you,” I whispered against her hair, wrapping my arms around her as she wept. “I’ve got you.”

The fury I felt toward the callous monster who could condemn his own daughter to months of torture for political gain was overwhelming. But my desperate need to protect Sasha from any more pain completely overshadowed it.

She’d gotten her truth and her proof, but the cost had been higher than either of us had imagined, and I wasn’t sure how we were going to survive the fallout.


Chapter
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Sasha

Ilet myself sink deeper into Deklyn’s embrace as the chaos swirled around us in the corridor. I vaguely registered my father being dragged away by angry Drexian officials. It should have filled me with satisfaction that someone was facing consequences for betraying me, but all I felt was hollow exhaustion.

I’d finally gotten my answer, but it was the last thing I’d expected. Not some soulless politician, but my father. The man who’d raised me and pushed me to excel, and then condemned me to months of torture because his hatred of aliens mattered more than his love for his daughter.

Deklyn’s arms around me were a shield that reminded me what true protection felt like, but I knew it couldn’t last forever. Not when our ruse was at its end.

“Ow,” Ariana muttered nearby, shaking out her right hand. Her knuckles were already swelling from the impact with our father’s face, but her expression held no regret.

I straightened and met her gaze, seeing some of my pain reflected there. “I’m so sorry for not believing you. You were right about everything.”

Ariana’s expression softened, and she placed her uninjured hand gently on my arm. “I understand not wanting to believe the worst about your own father. I didn’t want to believe it either.”

The forgiveness in her words broke something loose inside me. I pulled away from Deklyn so I could wrap my arms around my sister, finally allowing myself to cry for everything we’d both lost. “I’m so sorry for the horrible things I said to you. I didn’t mean any of it.”

“I know.” Ariana held me tightly, both of us shaking as we cried. “And I didn’t mean any of the horrible things I thought about you.”

I laughed through my tears, but I knew acutely that Deklyn remained right beside me, his presence a steady anchor. When I finally dried my eyes and pulled away from Ariana, I turned to face him. 

“Well, Dek, we did what we set out to do. I guess we should tell everyone the truth.”

Ariana looked from me to Deklyn and back again, confusion creasing her brow. “What truth?”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself. “The engagement was a sham. It was a way to get all the Earth officials to come to the station so we could find out who was behind abandoning me to the Kronock.”

Ariana’s mouth fell open, but she closed it quickly. “I knew you weren’t the type to get engaged so fast.”

“It was my idea,” I continued quickly, “and Deklyn only went along with it because I begged him to. No one should be upset with him for this.”

“It was fake?” came a weak voice from behind us.

We all turned to see Serge approaching on short, shaky legs. His purple hair was disheveled, his turquoise suit wrinkled, and he appeared utterly devastated.

“I’m sorry, Serge,” I said.

He looked from me to Deklyn with wounded eyes, which rolled into the back of his head as he fainted, becoming a brightly colored heap on the floor.

Reina rushed over to check on him. “Oh, dear.”

“It wasn’t fake.” The voice was so low I barely caught it.

I turned to face Deklyn. “What?”

He locked eyes with me, his gaze intense and unwavering. “Nothing I’ve said to you has been fake, and nothing I feel for you is fake.”

I stared at him, stunned speechless as tears welled in my eyes again.

“It might have started as a way to get to the truth,” he continued, his voice growing stronger, “but it got to the truth about us, too. Sasha, I love you. I can’t imagine life without you, even if you are the most stubborn female I’ve ever known.”

Despite everything that had just unfolded, I laughed at his characteristic blend of devotion and exasperation.

“Will you marry me?” he asked, taking my hand in his. “Not for revenge or any reason other than I love you more than I thought possible.”

“I thought you weren’t the marrying type.”

He shrugged, a gesture so completely cocky and completely him it made my heart flutter. “That was before you, sweetheart.”

I didn’t have to think hard. I knew that I’d fallen for him despite his being cocky, infuriating, and way too much like me.

I gave him a wicked smile. “I do feel bad for Serge and all his hard work. I suppose it would only be fair for me to say yes.”

Deklyn yanked me into his embrace, his laughter rumbling against my ear. “So stubborn.”

“So cocky,” I whispered back, then added more seriously, “And I love you so much.”

When he kissed me, I barely registered the cheering that erupted around us.

For the first time since my rescue, I felt truly free. Not because I’d gotten revenge on those who’d wronged me, but because I’d found something better than revenge. I’d found something real, something honest, and something that could survive any storm.

I’d found love.


Chapter
Fifty



Tivek

Ikept a firm hold of General Bowman’s shoulder while Admiral Zoran held the other and Captain Kalex strode briskly in front of us.

“Where are you taking me?” Bowman tried to shake off my grip, but I dug my fingers into the fabric of his uniform.

“To the brig,” Kalex snapped without sparing him a glance.

The Earth general attempted to wrest himself from us again, but Admiral Zoran spun the man to face him so sharply I had to release his shoulder.

The human wasn’t small for a human, but Drexians still towered over all but the tallest Earthling. Zoran fisted a hand in the general’s uniform below the neck and nearly lifted him off his feet. “You have just admitted to treason and cowardice for your own political ideology in front of my officers, your own colleagues, and a good deal of Earth. If I were you, I would not bother with protesting your rights or your innocence.”

“But I’m a citizen of Earth,” the man blustered, his face reddening.

“And you are on a Drexian space station,” growled Zoran. “The next time you want to brag about how strong Earth is and how you don’t need Drexian help, maybe think about where you are.”

That shut him up long enough for Zoran to drop him to his feet. The admiral let his gaze drift to me, and he gave me a brief nod. “I’ve got this, Tiv.”

Before I could argue that I was happy to assist, I caught a movement from the corner of my eye. Morgan was rushing toward me, concern etched on her face.

I returned the admiral’s knowing look. “Thank you, sir.”

Then Kalex took the general’s other arm, and he and Zoran continued dragging the man through the station and toward a little-seen area where we kept prisoners. I wasn’t sure what would happen to the criminal, but knowing the Drexian’s low tolerance for cowardice and xenophobia, it didn’t look good for him. Not that I believed he should get anything less than the treatment he subjected his own daughter to. I only wondered how many other Earth dignitaries would also pay for their cruelty.

Once the general had been escorted around the corner of the corridor and out of sight, Morgan ran up to me. “Are you okay? I saw you help subdue Sasha’s father and drag him away. It looked like he was fighting you, so I wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

I smiled at the pale-haired woman. “And if it wasn’t? If he’d gotten loose, what was your plan?”

Her cheeks flushed, and she lifted her chin defiantly. “You clearly haven’t seen a girl-fight. I was going to jump on his back and pull his hair.”

I couldn’t help laughing at this. “I would have enjoyed watching that.”

She playfully slapped me on the chest. “Just because I’m smaller than you doesn’t mean I’m weak.”

I sobered instantly, remembering how courageous she’d been during Sasha’s rescue. “I would never accuse you of being weak. If I’ve learned one thing about human women, it’s that you’re much tougher than your smaller stature would indicate.”

She smiled. “I’m going to take that as a weirdly worded compliment.”

I pulled her close to me, grateful that the corridor was empty and all the drama remained near the chaotic wedding venue. After witnessing something so shocking, I needed to hold Morgan and remind myself that there were still those who valued the Earth-Drexian alliance and still humans who valued our friendship. 

She wrapped her arms around me, burying her head in my chest and squeezing. Then she peered up so she could meet my gaze. “You know that Bowman and his cronies don’t speak for most humans, right? It’s only those on the fringe who are terrified of change and outsiders who think like this. Most humans understand Drexians have only tried to help Earth and only want a powerful alliance that benefits everyone.”

I nodded at this, but the general’s hateful rhetoric still rang in my ears. As a Drexian, I’d come from a species who’d known substantial loss and who’d also learned early on that there was strength in alliances. It was why we’d recolonized and integrated species who’d been driven from their planets and why we’d embraced diversity. We knew all too well that we would never survive without human mates and that Earth would not remain intact without us sharing our advanced technology to fight off the Kronock. 

“After our peoples have worked together successfully for so long, it is troubling to know that there are those who hate us because we’re different,” I admitted, my chest tight.

She pressed her splayed hands to my chest. “You can’t listen to the hate. It will always be there because there will always be those who are so weak they feel threatened by anything different. It’s happened over and over on Earth. That doesn’t mean there aren’t millions of people on Earth who embrace change and value our alliance. What’s also happened over and over on Earth is people coming together to help each other during hard times.”

I dredged up a smile for her. “I am grateful that you’re one of the people who values our alliance and cares about Drexians.”

Her smile edged toward something mischievous. “I’d say my feelings are stronger than just caring.”

Heat blossomed in my chest as my pulse quickened. “As are mine.”

She curled one hand around my neck and pulled me down so we were eye to eye. “If you think this changes anything about us, you’re crazy. I still know there’s no one in the galaxy I’d rather be with than you.”

My throat tightened. “And out of all the females in the known universe,  I would pick you again and again, Morgan.”

She let her fingers drift low enough to brush across the node at the nape of my neck. “Prove it, Shadow.”

I instinctively glanced around the corridor, but there was no one to hear her and no one to watch me crush my mouth to hers, curling my arms around her and lifting her off the ground.

When I finally lowered her back to the polished floor, she was breathing hard as she gazed up at me. “What are the chances of our getting one of those fantasy suites for the night?”

“Since they are reserved for engaged couples, I suppose you’ll have to give your official agreement to marry me.”

Her pupils flared wide, and an expression of pure joy transformed her face. “Then, I do.”


Chapter
Fifty-One



Deklyn

Icarried Sasha through the door of our fantasy suite, her arms wrapped around my neck. Despite the furor throughout the station, despite the Earth delegation preparing to depart, despite Serge’s insistence that we had more details to sort out before the wedding took place the next day, I’d stolen Sasha away and snuck back to our fantasy suite.

There was nothing that mattered more than my taking care of my real fiancée, and that meant removing her from all the fallout and drama. It also meant showing her just how real my feelings were for her. Every time we’d fallen into each other’s arms before, it had been with the understanding that it wasn’t real and that it was only for fun. I’d told myself that we were burning off energy and that it didn’t matter, but now I knew it mattered more than anything. Sasha mattered more than anything to me. 

“You don’t have to carry me over the threshold,” Sasha said. “We aren’t married yet.”

“Why would that matter?”

She laughed and fluttered a hand in the air. “I forgot you don’t know all the Earth wedding traditions.”

“I don’t, but I know people are required to leave the bride and groom alone.”

“That’s after the wedding,” she teased, though her eyes sparkled with mischief. “And it’s so the couple can get it on, especially if they’ve waited until their wedding night.”

“Then that doesn’t apply to us.”

“Hardly.” She laughed as I dropped her onto the enormous bed, watching as she bounced once among the silk pillows.

“On Earth, couples stay apart the night before their wedding,” she continued, propping herself up on her elbows. “And we’re getting married for real tomorrow.”

I began peeling off my formal jacket, my gaze never leaving her face. “Then consider this another rehearsal for what is it your humans call it? A honeysmoon?”

“Honeymoon,” she corrected, though her voice was already getting breathless as I continued undressing.

“Honeymoon,” I repeated, savoring the strange Earth word as I finished stripping down and climbed naked onto the bed beside her.

Her gaze raked over my body as her breath quickened, and her pupils flared. As I began working at the fastenings of her dress, my hands gentle but insistent, I marveled at how differently things had ended than I’d ever expected. When I’d first agreed to help Sasha with her quest for revenge, I’d thought we were embarking on a dangerous endeavor that could end badly for both of us. But I’d also thought that we would go our separate ways once we were done.

I’d never imagined that the fake engagement would become the most real thing in my life. I’d never guessed that the woman I’d rescued from a Kronock prison would end up rescuing me right back.

“Deklyn,” she whispered after I’d undressed her, and she lay on her back with her dark hair spilling around her face.

There was something in her voice that made me pause.

“What is it, sweetheart?” I asked, searching her face for any sign of hesitation or regret.

She reached up to cup my cheek with her palm. “It’s just that I love you. Really, truly love you. Not because you saved me, although that was really nice, but because you make me feel like the best version of myself, even when I’m being impossible.”

“You are impossible,” I agreed, my voice rough with emotion. “And I wouldn’t change a single stubborn, reckless, beautiful thing about you.”

When I kissed her, it was with all the hope I’d been carrying since that first moment in the Kronock prison when she’d snapped at me, and I’d known I wanted to know everything there was to know about the headstrong woman. This wasn’t about revenge anymore or even the heat that always seemed to spark between us.

This was about forever.


Chapter
Fifty-Two



Sasha

My hands trembled as I smoothed the delicate lace overlay of my mermaid wedding dress, the intricate beadwork catching the soft light filtering through the corridor windows. The dress hugged my curves perfectly, its long train pooling behind me. 

“Stop fidgeting,” Ariana whispered beside me, though her own hands were busy adjusting the flowing skirt of her midnight blue gown. “You look absolutely stunning.”

I caught my reflection in the polished metal of the corridor wall and barely recognized myself. Gone was the hollow-cheeked, bruised woman who’d been rescued from that hellish prison. In her place stood someone who actually looked like a bride. I only wish I’d paid more attention to the wedding details when I’d had a chance.

“You’re sure this isn’t too sexy?” I whispered to my sister. “I didn’t think I’d actually be wearing it.”

Ariana laughed. “Serves you right.” Then she touched my hand. “You look perfect.”

“Flowers!” Reina rushed toward us, taking tiny steps in the tight column gown that was a surprisingly subdued swirl of only shades of blue to match the theme. Even her swirl of hair was adorned with tiny silver stars. She held a bouquet of white orchids in one hand and a smaller arrangement of purple ones in the other. “I almost forgot the flowers! Can you imagine? A wedding without flowers would be like⁠—”

“Like a cake without frosting,” Serge finished, appearing behind her in a pale blue suit complete with a ruffled shirt. His platform boots were dark blue, but they were also decorated with glittering silver stars. 

“You don’t have any more surprises planned, do you?” he asked me for what had to be the fifth time in the last hour. “No last-minute reveals? No more secrets?”

I couldn’t help noticing the puffy knot on his forehead that resulted from one of his fainting spells. “Serge, I promise you. No more surprises.”

He pressed a hand to his chest and released a dramatic sigh of relief. “Good. Because I simply cannot handle any more drama. My poor nerves are already frayed to shreds.” But then his expression shifted to one of barely contained glee. “Although I must say, the ratings for the live stream of the rehearsal broke all previous records. The production company is already talking about a reality show featuring me and the tribute brides!”

Reina leaned closer to me, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s like pouring gasoline onto a flame. He’s been insufferable all morning.”

“I heard that,” Serge said primly, though he didn’t seem offended. “And for your information, fame becomes me. I’ve already received seventeen requests for interviews and three offers to write wedding planning books.”

Ariana stepped closer to me, her hand finding mine and squeezing gently. “Are you okay? After everything that happened, are you really okay walking down that aisle by yourself?”

I probably should have been more upset that my father had turned out to be such a villain, but after rotting away in an alien jail and thinking I might never see my sister again, I was now surrounded by people who cared about me. Plus, I was about to marry the man who’d risked everything to save me.

“I’m really okay. I know now who my genuine family is.” I squeezed Ariana’s hand and looked into her eyes. “And I’m not walking down the aisle alone. You’re walking me down.”

Ariana’s chin wobbled, her free hand flying to her mouth to contain the sob that escaped. “Sasha...”

“Oh, for the love of all that’s holy!” Serge exclaimed, rushing forward with a lace handkerchief. “Don’t ruin your makeup! We don’t have time for touch-ups!”

But Reina was already there, dabbing gently at Ariana’s eyes with her own handkerchief, tears streaming down her gray cheeks as well. “Don’t listen to him. Cry all you want, hon.”

I felt my throat tighten with emotion. “You know what’s funny? What started out as the worst thing that had ever happened to me turned out to be the best thing.”

Ariana sniffled. “Really?”

“It brought me to the love of my life,” I said, thinking of Deklyn’s cocky grin and the way his eyes softened when he looked at me. “Even if I thought he was an arrogant ass when I first met him.” 

“Well,” Ariana said, dabbing at her eyes one more time, “if it brought us back together and gave you the chance to find your person, then I’m glad I spent so long harassing everyone about mounting a rescue mission.”

Serge suddenly straightened, pressing a finger to the small communication device tucked discreetly in his ear. His expression shifted in an instant. “It’s time.” He clapped his hands. “Places, everyone!”

Reina thrust the bouquets at us and hurried behind to fluff the skirts of our gowns. 

“Other side!” Serge barked suddenly, pointing toward the double doors in front of us. “Reina, you need to open the other side or these two will have to process sideways, and I cannot abide any more disasters.”

Reina’s eyes went wide, and she rushed forward to the doors, her heels clicking rapidly against the floor. “Oops!”

“Ready?” Ariana asked, sliding her arm through mine.

I nodded, though my heart was hammering so hard I was sure everyone could hear it. “Ready.”

Reina and Serge each threw open their side of the massive double doors, and my breath caught in my throat. I’d been so distracted by my plan for the rehearsal that I hadn’t paid attention to the ceremony setup. I hadn’t even picked it, delegating that task, along with so many others, to Serge.

But as Ariana and I stepped into the room, I had to admit that the Gatazoid had picked well. Green grass stretched to the edge of a cliff’ and beyond that an ocean reached toward the horizon. The sky was drenched in brilliant shades of pink and orange as the sun began its descent, casting everything in a warm, golden glow.

Friends from the academy and instructors who had helped rescue me filled neat rows of white chairs. Admiral Zoran sat in the front row beside his wife, Noora, both of them beaming. Captain Vyk was there with Fiona, and I could see other couples scattered throughout the guests. 

But I had eyes only for one person.

Deklyn stood at the front wearing his formal dark Drexian uniform. The military jacket fit his broad shoulders perfectly, and a ceremonial sash crossed his chest. His dark hair was neat, but his ever-present stubble was there, and even in the formal attire, he looked like the rule-breaking, authority-defying warrior I’d fallen in love with. 

When his gaze found mine across the room, his entire expression transformed, and I couldn’t help the wide smile that spread across my face. This was real. This was right. This was exactly where I was supposed to be.

The soft strains of music began, and Ariana and I began our walk down the petal-strewn aisle. The lace of my dress rustled softly with each step, and I could feel the train trailing behind me, but all I could focus on was Deklyn’s face and the way he was looking at me.

“Is your processional music ‘Girls Just Wanna Have Fun?,” Ariana whispered without turning her head.

I’d forgotten that that was the song Reina had picked. “Yep.”

“At least you aren’t going fully traditional on me,” she said with a giggle.

The guests turned to watch us pass, and I caught sight of Morgan and Tivek sitting together and looking very cozy. Britta leaned into Kann as they both grinned at us, and Jess gave us a small wave with the hand that wasn’t holding Torq’s.

When we reached the front, Ariana turned to face me. 

“I love you,” she whispered, pulling me into a fierce hug that was careful not to crush my flowers.”

I love you too," I whispered back, holding her tight. “Thank you for never giving up on me.”

When she finally released me, she stepped back and formally placed my hand in Deklyn’s. His fingers closed around mine, warm and sure, and I felt the last of my nerves melt away.

The kind-faced Drexian elder that Serge had procured for the occasion began speaking about love and commitment and the joining of two souls, but I barely heard a word of it. I was completely lost in Deklyn’s eyes, in how his thumb traced gentle circles on the back of my hand, and knowing that this incredible, brave, slightly insane Drexian had chosen me. Had fought for me again and again.

The love I felt for him was so overwhelming it almost scared me. I’d never imagined I could feel this way about anyone, never thought I’d be the type of woman who would want to pledge her life to someone else. But standing here with him, watching the way the sunset light played across his features, I couldn’t imagine wanting to be anywhere else or with anyone else.

“Will you, Sasha Bowman,” the officiant asked, “take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for better or worse, for as long as you both shall live?”

Deklyn squeezed my hands, and I realized I hadn’t been listening carefully. Heat rushed to my cheeks, but I didn’t care.

“I do,” I blurted, then grinned at the chuckles from our guests. “I really, really do.”

The officiant smiled indulgently before turning to Deklyn and asking him the same questions, which I noted were straight from Earth ceremonies.

“I do,” Deklyn interrupted before the Drexian finished his questions. “I absolutely do.”

We slipped rings on each other's fingers, and then the officiant was pronouncing us mates for life, but I couldn’t wait another second. I threw myself into Deklyn’s arms, my train swirling around us as he caught me and spun me around. His lips found mine in a passionate kiss that confirmed that I was exactly where I belonged.

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause behind us, but all I could hear was the thundering of my heart and Deklyn’s soft whisper against my ear: “Finally.”

“Finally,” I whispered back, holding him tight and knowing this wasn’t the end of our story. It was just the beginning.


Chapter
Fifty-Three



Ariana

The reception tent glowed with thousands of tiny lights that twinkled against the fabric ceiling like captured stars, the ocean breeze carried the scent of salt through the open sides of the pavilion, and servers in crisp white uniforms weaved between the tables with silver trays of champagne.

I sipped my bubbly and smiled as I watched Serge and Reina spinning around the black-and-white checkered dance floor. The holographic band had somehow transformed “Don’t Stop Believin’” into something that sounded like a big band classic from the 1940s, complete with brass section flourishes and swing rhythms. The tails of Serge’s  blue suit flew behind him as he dipped Reina dramatically, her hair sparkling under the lights.

“They’re quite a pair,” Volten murmured beside me, following my gaze to the dance floor. His perfectly fitted dark Drexian uniform stretched across his broad shoulders, and he had clean-shaven cheeks.

Despite Volt making my pulse flutter, my attention drifted to the head table, where Sasha and Deklyn sat close together, their heads bent in intimate conversation. Deklyn had loosened his formal collar and rolled up his sleeves, while Sasha had kicked off her heels and tucked her feet up under her. They looked completely absorbed in each other, hands intertwined on the white linen tablecloth.

“She looks happy,” I said softly, warmth blooming in my chest as I watched my sister laugh at something Deklyn whispered in her ear. “Really, truly happy. I haven’t seen her like this since we were kids.”

Volten’s gaze followed mine to the newlyweds. “Deklyn looks like someone hit him over the head with a brick. A very pleasant brick.”

I laughed, remembering how stunned Deklyn had looked when Sasha had thrown herself into his arms before the officiant had finished the ceremony. “A pleasant brick is one way to describe Sasha.”

“And her sister,” he said under his breath.

I elbowed him as I laughed, and he gathered me in an embrace. “You’re a very pleasant brick whom I adore.”

“You do, do you?” I peered up at him, feeling the alien bubbly rush to my head.

“You know I do.” He tipped his head toward the bridal couple without releasing my gaze. “What about it?”

I blinked at him. “What about what?”

“What do you say to marrying me?”

I eyed him, wondering if he’d had too much bubbly. “Don’t tell me you’re getting wedding fever too. Between you and Serge, I’m going to be surrounded by hopeless romantics.”

Volten shrugged, his expression surprisingly serious. “There isn’t anyone else I plan to marry.”

His words robbed me of breath. I stared at him. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

Before he could respond, Kann dropped into the chair right behind us. “You two aren’t dancing?”

“I was asking Ariana to marry me,” Volten said.

Kann’s jaw dropped as Britta came up behind him and circled her arms around his neck. “What’s going on over here?”

“I was waiting for Ariana to agree to marry me,” Volten said, holding my gaze.

Kann stood and smacked his best friend on the arm, but he was grinning. “It took you long enough to ask her. You know, I always envisioned us having a double wedding.”

“A double wedding?” I croaked as I sank into a chair, still trying to catch up with the rapid way things were unfolding.

“Not without me,” Fiona announced, appearing beside our table with Commander Vyk in tow. She was stunning in a pale green dress that set off her blonde hair, and even Vyk looked less intimidating than usual with the collar of his formal uniform loosened. “Ariana’s my best friend. If anyone’s having a group wedding, I’m in.”

I turned to stare at Volten, who was watching my reaction with obvious amusement. “You’re creating chaos.”

“Am I?” His eyes sparkled, but I could tell he’d noticed I still hadn’t answered his question.

Fiona pulled out a chair and plopped down beside me. “Speaking of weddings, Vyk, shouldn’t you tell them our news?”

I looked between Fiona and the stern commander, noting the way his usually rigid posture had relaxed slightly and how his hand rested possessively on the back of Fiona’s chair.

“You’re engaged?” I practically shrieked. “Since when?”

“A little while ago,” Fiona said, her cheeks flushing pink. “But we’ve been so busy with rescues and holochamber malfunctions and fake weddings that became real weddings, I hadn’t found the right time to announce it.”

Commander Vyk cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable with the attention but unable to suppress completely what might have been a smile. “I thought the timing was right.”

“The rescue made him realize that life can turn on a dime,” Fiona whispered to me.

Morgan and Jess then joined our table, both of them looking like they’d been enjoying the free-flowing alien booze.

“What’s all the excitement?” Morgan asked, pulling up an empty chair.

Britta leaned forward conspiratorially. “Did you know that Fiona and Commander Vyk are engaged?”

Both women’s mouths fell open in perfect synchronization, their gazes darting between Fiona and the stoic commander.

“Engaged?” Jess squeaked. “When did this happen?”

“A few days ago,” I supplied, still processing the news myself. “Apparently, they’ve been too busy to mention it.”

Fiona waved a hand dismissively. “Enough about me. What about you two?” She fixed Morgan with a pointed stare. “I see the way you and Tivek are together.”

I watched with interest as Morgan’s cheeks turned pink and she suddenly became very interested in her glass of champagne. Maybe there was more I didn’t know about the enigmatic adjunct and his Assassin girlfriend.

“Jess and Morgan are still cadets,” Fiona said before Morgan could respond. “No one gets hitched when they’re still in school. At least, they shouldn’t.”

Jess nodded emphatically. “Exactly. Torq and I are focusing on our training right now.”

The music shifted to a slower song, which I recognized as “Baby’s Got Back” arranged as a jazz ballad. Across the tent, I watched Sasha and Deklyn rise from their table and move onto the dance floor, her train trailing behind them.

“They look perfect together,” Jess sighed as she rested her chin in one hand.

I had to agree. Sasha’s face was radiant as Deklyn spun her carefully, mindful of her dress, and when he pulled her close for the slow parts of the song, she looked like she was exactly where she belonged.

Britta’s hand found Kann’s on the table. “After everything they went through, it’s nice to see them get their happy ending.”

“Agreed,” said Vyk, his voice gruff as he curled an arm around Fiona.

It felt a little surreal that I was sitting beside the man who’d just casually asked to marry me, feeling like the ground had shifted beneath my feet. I could well remember the day I’d arrived at the academy ready to prove myself and honor the memory of the sister I’d thought had died. I recalled being determined not to be distracted by cocky Drexian pilots who weren’t used to working with females or humans. A couple of years later, I was happily teaching at the Drexian Academy, I’d met my future husband, who was the first cocky Drexian pilot I’d encountered on Drex, and I’d mounted a rescue to save my sister. I couldn’t imagine a better turn of events for all of us.

“Another round?” a server asked, appearing beside our table with a tray of champagne.

“Definitely,” I said, reaching for a fresh glass and draining half of it in one gulp.

Volten’s eyebrows rose. “Easy there, pilot. We still have to fly home tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” I repeated, suddenly realizing that after tomorrow, we’d all scatter back to our regular routines. Sasha and Deklyn would start their married life, probably stationed wherever Inferno Force was based. The thought of losing her so soon after we’d reunited made my stomach gnarl.

“Let’s dance,” Volten said, standing and holding out his hand.

The holographic band launched into “Karma Chameleon,” and Volten spun me onto the dance floor. His hand settled at the small of my back, and when he pulled me closer, I could smell his distinctive scent that was clean and masculine and made me want to bury my face against his neck.

“You can even dance,” I murmured into his chest. “Is there anything Drexian warriors can’t do?”

“How to propose properly, apparently,” he said, his voice dry. “I seem to have skipped a few steps back there.”

My heart stuttered. “Volten⁠—”

“I know it was sudden,” he continued, spinning me again. “But seeing your sister and Deklyn made me realize that life is too short not to reach for what you want.”

The song was ending, but he didn’t release me. Instead, he pulled me closer, his forehead resting against mine as the last notes faded away.

“I want you, Ariana,” he said, his voice barely audible over the surrounding chatter. “I want to wake up next to you every morning and fall asleep beside you every night. I want to fly missions together and argue about navigation routes and come home to the same quarters. But most of all, I want to promise myself to you in front of everyone.”

My throat felt tight. “Volten...”

“I know I should have asked properly. I should have planned something romantic and private, but we’re pilots. That’s not our style.”

I laughed. “No, it’s not.”

Then he dropped down on one knee. “Ariana Bowman, best pilot I know, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

I stared into his eyes. He was right about life being too short. We’d all learned that lesson over the past few weeks, watching friends get captured and nearly lost, seeing how quickly everything could change.

“Yes,” I said, the word escaping before I could second-guess myself.

His face lit up like the sunrise. “Yes?”

“Yes, you impossible, arrogant flyboy,” I said, laughing through the tears that had somehow started flowing. “I’ll marry you.”

He jumped up and lifted me off my feet, spinning me around as I laughed and cried and felt like my heart might burst from happiness. When he finally set me down, he kissed me deeply, right there on the dance floor, not caring who was watching.

When we finally broke apart, breathless and grinning, I realized the entire tent had gone quiet. Everyone was staring at us.

“Did I miss something?” Sasha called from the head table.

“Volten just proposed!” Fiona shouted back, raising her champagne glass. “Looks like we’re going to need more wedding planners!”

The tent erupted in cheers and applause. Serge actually squealed with delight, his hands fluttering in the air as if he might faint from the excitement, while Reina clapped wildly.

Sasha was on her feet instantly, Deklyn right behind her as they rushed over to us. She threw her arms around me, still in her wedding dress, laughing and crying at the same time.

“I’m so happy for you,” she whispered fiercely. “I’m so, so happy.”

“A new wedding to plan before this one is even over!” Serge dabbed at his eyes. “This is the most wonderful day of my entire career!”

“So,” I said to Sasha as she finally released me, “looks like you started something.”

She grinned, reaching for Deklyn’s hand. “Good. It’s about time everyone stopped being so careful and started taking chances on happiness.”

I couldn’t have agreed more.


Epilogue


One month later

Admiral Zoran walked the corridors of the academy, grateful for the relative quiet of the evening. He had plenty to think about, matters he’d been turning over in his mind since returning from the Island and attending Sasha and Deklyn’s wedding. 

The revelations about General Bowman’s treachery had reverberated throughout Earth and the Drexian Empire, sending shockwaves through the alliance and shaking many citizens. Once Bowman’s manipulation was revealed, the people of Earth had risen in protest. Not only had Morrison resigned in shame, but Bowman had been returned to Earth and court-martialed for his actions. 

This had strengthened the admiral’s faith in the people of Earth, but it hadn’t made him any less weary of the politics of it all. He’d weathered an attack by the Kronock, purged the academy of traitors, and integrated humans into the school’s ranks. As he released a heavy breath, he thought to himself that he’d done enough.

“Penny for your thoughts.” 

The soft voice snapped him from his reverie, and he smiled as his wife walked up to him, her long diaphanous gown flowing behind her.

“Isn’t a penny the smallest currency on Earth?”

She grinned at him as she slipped her smaller hand into his. “I might pay more.”

He chuckled at this, comforted by the warmth of her hand. “I doubt they’re worth much.”

“Have you decided?” She tipped her head to peer at him, the intricately braided bun at the top of her head unmoving.

Zoran knew there was no use hiding his intentions from Noora, nor did he want to. After all, she’d been the first one he’d told the moment he’d considered such a change.

He gave her a single nod. “It’s time.”

Her dark eyes glittered as a radiant smile took over her face. “I couldn’t agree more.”

They continued down the black stone corridor, shadows dancing across the weathered rock from the flickering sconces. Speaking his decision out loud made Zoran even more determined than ever.

He stopped and turned to face Noora, taking both of her hands in his. “You’ve been a wonderful Academy Master’s wife.”

She squeezed his hands. “And you’ve been a wonderful Academy Master.”

Before he could say anything else to his wife, quick footsteps drew his attention to the rapidly approaching Drexian.

“I got your message, Admiral,” Tivek said when he reached them. His shoulders were squared, and his gaze was alert.

We were only a few steps from my office, so I pressed a hand to the side panel and waved him inside. Noora and I followed him, but she dropped my hand as I moved toward my desk at the far end of the long room. Tivek followed me, but I paused before reaching the desk. 

How many times had we talked across my desk? This time, I wanted to speak to him without a barrier.

“Much has changed since we returned from The Island,” I began, “and most of it for the good.”

Tivek grasped his hands behind his back. “The alliance with Earth is stronger than ever.”

“And your brother? Have you heard from him?”

A smile teased Tivek’s mouth. “He and Sasha finally ended their long honeymoon, and they have taken the positions offered to them.”

Zoran nodded. “Captain of his own Inferno Force ship with her as a pilot?”

“Gods help the crew,” Tivek muttered.

Zoran grinned at this, knowing that his adjunct was merely teasing. “Change is in the air. I wanted you to know first that I spoke to Commander Vyk.” Tivek’s pupils widened, but Zoran continued. “He feels he is perfectly suited to his role as security chief, which means he has no objection to working under a new Academy Master.”

Tivek’s jaw dropped. “You are…”

“It’s time for me to take some time for myself.” He flicked a gaze to Noora. “Juggling running the academy is enough work without adding fatherhood to the workload.”

Tivek swung his head to Noora, his gaze questioning.

She beamed as she bobbed her head. “We’re expecting a baby.”

Tivek found his voice. “Congratulations to both of you, to all three of you.”

“Thank you, my friend.” Zoran cleared his throat. “It’s important that I leave the school in capable hands, and there are none more capable than yours.”

Tivek gaped at him, opening and closing his mouth a few times without speaking.

“I hope you will take the position,” the admiral said. “I’ve cleared it with High Command, and I got authorization from your handler.”

He didn’t mention the Shadows, but it was implied.

“They will release me?” Tivek croaked.

“I impressed upon them the sacrifices you’ve made and what you would bring to the position.” Zoran winked at his adjunct. “I did not mention any other reason.”

The admiral meant Morgan. Despite not mentioning the human, she was the main reason he’d pushed for Tivek to take his place. After years of dedicated and unrewarded service, he felt it was only fair that Tivek get the chance to live his life without it being shrouded in secrecy.

“Well?” Zoran locked eyes with Tivek. “Do you accept the position?”

Tivek moved his head up and down, still stunned. “How did you know?”

“Know what?” 

“That it was my dream to lead the school one day. How did you know?”

Zoran leaned forward. “I have known you for a very long time, my friend.”

Tivek released a breath, his expression still dazed. “I promise not to let you down, Admiral.”

Zoran clapped a hand on his back. “I know you will continue to serve Drex with honor.”

Noora crossed to the long wall. “So, it’s settled?”

Before either Drexian could answer, she touched the wall, and it slid open to reveal the admiral’s private lounge filled with friends.

“Well?” Commander Vyk’s voice boomed from the bar that ran along one wall of the lounge. “Did he say yes?”

“He did,” Zoran said as he prodded a stunned Tivek forward.

“Yes to what?” Jess glanced around at her female friends sitting with her on the leather couches. “I still don’t know why we’re here.”

Noora walked into the lounge with a wide smile. “Tivek has agreed to be the new Academy Master.”

Morgan jumped from the couch and ran forward, throwing her arms around Tivek. “I can’t believe this!”

“You’re leaving?” Volten asked the admiral, who was also his half-brother.

Zoran came up to Noora and slid an arm around her waist. “I have more important things to focus on.”

Noora put a hand on her stomach with a grin. That was all it took for Fiona and Ariana to gasp with realization.

“You’re pregnant!” Ariana cried, putting her hands to her cheeks.

Fiona wagged a finger at the woman. “I knew you had a special glow.”

“Congratulations, brother.” Volten patted the admiral on the shoulder. “I look forward to being an uncle.”

“Does that mean I’ll be an aunt?” Ariana asked.

“Only after our double wedding,” Kann said with a wicked grin.

Britta’s cheeks flamed, but she didn’t correct him. 

When Morgan unwound herself from Tivek, Jess sidled up to her. “Does this mean you’ll be the new Academy Master’s wife?”

“We’re not married,” Morgan reminded her.

“A fact I intend to rectify soon,” Tivek said in a low voice.

Morgan blinked at him. “What?”

“You know I don’t want anyone but you, Morgan. Not now. Not ever.”

Her eyes glistened with tears. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

He leaned down and kissed the tender flesh near her ear. “I am. Will you marry me?”

She pulled back, smiling but also shaking a finger at him. “Yes, but not until I graduate. No way will I be the only married cadet.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t have to be the only one,” Torq said as he walked up. 

Morgan slid her gaze between Torq and Jess, whose cheeks had mottled pink. “What do you mean?”

Torq swiveled to face Jess. “I think it’s about time everyone knew just how much I adore you, Jess.”

Jess stared at him wide-eyed. “You’re serious?”

“Of course, I am.” He took her hands in his. “You’ve made me a better Drexian in every way, and I love you more than anything. Will you marry me?”

“Won’t your family object?”

“I don’t care what my family thinks. You’re the family I choose.” 

She bit her lower lip as she bobbed her head. “Then yes!”

Torq swept her into his arms and spun her around as she squealed with delight.

Zoran laughed as he watched all his officers and cadets with their chosen human mates. “It looks like I have a few wedding ceremonies to officiate before I retire.”

Noora looked up at him. “Maybe I should call Reina to come help.”

He held up a finger. “As long as she doesn’t bring Serge.”

Noora giggled. “The academy might not survive him, but it would be fun to watch.”

The admiral groaned, wondering if fun was the right word for it.
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