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CHAPTER 1


“Delaney?”

Warm fingers brushed lightly against her elbow, and she pulled her gaze away from the unconscious Zane. When she did, she instantly felt guilty for not having paid better attention to the man at her side.

Ruckus was a mess, his brown hair, typically styled back, was mussed so that strands fell in front of his tired eyes. The yellow of his irises—rimmed in a dark forest green—was usually a bright, sunshiny color, but now was dull, like unpolished gold. His shoulders were hunched, and he was still in the tattered and dust-covered uniform he’d been forced to wear for the past few weeks.

The dirty uniform Trystan had forced him to wear.

Delaney took a deliberate step away from the bed, moving into Ruckus’s arms when he lifted them to receive her. She’d been so distracted, she hadn’t considered what he must be going through.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled against his chest, tightening her hold on him as she did. “About Pettus.”

“We found the bodies half-buried in snow before we found you,” Ruckus said, dropping his chin down on the top of her head. “Every time we uncovered another, I feared…”

“I’m fine.”

They hadn’t really had the chance to talk, not privately. Last night she’d been too worried over the Zane, and seeming to sense that, Ruckus had respectfully remained silent at her side. But it was morning now, proof in the beams of sunlight spilling in through the room’s single window. It was deceptive, that sun, making the landscape outside seem more like a winter wonderland than the frozen death trap it could so quickly become.

Less than forty-eight hours ago, Delaney had almost died out there.

Trystan had as well. And he’d yet to wake up.

Her eyes shifted back toward him, watching the barely perceptible rise and fall of his chest.

“Did he—” Ruckus tentatively began, but she knew where he was going with his question, and stopped him with a swift shake of her head.

“No. Pettus died saving me from Olena. Trystan didn’t touch him.” She lifted a hand to cup the side of his face. “How are you doing?”

He hesitated, then glanced at the door. “Can we walk for a bit? I need to get moving. Standing still so long…”

Right, she hadn’t thought of that. Being an Ander—a Vakar commander—meant he was used to constantly being in charge, always in motion, assuring things ran smoothly. Even when they’d been on Earth, he’d had a need to fill his days with activities.

She took his hand, linking their fingers, but couldn’t get herself to move farther away from Trystan.

Seeing her hesitation, Ruckus sighed.

“I owe him my life,” she tried explaining. “I would never have made it out there without him.”

“You don’t owe him anything.” Ruckus glanced the Zane’s way, his expression unreadable. “Even if you did, there’s nothing you can do here but wait.”

“I know.” It still didn’t mean she could ignore the tiny voice in her head telling her not to go. Right now they were safe, but experience on Xenith had taught her that could change quickly, and she wasn’t willing to leave Trystan alone, just in case.

Ruckus, realizing that she wasn’t going to be moved, shook his head in clear frustration. “Tell me about what happened.”

“Pettus took a zee for me, and then he snapped Olena’s neck. In that order. He was pretty badass, actually.” Her voice caught at the end and she swallowed, refusing to break down right now. She and Pettus had been friends, but not like he and Ruckus had been.

Ruckus didn’t seem to notice her slip anyway. His eyes were glazed over and he was staring straight ahead, clearly seeing something that wasn’t really there. “I’m going to miss him.”

“Me too.” She pulled Ruckus closer, resting her head on his shoulder. Outside the door, she could see one of the two king’s guardsmen who’d been stationed there.

Not to keep her and Ruckus in, they’d been quick to reassure, but just as a precaution should they need assistance. Under any other circumstances, Delaney probably would have found that funny. Now, though, with the words Sworn Sanzie had told her last night still ringing in her ears, laughter was the last thing she was capable of.

According to the Sworn, Trystan had ordered that if anything should happen to him, Delaney be put in charge. She’d been a bit skeptical at first, eyeing any of the Kints who came within ten feet of her or Ruckus. But not a single one of them had stepped out of line. In fact, they’d done exactly what Sanzie had said they would, following her orders whenever she’d given them.

Though, considering she’d only asked for a hot cup of squa, and to stay at Trystan’s bedside, that wasn’t really saying much.

“I’ll have to mourn for him later,” Ruckus said quietly, pulling her from her thoughts. “I didn’t get a chance to last night.”

Delaney pulled back enough to see his face. “Is there a traditional way to do that?”

He nodded. “During the war, losing friends was common. We developed a way to honor them, and their sacrifice. Pettus deserves that. He deserved a lot of things he’ll never get now, but this I can give him.”

“I’d like to be there, when you do”—she circled her free hand in the air—“whatever it is you’re going to do.”

“Of course.” He smiled down at her sadly. “He would have wanted you there.”

“Hey.” She placed her free hand on his waist. “We’re going to get Gibus back. I’m not going to let you lose another friend.”

He started at that, began to shake his head, but suddenly one of the machines next to Trystan’s bed started beeping loudly.

Before Delaney could even process what was happening, the door burst open and the doctor rushed in. Forced to step aside to give the older man room, she watched as he began typing away at the machine, checking the Zane in between each press of a button.

“What’s going on?” Even after all the doctor’s assurances that he’d be fine, part of her still feared the worse, and seeing all the flashing lights suddenly flickering across the monitors wasn’t helping.

As if in response, Trystan groaned on the bed, all eyes darting to him, watching as he slowly blinked. He winced at the harsh overhead lighting, shifting.

“Zane.” The doctor abandoned the machines, holding his palms out to Trystan. “You should remain lying down. Let me run some tests before you risk overexerting yourself.”

Trystan ignored the suggestion, grumbling something as he sat up. While Delaney couldn’t make out what he was saying, it was clear he was irritated. He was already in the process of yanking wires off his arms and chest, flinging the bits away from him in frustration. When he went to swing a leg over the side of the bed, the doctor waved his hands and tried desperately to get him to settle back down.

“Please, you’ve only just woken after being in a coma for over twenty-four hours. Zane, you must rest!” The doctor set pleading eyes on Delaney, inadvertently drawing Trystan’s attention her way as well.

The strangled sound he emitted was so shocking, her spine actually stiffened. He was out of the bed, standing close enough that their chests practically touched, faster than she could blink.

She heard someone shift behind her, knew without having to look that it was Ruckus about to step forward and stop this. She lifted a hand to ward him off before he could. As terrifying as the hulking mass of alien in front of her was, it was obvious by the slightly glazed look in his cornflower-blue and crimson-rimmed eyes that he wasn’t one hundred percent aware of what he was doing yet.

Trystan didn’t seem to notice anyone else anyway, lifting his hands to delve into her hair. He was gentle, sliding his palms back to cradle the base of her skull and tip her head up. His gaze roamed over her face, probably noting the dark circles under her eyes and the cracks in her bottom lip that still hadn’t completely healed. He looked five times worse than she did, but she didn’t bother pointing that out.

“You’re all right.” His words were breathy, and she reached up to touch his wrists, comforting him even as she eased his hands away.

“Let’s sit down.” She guided him back toward the bed, urging him onto it.

He allowed it, perching on the edge, but was clearly ready to spring up again at any moment. When she went to pull back, his hands tightened on hers, and his grip didn’t ease until she’d seated herself next to him.

“The doctor is going to make sure you’re okay,” she told him, motioning with her chin for the doctor to round the bed. “You were asleep for a long time. Do you remember—”

“You almost froze to death,” he interrupted.

“Actually, thanks to you, she avoided that. You’re the one who came dangerously close to dying.” Sanzie appeared in the doorway, the relief on her face palpable. She’d been gone the past couple of hours, checking Inkwell’s security precautions to make sure the Rex hadn’t messed with anything vital during his stay.

Trystan went to rise, a dangerous glint entering his eyes as he let out a low growl. He paused when Delaney tugged him back, but he didn’t try to sit up again.

Sanzie blinked, surprised by his reaction. She turned to Delaney questioningly.

“I think he’s still waking up,” she said. Then she addressed Trystan in a softer tone: “We’re safe right now; calm down. I’m going to need you to focus on getting back to yourself, okay?”

He cocked his head and stared at her like she’d just said something cryptic. “You need me?”

“Yes.” Not what she meant, but sure. “There’s a situation, and I can’t solve it without you. So take a breath and give yourself a moment to recollect, because I refuse to believe someone as hardheaded as you would allow brain damage to occur after spending just one night out in—”

“It was very cold,” he cut her off quietly, but the look in his eyes had intensified.

She sighed. “True. How are you now? Cold, still? I could have them bring you some squa?”

The corner of his mouth tipped up, and he gave a slight shake of his head. “I just need another moment.”

Delaney curled her fingers at the doctor, who’d only made it halfway around the bed before Trystan’s outburst had stopped him. Once he was close, she stood, moving away a few steps to allow him easier access to the Zane.

“Let the doctor check you out,” she told him, crossing her arms even as Trystan scowled when the older man reached to take his arm.

They made it silently through a good three minutes before Sanzie let out a sharp breath, drawing their attention her way.

“There’s a ship approaching the West Gate,” she informed them.

“We still have time.” Delaney frowned. “The Rex gave Trystan until tonight.”

“Maybe he grew impatient?” Ruckus suggested. He was watching her with an odd look in his eyes, but she didn’t have time to decipher it.

“Check it out”—she nodded toward Sanzie, stopping her just as she was about to follow the order—“carefully.”

“Of course, Lissa.” Sanzie bowed her head and disappeared into the hallway.

“He wouldn’t bother coming on his own,” Trystan said over the doctor’s shoulder. “It’s another, no doubt. Possibly a high-standing officer. He must have been waiting on Olena to call in, confirm the deed was done.”

“You mean that Delaney was dead,” Ruckus growled, and the Zane glared at him.

“Obviously.”

“Well…” She did not have time for the two of them to go at each other’s throats. “I’m alive, and Olena is the one who’s dead, so we’ve got a serious problem.”

“I’m failing to find fault with her death,” Trystan said, though it was clear he was merely being flip, and didn’t mean it. He wasn’t stupid. While it meant she was out of their way and could no longer do harm, having a dead Lissa on their hands complicated matters in other ways.

“He’s clear.” The doctor pulled back and addressed Delaney. “But he needs to stay hydrated, and I wouldn’t recommend any sudden movements for at least the next twenty-four hours.”

“I am sitting right here,” Trystan stated, glancing between the two of them. “Do not speak of me as if I am not.”

“Apologies, Zane.” He bowed to Trystan and fled the room without another word.

Delaney rolled her eyes, but before she could point out how rude the Zane had just been, Ruckus beat her to the punch.

“Clearly someone is feeling better,” he drawled, shaking his head disapprovingly.

Sanzie came running around the corner, slightly out of breath. “We have a problem.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Delaney rubbed at her temple, trying to stave off an oncoming headache.

“It’s Rue Rantan,” Sanzie said. “He’s landed and he’s already entering the manor. I have Tellers stalling, but he’s demanded to see the Zane, in his study, within the next ten minutes.”

“Or?” Ruckus asked, ignoring the Sworn’s glare.

Delaney glanced between the two of them. She still didn’t know anything about their shared past, other than the fact that there apparently was one. Seeing how annoyed Sanzie got anytime Ruckus spoke to her was puzzling.

“He’s threatened to go to the Rex and inform him there’s been a complication,” Sanzie told them.

“So we stop him before he gets the chance.”

“No.” Trystan ground his teeth as he stood, giving away he wasn’t feeling as well as his facial expression might have suggested. “As much as I’d like to put a zee through his brain, the Rue’s disappearance would only cause us more issues. He’s one of my father’s most trusted advisers. We’ll need to keep him alive and, ideally, under the assumption all is well here. Having him report back to the Rex in the positive will buy us more time.”

“For?” Ruckus didn’t sound convinced.

“Whatever our next move is.”

“Can you do it?” Delaney asked, continuing once Trystan was looking at her. “You’ll have to convince him that everything worked out. That Olena isn’t a Popsicle out in the snow right now, and that you haven’t sworn vengeance on dear ol’ Dad.”

He flashed her a grin, the same one that always sent a shiver of dread down her spine. “You aren’t the only good actor here, Lissa. I’ve been managing my father’s men since childhood.”

“You’ll need an explanation,” Ruckus joined in, “a reason why the Rex hasn’t heard from either you or Olena.”

“I can handle this, Ander.” Trystan ran his fingers down the soft material of his shirt and scowled. “But not in this. Medical wear will certainly give us away. Sworn,” he said, addressing Sanzie, “go ensure the Rue stays put. Don’t let him leave the study, for any reason. I’m going to change and get there as quickly as possible.

“You two”—he turned to Delaney and Ruckus—“stay here. It’s imperative he and the Tellers that he no doubt brought with him don’t see you.”

“What if they do a sweep?” The Rex was the suspicious sort, Delaney knew. It was very possible he’d ordered his men to look through the manor, find visual proof of Olena.

Trystan paused, thought it over, and then said, “I have an idea. But you aren’t going to like it.”



“I CAN’T BELIEVE I’m letting you talk me into this,” Ruckus said at her side as they descended the stone stairwell. “This could be a ploy, Delaney.”

She couldn’t blame him for thinking it; hell, only three days ago, she probably would have assumed the same. Now? Things were different. She wasn’t ready to pick apart just how different, but they were.

“Do you have any better ideas?” she asked. “I’m all ears if you do.”

“Sure,” he said. “You and I get on a ship and get out of here.”

“And leave Vakar to its fate? Gibus?” She reached out and linked their fingers as they came to the bottom and turned down the hall. “You wouldn’t be able to live with yourself, and you know it.”

Delaney certainly wouldn’t be able to. Another change. After seeing firsthand what the Rex was capable of, after everything he’d done to her personally, and to the people she cared about, how could she in good conscience walk away? Wasn’t going to happen. Especially when he’d made it so abundantly clear that Earth was on the line, more so than any of them had imagined.

They came to the end of the hall, where the last row of cells was. To his credit, Ruckus didn’t hesitate in the doorway, though she felt his fingers tighten around hers as they approached the cell he’d spent the past few weeks in.

A Teller, who’d been introduced as Ezran, was leading them, and he was already tapping away at a clear control panel on the wall. The second the door swung open, he sent Delaney an apologetic look.

“Don’t worry about it,” she told him, even though he hadn’t said anything out loud.

This was Trystan’s plan: Place them in cells in case the Rex’s men came looking. They’d expect to find Ruckus down here still—because why would the Zane let him out?—but Delaney … She was an added complication.

Shocker.

The cell next to the one Ruckus was to enter opened, and she took a deep breath. Apparently, there was a program that enabled the cells to appear empty from the outside, even if there was an occupant. He’d still be able to see her from within his own cell, through the connecting wall. It was new technology, created by the Zane on a whim in case safe houses—like the one she’d hidden inside in Vakar that time the bombs had gone off—were compromised. He didn’t believe his father knew about it yet.

They had to hope that was the case, or she’d be an easy target, already jailed and everything. The only comfort was the fact that she still wore the fritz bracelet she’d taken from Sanzie the day before.

“Last chance to change your mind,” Ruckus said as they stood before their cells.

“Trystan won’t leave us in here,” she assured him. “He needs us. And we need him.”

It looked like he still wanted to argue that fact, but instead he pulled her close and pressed his lips to hers.

The spark in the center of her chest was immediate, and she sighed against him, linking her arms around his neck to keep him near when he would have moved away. She didn’t care about Ezran standing less than ten feet from them, no doubt watching.

Still, the kiss didn’t last long, and eventually she had to release him and step back.

“I’ve wanted to do that since I saw you standing outside that cave,” he told her, a sad half smile playing at his slightly puffed lips.

Before she could say anything in response, he stepped away and entered his old cell. He watched as she got into motion, moving into the one next to his, then twirled a finger at Ezran, signaling he should close them up.

The Teller hesitated, briefly glancing Delaney’s way. It wasn’t until she smiled encouragingly that he followed the command, hitting the button on the wall panel that would seal them in, with no way out until someone hit it again.

Delaney exhaled a shaky breath, ignoring the tiny inkling of doubt that pooled in her gut. Sanzie had told her she was in charge while Trystan was out of commission, but he was back now. What did that mean for her?

What if, after handling Rue Rantan, Trystan decided he wanted to try dealing with the rest on his own? She didn’t think he’d leave her locked in here, but she couldn’t say the same about Ruckus. And there was no way she was going to allow him to stay in a cell. Not again.

She glanced over at the Ander, saw that he was watching her closely, probably following all her thoughts just by reading her expression. He knew her that well. It was why, when she’d agreed to Trystan’s plan, he’d only put up a minimal struggle even though he hated the idea.

Ruckus was right—this was a risk—and the only reason he was willingly going along with it was because he trusted her. And she was doing it because she trusted Trystan.

She just hoped her trust wasn’t misplaced.






 



CHAPTER 2


Trystan tried not to wince as he adjusted the buttons on his shirt, held his spine straight and his shoulders back, despite the lingering ache there. He really needed information about what had happened during the time he’d been unconscious, but it would have to wait. Right now they were all in danger if he couldn’t pull this off.

Not that he doubted his abilities to do so. What he’d said to Delaney back there had been accurate: He’d been manipulating his father’s horde for years.

He took one glance in the mirror while changing and had to quickly look away. His hair was in disarray, his skin sallow, and it was painfully obvious he needed a long, hot shower. Still, he could work with that.

Before he left his rooms, he noticed the “gift” from their Unveiling on the side of his dresser. The gold knife was small but sharp, the handle molded into a detailed depiction of a blaxa creature—similar-looking to an Earth lizard. It’d been the only item from the ceremony Trystan hadn’t taken with him, and someone must have delivered it during his absence.

For no real reason at all, he took the small weapon with him, tucking it into his boot and out of sight. He could feel the press of metal against the side of his leg while he moved, making his way toward where the Rue waited.

A row of Tellers he didn’t recognize lined the hallway outside his study. He didn’t bother sparing them a glance, though it irked him that they were here. Of course his father would never send the Rue alone, and Trystan had expected him to bring along reinforcements, but … Silently, he counted at least a dozen, grinding his teeth in irritation as he did.

Trystan’s men, those loyal to him, were stationed around the castle, with orders that should any of these Tellers branch off, they were to follow at a safe distance. Trying to stop them would be the same as admitting there was something to hide. Hopefully, if it came to that, Delaney and the Ander would already be safely confined in the dungeons.

Trystan paused outside the study doors, letting himself linger on the thought of the two of them down there. Together. Alone. Usually, he’d turn from that line of thinking. Given his current situation, however, an added level of anger was just what he needed.

He shoved the doors open with enough force that they clattered inward against the walls. He was already walking through as his eyes sought out the Rue, and it turned out he hadn’t needed to bother imagining Delaney in Ruckus’s arms after all. Seeing the smug look on Rantan’s face was more than enough to get his blood boiling.

Because this was a show, and he had to cover the fact that his body felt like a lead weight trying to pull him down to the floor, he walked right up to the Rue and did the one thing he’d always wanted to do. He grabbed him by the throat and hoisted him up off the ground.

Rantan’s eyes bugged out of his head, and he struggled, clawing at Trystan’s wrists. The tips of his military-issue boots—laughable, considering he’d never once served in the army—scraped against the navy-blue carpet.

It would be so easy not to stop, to squeeze until he crushed the Rue’s windpipe. But, despite the way he currently felt, he had more control over himself than that.

Unfortunately.

With one final clench of his fingers, he tossed the Rue against the wall, watching with a sick sense of pleasure as his skull cracked back against the white stone. His body crumpled to the floor, though it wasn’t long before he attempted getting to his feet.

Trystan casually moved over to one of the chairs positioned at the side of the study, barely paying attention as the Rue tried again and again to regain his footing, only to fall back down in a heap.

Rantan was trying too hard, moving too quickly, knowledge Trystan now had firsthand experience with.

Even though it’d been less than an hour ago, it was hard to recall much of waking up. He’d done it, had seen the doctor and the wires hooked up to his body, and he’d panicked. His only thought had been of Delaney, and not even coherently. The most he’d been able to manage was her name, over and over again.

That moment he’d seen her standing there, whole, alive, that was the best second of his entire life. He didn’t want to dwell on that. Especially not here, in front of his father’s puppet. He focused instead on the fact that he was alive as well, that they’d both made it out of that cave to see another day.

That his father was the reason they had been there at all.

That this man currently crawling around on all fours was in league with him.

Trystan’s gaze darkened, and then, amazingly enough, the Rue’s survival instincts must have finally kicked in, for he stilled, the fear in his eyes apparent.

“I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, Rantan”—even Trystan was surprised by how casual his voice sounded—“but I’m in a mood today. You see,” he said as he uncurled his hand on one of the armrests, tapped his fingers against the smooth white leather, “I lost something really important to me.”

There was tension from the doorway, where he’d spotted two Tellers loyal to his father, but he wasn’t worried about them. Sanzie was there as well, and he trusted her to keep his back safe.

“I wonder…” Trystan leaned forward, not much, certainly not enough to matter, what with the Rue all the way across the room, but still he flinched. “Do you know about that? Hmm? Do you know what my father has taken from me, Rantan?”

“I…”

Trystan clucked his tongue and sat back. “That’s not a good response, certainly not one appropriate for your Zane.”

Mention of his title had the opposite of his desired effect. Suddenly Rantan seemed to recall himself, and whose orders had brought him here. He pushed back onto his knees, though he didn’t try to stand again. His glare was haughty, though it didn’t do a decent job of masking his lingering fear.

“I’ve come under the order and protection of Rex Hortan,” he said, his voice only wavering slightly at the end. “I am to report back that—”

“My betrothed is dead?” Trystan cut him off, and the other man blanched. “So you’re admitting you came in here knowing what I’d lost? Knowing who was responsible?” He tsked. “I knew you were a fool, Rantan, but this is another level entirely.”

“The Rex—”

“Isn’t here,” Trystan stated. “Which is a shame, though I imagine that was on purpose. You see, unlike you, my father doesn’t have a death wish.”

The Rue pulled back. “Threatening the Rex is treason!”

“So is threatening the Zane.”

“I never—”

“Didn’t you?”

Every time Trystan interrupted, the Rue’s cheeks grew a little pinker. For a man who loved the sound of his own voice, not having an audience was probably excruciating. And humiliating. Trystan didn’t care which he felt more, so long as he felt them both.

“You threaten me every time you’re in my presence, Rantan,” Trystan continued. “Every time you come around, breathing my air, huffing about my father. Telling me how badly you want to run off and inform him about my behavior. I’ve had enough. And not just of your veiled threats. Of you entirely.”

“These guards are under strict orders to protect me,” the Rue said, lifting his chin toward where the Tellers still stood sentry by the doors. “And they’re bearing witness right now. Making note of everything you say to me, Zane. Kill me, and—”

“Kill you?” Trystan chuckled darkly. “Oh no, you misunderstand. I’m not going to murder you, Rantan. If I were, I wouldn’t have dropped you like the pile of trash you are. At least”—he lifted a single shoulder in a bored half shrug—“not before I’d wrung the last breath out of you.”

The Rue was clearly confused, on edge, and he waited, but when it became apparent Trystan wasn’t going to say anything else, he frowned.

“Where is Lissa Olena? I’ve been ordered to return with visual confirmation that both you and she are well.”

“Well is a fickle term,” Trystan pointed out. “Do I look well to you, Rue?”

He stuck his chin in the air and huffed out, “You do not.”

“Take my word for it: Olena doesn’t look much better.”

“Where is she, Zane?”

“Alive,” he bit out, “but injured. My father grossly underestimated Delaney, and vastly overestimated Olena. She may have killed my Lissa, but Olena didn’t make it out unscathed. I’ll have you brought to her, if you insist, though I should mention she’s currently undergoing surgery, and any interruption could result in her untimely demise.”

Trystan had already ordered a surgical room set up, just in case. There was even a team of doctors within it, making as much noise as possible, so that it would be believable that an intense surgery was being done should anyone happen by the sealed doors.

“Actually”—he stood with a flourish—“now that I’m thinking about it, you’re right: You should see her.”

Rantan eyed him suspiciously, and for a moment Trystan feared he was about to call his bluff.

“My men should already be searching the castle,” the Rue ended up saying. “They’ll know if there’s a medical team working. If this is a poorly veiled lie, they’ll find out, Zane.”

“With any luck,” Trystan said, and retook his seat, “they’ll be as incompetent as you and open the door themselves.”

“The Rex wants Lissa Olena alive.”

“So I gathered.”

The Rue ran his gaze over Trystan, not bothering to cover his distaste now that he’d been told his life wasn’t in danger. “You look this bad over one human? She was a means to an end. Now that she’s gone—”

“My father has nothing with which to control me,” Trystan declared. He stood a second time, adjusting his jacket in a clear show that he was done with this conversation. “Tell him he can expect me when I’m good and ready.”

“You’ve been ordered to return with me,” the Rue said. “Tonight.”

“And I’m defying that order.” He angled his head at Sanzie. “My Sworn will stay with you until your men return, confirming what I’ve told you about Olena. There are things I need to clear up here, before I even consider going to Carnage, least of which is ensuring his Lissa is in well enough condition to travel.”

“We aren’t finished here, Zane,” Rantan called when he gripped the door handle, but Trystan merely grunted.

“Let my father know not to worry; I haven’t forgotten where my loyalties lie.” He turned and caught the Rue’s gaze one last time. “I’ll see him soon. Just not tonight.”

Not wanting to give the other man even a second to argue further, Trystan yanked the door open.

Just as a Teller on the outside was moving to knock. The Teller stumbled a bit on his feet, straightening and composing himself as quickly as possible. Without sparing Trystan so much as a glance, he lifted his gaze to the Rue.

“There’s a problem in the dungeons,” he stated.

Trystan could practically feel the gloating look Rantan aimed at his back. He shared a brief knowing exchange with Sanzie and let out a heavy sigh. “Damn.”

He swung at the unsuspecting Teller, rendering him unconscious with a single punch. Before the Rue could activate the fritz on his wrist, Trystan had his open and aimed at the center of his chest.

“I blame the Ander,” he said to Sanzie with a shake of his head. Whatever had happened to tip them off, surely it hadn’t been Delaney’s fault.

Then he fired his weapon.



“I HATE THAT we’re back here.” Ruckus drew Delaney’s attention from the doorway, where she’d been staring for the past ten minutes. He didn’t like the way she was worrying her bottom lip, or how she stiffened every time a noise echoed down the stone hall.

Didn’t like the thought that her reactions had less to do with fear of them getting caught, and more to do with worry for the Zane.

Not for the first time, he found himself wondering what had happened between the two of them this past month. The words were on the tip of his tongue before he thought better of asking and contained himself, and his misplaced jealousies. In reality, it didn’t matter. Whatever had taken place between her and Trystan, whatever he’d said or done to earn her trust, it was set.

The only thing Ruckus could control—and therefore the only thing he should be focusing on—was where he and Delaney went from here. Which, if he had his way, would be off this planet and back to Earth.

A thread of guilt wormed its way through his gut, and he tried to quell it. Yes, this was his planet, and he didn’t want to see it destroyed by the greedy Kint. But he also didn’t want to see Delaney hurt by it, and staying.… No good could come of that.

Already she was changed. He saw it in the way she stood, noted it in the way she glanced at Sanzie and Trystan. At all the Kint Tellers they’d passed since yesterday morning when they’d found her half frozen in the snow. The cilla suit had kept her alive, but there’d still been damage. She’d hardly noticed, too caught up in her fear for the Zane to see how stiffly she moved, how often she shivered.

“We won’t be in these cells for long,” she said then, misinterpreting his statement.

“No…” He waited for her to finally turn away from the door and look at him. “I meant here. You and me, so close to each other and yet…”

“How are your hands?” she asked after a moment.

He glanced down at them absently. He’d damaged them banging on the electric wall of this very cell when the Rex had ordered for Delaney to be taken away. They’d healed enough over the past few days that he could hold her hand with his own, but there were still raw patches along his fingers and the bases of his palms.

The initial pain had been nothing at the time, easily ignored. It was the panic that had overridden him, debilitated him. The thought that she was going to be killed, and that there was nothing he could do about it.

That he was trapped. Useless.

That he’d failed her.

“It should have been me,” he whispered, needing to look away as soon as he spoke. “Instead it was the Zane. He was there for you when I couldn’t be.”

“Ruckus.” She moved closer to the wall that separated their cells.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he went on, “I’m grateful that he was. He’s the reason you’re here, after all. But that doesn’t change the fact that I wish it’d been me. What if it happens again? What if next time he’s just as unable to help you as I am? What then, Delaney?”

“Then I figure out a way to help myself,” she said confidently.

“What if you can’t?” Now that they were on the subject, there was no point in backtracking. “This, what you’re suggesting we attempt to do, is dangerous. In all likelihood, the kind of danger we can’t get away from.”

She inspected him. “You’re angry with me.”

“No.” He shook his head, then closed his eyes and took a breath. “Yes. In a way I guess I am.”

“Because I want to do this?”

“Because you’re so willing to put yourself at risk,” he clarified. “Delaney, Olena was going to kill you. I thought for sure when they dragged you from this room that it was going to be the last time I ever saw you.”

They’d never bothered hiding things from each other before, so he let some of the inward fear shine through in his eyes. Let her see how terrified he actually was, hoping that she’d understand where he was coming from. What he was actually trying to say. He knew getting her to change her mind at this point was out of the question—she was too stubborn. But convincing her not to take any unnecessary risks? That he could do.

“I never want to feel that way again,” he told her. “Please, don’t make me.”

The corner of her mouth tipped up reassuringly, and in that one move, he knew she’d picked up on his underlying meaning.

“I won’t be stupid if you won’t be stupid,” she promised.

He grunted, unable to hold back his own smile. “That’ll have to do.”

“Can I help you?” Ezran called, a bit louder than necessary, from where he stood in the entryway. It was a signal for them to be quiet. Apparently the Zane’s paranoia was going to work in their favor; the Rex had men searching the castle.

Ezran stepped into the room a second later. At his back were three other Tellers dressed in Kint blues, silvers, and whites. With his head held high, he led them toward Ruckus’s cell, swinging out an arm when he was close enough, as if presenting him.

“The Ander,” he said as the other three took Ruckus in. “Did the Rex give instructions on what was to be done with him from here?”

“No,” one of them, a tall boy at least three years younger than Ruckus, informed Ezran. “Only that we should check to make sure he was still in place. We’ve been ordered to leave him here and let Lissa Olena decide what’s to be done next.”

At the sound of her name, Ruckus’s jaw involuntarily clenched. For a split second he saw red before he was able to get ahold of himself. Being short-tempered had been a flaw of his since birth. It was one of the major reasons his father had insisted he join the army at such a young age. Then, the hope had been to teach him control. It’d done that, and then some.

In less time than it took the others to blink, he’d successfully schooled his features back into a blank mask. There was no point in showing fear here, or bothering to attempt conversation. They’d seen him; now they’d leave.

Only, they didn’t.

The one standing closest to Delaney’s cell frowned and stepped toward it.

Ruckus shifted on his feet, which was the wrong thing to do because the others took notice, despite how small the move had been. It was stupid to be twitchy—he’d been trained to be better than that—but it’d been less than two days since he’d gotten her back, and the thought of losing her again made him lose his cool.

“What is it?” one of the other Tellers asked the one now moving even closer to Delaney’s cell.

“I thought I heard voices before we came in,” he explained, eyeing Ruckus suspiciously.

Ezran glanced between them and snorted. “He talks to himself sometimes. He’s been down here awhile. As you can clearly see, there’s no one else here.”

“Then why is the barrier up?” the Teller asked. When he didn’t receive an immediate response, he added, “The electrical one? None of the other unused cells are activated. Why is this one?”

Because the shielding technology was built into the same electrical force field that kept prisoners in. Ruckus inwardly cursed. They should have activated the other cells, to be safe. It was such a minor mistake, and something he should have caught himself.

“It’s an empty cell,” Ezran said, instead of answering. “You can see that for yourselves, right now.”

Delaney, who’d been standing as still as a ghost, merely took the weight off one ankle to rest it on the other then. But it was enough.

The Teller who’d been staring at the cell so closely sucked in a breath and activated his fritz. He aimed it at Ezran and growled, “Open it up.”

“Excuse me?” Whoever had trained Ezran, Ruckus was impressed.

“I heard something. Almost like there’s someone in there,” the Teller said.

“Someone invisible?” the younger-looking one asked, not bothering to cover the smirk spreading across his face.

“I’m telling you, there’s someone in there,” he insisted.

“It’s empty,” the other argued, but when all that earned him was a glare, he waved Ezran on. “Just open it up so we can be done with this already.”

“It won’t open,” Ezran gave it one last attempt. “That’s why it’s activated. We’ve been having problems with—”

“Forget about it.” The quiet Teller who hadn’t spoken up to this point walked over to the wall panel and hit the control pad before Ruckus could think of a way to stop him. A soft beep sounded, and then the pale blue screen that acted as both the cell door and front wall panel flickered and disappeared.

Leaving an exposed Delaney.

“Damn.” Delaney lifted her arm and fired off her already activated fritz. She’d hit two of them between the eyes before they could react.

The third, Ezran took out with an elbow to the side, and then a twist of an arm around his neck. When the body dropped, the Teller’s eyes widened and he stared down at it, clearly shocked by what he’d just done.

“Get me out of here,” Ruckus ordered Ezran, another twist of desperate anger filling him up.

Delaney stepped from her cell and placed her hands on her hips, staring down at the dead Tellers. “Trystan is going to be so pissed.”






 



CHAPTER 3


Delaney circled Rue Rantan for the fifth time. After taking out the Tellers downstairs, she and Ruckus had waited a few minutes before heading back up. Ezran had come with them and was now guarding the door, looking a little sick to his stomach.

She supposed that made sense, considering he’d just helped kill fellow soldiers. Though he was loyal to Trystan and had been told what to expect, there was a difference between imagining something and actually acting on it. Her gaze swept over to where the Zane perched against the edge of a large desk.

“Was this really necessary?” Ruckus asked, sweeping a hand through his dark hair as he glowered down at the Rue’s unmoving body.

“I seem to recall,” Trystan said, “your suggestion was that we do this in the first place.”

“Yeah,” he snapped, “and you corrected that logic by pointing out we needed him alive.”

“This is only the second conversation you two have had today, and I’m already tempted to split you up like misbehaving children.” Delaney sighed, rubbing at her temples.

Trystan gave her a dark, warning look, which she ignored.

Ruckus’s expression wasn’t any better.

So she’d bruised some egos? Seemed like the least of their worries at the moment, and it wasn’t like either of them were being much help, constantly at each other’s throats. Trying not to acknowledge one over the other, she circled the Rue’s body one last time and then came to a stop between them.

“What do we do now?” she asked. “We can’t exactly leave the Rex hanging.”

“You mentioned my father gave me until tonight?” Trystan didn’t seem happy about this prospect. “I could go now. I’d make it there in time. It’ll be easy enough to explain that my anger got the best of me, and the Rue was the unfortunate recipient.”

“And when you arrive without Olena?” Ruckus crossed his arms.

Trystan thought it over, then shrugged. “I’ll have to come up with something on the way.”

“Nope.” Delaney shook her head. “That’s out. Next idea?”

He frowned. “Delaney—”

“Great,” she interrupted, “I do have one. Thanks for calling on me, Trystan. Ruckus and I already talked about getting to the Basilissa. She needs to know what happened to her daughter, that she no longer has to follow the Rex. With any luck, she’ll help us stop him, and more immediately, come up with a way to rescue Gibus.”

Delaney had been thinking more on it throughout the day. It still made the most sense. So far, the only people who knew Olena was dead were in this building, and all loyal to Trystan and her. So long as they kept it that way, they should be able to get back to Vakar in time to inform the Basilissa and get her to turn on the Rex.

“And how do you suggest we explain the circumstances surrounding Olena’s death, hmm?” Trystan questioned, clearly not on board.

That could get tricky. Pettus had only been doing what he needed to in order to protect Delaney, but would Tilda see it that way?

“It’s a risk we’re going to have to take,” she said. “We need Vakar’s help, and the only way to get it is by convincing Tilda. Being their Lissa doesn’t mean anything if their Basilissa isn’t with us.”

“She could denounce you,” Ruckus told her. “Once she discovers you had a hand in her daughter’s murder. That you were there.”

Delaney blinked at him. “Are you siding with Trystan all of a sudden? Because I thought we’d already agreed on this. This makes the most sense.” When neither of them reacted, she straightened to her full height—which was wholly unimpressive in their company—and stated, “Either help me figure out how to make this work, or get out of my way.”

Neither one of them seemed very pleased by her edict, but they both sighed and clearly started thinking of solutions.

Trystan was the first to speak. “Traveling through Vakar right now is too risky. At least in any Kint ship. Too easily spotted, and once my father gets word where we are, and that Delaney survived, we’ll have an even bigger problem on our hands.”

“So we convince your father you have a legitimate reason for going,” she said. “Make it so when you do show up at the palace in Vakar, and he undoubtedly gets word, you’re exactly where he expected you to be anyway.”

He cocked his head at her. “It isn’t a terrible idea. However, I’m also not comfortable leaving Inkwell unprotected.”

“You don’t think anything is going to happen to Dom or the others, do you?” The citizens of Inkwell lived in town far enough from the palace grounds that Delaney hadn’t visited yet, but she knew Dominan’s house was close.

“It would be rash for my father to attack his own people, but we also don’t know how the Basilissa will react once this news is delivered. I’d rather leave behind a way for civilians to safely flee if need be, and my personal ship is the fastest in the kingdom. What about the Ander’s?”

“We can call Fawna and see how fast she can get here.” Delaney motioned to Sanzie, who stepped forward and handed over a clear device, called a shing, which worked similarly to a cell phone or a computer. She held it out to Ruckus.

Ruckus shared a brief look with the Sworn over Delaney’s shoulder, but before Delaney could question it, he took the shing, tapping away at the screen and moving off to the corner of the room. It began to emit a low beeping sound, and a second later his voice could be heard giving orders.

“You’ve got blood on your shirt,” Trystan said quietly, and Delaney glanced down at the tiny red splatters dotting her chest.

“Yeah?” She flicked the folded fabric around her neck. “Well, your collar is crooked.”

She couldn’t hold back the laughter when he immediately reached to check.

“We’re in luck,” Ruckus said, walking back over to them. “Fawna was already close by. She’ll be here in under an hour.”

“Which doesn’t leave us much time to plan,” Sanzie pointed out as she took back her device. “We can’t all make it into Vakar, and the Rex is still a problem. If he doesn’t hear from someone soon, he’ll grow even more suspicious.”

“She’s right.” Trystan settled more comfortably against the desk, stretching out his legs and crossing them at the ankles.

He’d changed into his traditional outfit, long blue sleeves on a high-collared shirt that zipped up the front. White pants tucked into black boots, and there wasn’t a single crease anywhere to be seen, like he’d taken the time to iron everything just before putting it on.

Delaney would have rolled her eyes at how impeccable he needed everything to be, especially at a time like this, but there were more important things to deal with than his weird quirks. “Is there someone here who he trusts?”

Trystan gave her a look, and she grunted.

Right. The Rex didn’t trust anyone, not even his own son. Though, all things considered, that was sort of understandable.

“Who would he listen to the most, then?”

“Me,” Trystan said, and she was already shaking her head when Ruckus came up with another suggestion.

“What if you video conference him? Give him a reason why you’re refusing to return tonight, come up with some excuse to head to Vakar instead.”

“You were attempting to manipulate the Rue into believing you were rebelling due to mourning,” Sanzie recalled, turning to the Zane. “Perhaps you can use the same line of logic on the Rex?”

Trystan paused, thought it over, and ultimately discarded the idea. “He’d know Delaney’s death would affect me; I did a poor job shielding that fact from him when I got back from Kilma, but the life of a human wouldn’t be enough to warrant my disobedience in his eyes. If I push too hard, he’ll only send more Tellers to retrieve me.”

“What about Olena?” Delaney shrugged when they all looked at her. “It’s not like we can leave her out there in the snow forever, and Tilda deserves the chance to say good-bye to her daughter in person.”

“I could tell my father I’m delivering your body to her; he’ll agree to that,” Trystan surmised, “so long as I explain that it’s an attempt to keep our peace treaty intact. You are her Uprisen heir, after all, and now he thinks you’re dead.”

“So you tell the Rex you’re bringing Delaney’s body to Tilda, but in reality, we’ll be bringing her Olena’s.” Ruckus hummed to himself in thought. “We might also be able to persuade the Basilissa not to take Olena’s death out on us by doing this. She’d be grateful for the return of her daughter.”

“How do you explain to your dad where Olena will be during all of this?” Delaney asked. “Are we sticking with the injured-while-murdering-me story?”

“It seems to be the best angle we have,” Trystan agreed. “Besides, more of a reason for me to go to Vakar. The Basilissa should be told of Olena’s injuries in person. That’s what I’ll tell my father. It’ll be impossible for him to find fault in that.”

“All right, that’s something then.” Delaney wanted to ask the Zane if he was sure about talking to the Rex, but knew better than to do so in front of an audience. “What about when we get to the Vakar palace? I assume there are still a ton of Kint Tellers guarding the place. With this plan, you might be expected, but not us.”

“It’s impossible to know how many of them are loyal to my father, and how many will side with me,” Trystan told them. “I’m not sure who was left there. I’d need a list of names before I could even begin to guess how much support we’d have.”

“I’ve got friends,” Ruckus said confidently. “Ones who can get us through the palace unseen.”

The Zane tilted his head. “Are you referring to the ones who helped sneak you in the first time?”

Bringing up his failed rescue attempt probably wasn’t a good idea. For a second there, they’d actually been having a civilized conversation. Now the Ander’s eyes flashed with anger and he took a pointed step forward.

Delaney placed a palm on his chest, stilling him.

He took a deep breath. “You never found the people who helped get me into the palace.”

“No,” Trystan admitted. “I didn’t. But I can’t promise they haven’t been discovered since. Obviously, there’s a lot my father has kept from me. Hell, for all we know, this is yet another elaborate trap.”

“That can’t be true.” That would suggest the Rex had wanted them to kill Olena, and Delaney highly doubted that. She’d seen the way he’d looked at the old Lissa, like she was the goose that laid the golden egg. He’d needed her alive. He would not be pleased to find out she no longer was.

“Olena was too important to him,” Ruckus said, practically reading her mind. “He confessed that was the plan all along: to use her to gain control of Vakar.”

“He told me that as well.” Trystan sighed. “He only pretended to accept Delaney as a change of plan. He wanted to create unease among the people, manipulate them into believing having Olena on the throne was still better than allowing a human to take it.” He held her gaze. “It wouldn’t have worked in the long run.”

“Comforting,” Delaney drawled. “What do you know about the rest of his plan? Anything?”

It was a bit uncomfortable to realize that she hoped he didn’t, even though that would leave them in the dark on what to expect next. The thought that he could be involved with his dad’s scheming bothered her.

“I know he wants Earth,” Trystan said.

“We all know that,” Ruckus put in. “How about you give us a how? What does he intend to do with Vakar?”

“Going off what I’d been told, he wants to merge them. But he never intended to leave political control in Vakar hands. He would run things himself, from the sidelines.”

“Using you as a figurehead.” Surprisingly, Ruckus’s words didn’t sound mocking.

“I would have aided him in getting what he wanted,” Trystan admitted, “yes. But only to an extent. I’d hoped that I could persuade him to alter his goals. To allow Earth to continue on as is, rather than taking complete control.”

“But you don’t know details?” Ruckus read between the lines. “He didn’t confide in you.”

Trystan’s jaw clenched. “He did not.”

“Tilda might know more,” Delaney said. Either way, it wasn’t like they were going to find out more here. “How long before your father loses his patience again and sends someone else?”

“For all we know, he already has.” Trystan straightened from the desk, adjusting his shirt, and then toed Rantan’s body with a grunt. “It’s unclear how soon after his arrival he was supposed to call in. I should get to a com device soon, get this conference call over with before we’re really out of time.”

“There’s still the matter of how we plan on stopping the Rex at all,” Ruckus pointed out. “Say Tilda agrees to help us, turns against him.… Then what?”

“We’ll start by taking the Vakar palace back,” Trystan said. “Then Tilda can get word out to her people that she’s no longer under my father’s thumb.”

“You mean your thumb?”

“Your people far outnumber Tilda’s,” Delaney reminded, drawing attention her way before they could start arguing again. “If she announces she’s no longer going to do what he says, the Rex will declare war—you know, that thing we’ve gone through all of this to avoid?”

“We’ll just have to hope she knows more about my father’s plans and can help us before it comes to that.” Trystan smoothed a hand over his hair, a nervous tick of his that gave him away.

“Hope isn’t really a lot to go on right now.” She didn’t like feeling so many steps behind. “We need to find a way to get your father off that throne. Take away his crown, and we take away his army at the same time.”

“I know that.” Trystan sighed again. “But I don’t know how yet, Delaney. We need more information, and right now Tilda is the only person I can think of who might have some. Who knows what my father’s told her since taking Olena hostage?”

“You should call him.” Ruckus motioned toward Rantan. “We’ve lost the luxury of time to figure things out further.”

Trystan looked like he was going to argue, probably just because the Ander was the one telling him what to do, but he ended up gritting his teeth instead. “You two wait here, in case we’re wrong and Rantan wasn’t the only one already sent our way.”

Sanzie went with him, leaving Delaney and Ruckus alone in the office. With Rantan’s body.

“This is fun.” Delaney scowled down at the Rue’s lifeless form and then went to the desk, turning so she didn’t have to look at him anymore.

“As long as Trystan can convince the Rex to let him make the trip to Vakar, it should be okay,” Ruckus said, trying to reassure her. He was obviously able to tell she was still feeling antsy over this partial plan of theirs.

“And Tilda?” she asked. “How do we convince her not to shoot Trystan the second she realizes it’s Olena in that body bag and not me?”

“She’s smart. She knows that’ll ensure war.”

“She’ll be standing over her daughter’s corpse. I don’t think she’ll be thinking clearly enough to consider killing the Zane—who had a hand in Olena’s death—a bad idea.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“Aren’t you the one who used to tell me to always be prepared for everything?” she shot over her shoulder. If Trystan got hurt carrying out this plan, it’d partially be her fault for suggesting it in the first place.

Ruckus licked his lips and then moved closer, resting a hand on the narrow of her back. Leaning in, he brushed his knuckles against her wrist, where she had both palms flat against the desk.

“We’ll have to take a stealthier route, past the East Mountains, in order to avoid detection on our way to Vakar,” he told her. “That’s plenty of time for us to convince the Zane not to stand anywhere near the Basilissa when we reveal that Olena’s dead. He’ll see the logic in being cautious.”

She shivered before she could help herself, her mind already going back to the other day and the traumatic experience she’d had. The cave Trystan had gotten them into had saved their lives, but she could still recall the frozen feeling, the burning and the numbness that had followed.

All those times she’d been pretending to be Olena, coming so close to death in the forms of bombs and zees, and yet, it was the hypothermia that really stuck with her. That particular fear had sunk in its claws, deeply enough she could feel it wiggling in the back of her mind at even the mere idea of having to travel near or around another mountain.

“Hey.” Concern thickened his voice, and Ruckus angled his body so that she was propped comfortingly against his warmth. The hand already on her back began rubbing soothing circles on her spine, while his other reached out to steady her hip. “We’re in the midst of our spring season. Winter’s already passed for Vakar.”

Delaney dropped her head against his shoulder and let out a humorless chuckle. “How’d you know that’s what I was panicking about?”

“Lucky guess.” He shrugged, but when she glanced up and caught him staring down at her, he added, “I know you, Delaney.” His brow furrowed, an almost bemused look passing over his features, and when he spoke again, his voice was no more than a whisper.

“Have you forgotten that?” he asked. “Have you forgotten us?”

“What?” She twisted in his hold and took his head between her hands. “Of course not.”

He didn’t appear convinced.

“Of course not,” she repeated, sending the words through their fittings this time. Speaking telepathically had always seemed more intimate to her. During their time on Earth, the two of them had spoken that way often, even when alone.

And she realized with a start that they hadn’t done so once since he’d found her in that cave.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “For being so distracted.”

“No.” He shook his head. “No, I’m the one being ridiculous. It’s just…” He trailed off, and before she could press him on it, he chuckled. “Never mind. It’s me being insecure.”

“Insecure?”

“Poor choice of words.” He smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

She didn’t believe him.






 



CHAPTER 4


Trystan tried not to twitch at his father’s perusal, knew that the other man’s gaze kept coming back to the splotches beneath his son’s eyes and the single strand of blond hair that refused to stay in place. Trystan did his best to act like he didn’t care about these obvious flaws, keeping his shoulders stiff and his expression blank.

He had no idea if the Rex was buying it.

“I’m not sure telling Tilda in person that her daughter was injured is wise.” His father tapped his fingers against the surface of his desk. “We’ve gained her loyalty by ensuring Olena wouldn’t be harmed, after all.”

“She deserves to know the truth,” Trystan repeated, for what might have been the tenth time since the call had started over fifteen minutes ago. “And Delaney—”

“Right,” he cut him off, “the newly deceased Miss Grace. That’s what this is really about, isn’t it?”

“She was Tilda’s heir.”

“She was human.” The Rex paused, then canted his head. “Where is Rue Rantan?”

Trystan held his gaze unflinchingly, not bothering to answer. It was fairly obvious, seeing as how there was only one reason Rantan would miss an opportunity to make the Zane look bad in front of the Rex.

His father sighed, but it was impossible to tell if it was out of annoyance at having lost a valued member of his council, or just at his son in general.

“If you didn’t want him dead,” Trystan finally said, “then you shouldn’t have sent him.”

“I had hoped you’d have better control of your actions,” the Rex replied. “But, yes, of course your misplaced feelings for the human getting the best of you was a possibility I’d considered.”

Trystan stopped the disgust from showing on his face just in time. He’d hated the Rue, who’d been all but a waste of space since he’d first joined the council. But the man had been loyal to the Rex, if nothing else. Seeing how little his father appreciated that fact made his insides twist.

“I don’t want Lissa Olena anywhere near Vakar without me present,” his father said. “It’s too risky, especially now that Delaney is dead. It’ll put Tilda on edge, perhaps even give her foolish notions of rebellion.”

“She’s still in critical condition in any case,” Trystan told him. “I’d hoped to leave Olena here, so she could continue getting medical attention. I’ll allow her to conference call with her mother once I make it to Vakar, so that the Basilissa has proof her daughter is all right. I think it best we keep all of this to ourselves as well.”

The Rex lifted a brow, a silent indication for him to go on.

“I’ll tell Tilda I’m arriving with information, and show her Delaney’s body once I’m there. If we inform her of her Uprisen heir’s death without me present, I fear she might have the same rebellious reaction you hope to avoid.”

Making sure his father didn’t tell Tilda anything ahead of time also meant they’d have a better chance of controlling the story.

“All right,” the Rex said, waving a hand. “Take Miss Grace’s body to Tilda as a show of good faith, and tell her about Olena’s injuries. But I want a full update, and to be notified as soon as Lissa Olena is out of surgery. Is that understood?”

“Of course, Father.” Trystan bowed his head, keeping his gaze low to avoid eye contact.

“You have until tomorrow night to get to Carnage,” the Rex continued. “If you aren’t back by then, I’ll be forced to send more men to retrieve you. Like a child.”

“Once I’ve completed my business with Tilda, I’ll board a ship immediately.” The very thought of going back to that place made him want to vomit all over the sleek marble floor. But at least he’d know beforehand that Delaney was safe.

So long as they could convince Tilda not to do anything rash.



DELANEY ADJUSTED THE zipper on her coat, then tugged at the ends of her gloves to make sure they were secure. She fidgeted, doing pretty much anything and everything she could think of to distract herself from the awkwardness of her current situation.

At her left, Trystan stood statue still, eyes trained straight ahead on the slowly closing ship doors. He hadn’t spoken since the call with his father, other than to mention that he’d bought himself until tomorrow night, as planned. Whether or not the Rex was actually going to let him get away with that was still to be seen, but what choice did they have but to try?

On her right, Ruckus had his arms crossed over his chest, and was glaring. He wasn’t doing it at anything in particular, which was why it was so obvious that his angered look was really meant for the Zane.

Shocker.

Fawna had arrived with Ruckus’s ship less than twenty minutes ago, and they’d had to wait to check airspace to make sure she hadn’t been followed before boarding.

Delaney had yet to even see the pilot, though Ruckus had met with her already in order to ensure everything was going as planned and they were safe. Apparently, Fawna had been hiding close by ever since they’d been captured in the Vakar palace. She was so good at staying hidden, she’d trailed the Kint ships all the way from there to Inkwell without once being detected.

Finally the doors clicked into place, and sealed with a low hissing sound.

“Lissa.” Sanzie turned to her, angling her body between the awkward little group and the doorway. “Would you like to get a refreshment from—”

“An entire galaxy of yes!” She was halfway to the Sworn, eager to get away from the uncomfortable situation, when she had a thought. Coming to an abrupt stop, she inhaled deeply, and then spun around to address the guys. “Don’t kill each other, okay? In fact, let’s just make that a general rule from here on out, so that I don’t have to worry about it happening later on down the line.”

Trystan’s expression suddenly matched Ruckus’s. “You can’t be serious.”

She held his gaze. “Deadly so.”

“If you recall, we’ve already had this discussion, Lissa.”

At the mention of their original deal to keep the Ander safe, her eyes narrowed. They’d made that agreement before Trystan’s father had thrown a wrench in everything. He couldn’t seriously think their previous understanding still applied, could he?

“What are you complaining about?” Ruckus asked him tersely, saving Delaney from having to come up with a response. “I have more reason to want you dead than the other way around.”

“That is far from true, and you know it.” Trystan turned and shared a cryptic look with Ruckus over his shoulder. For a split second it actually seemed like the two of them were on the same page about something.

It freaked Delaney out too much to want to stick around and decipher what exactly that was, so instead she took a pointed step back. “Guys.”

“Yes, all right.” Trystan grunted. “But I still don’t like it.”

“Join the club.” Ruckus pushed past him, bumping his shoulder pointedly against the Zane’s to jostle him.

“Nope.” Delaney signaled to Sanzie to proceed, giving the other two her back. “Not staying for this.”

When the Sworn had led her halfway down the hall and she still didn’t hear the sounds of zee fire or punches being thrown, some of the tension in her shoulders eased.

“They fight like children,” Sanzie said as she broke the quiet, irritated. “It is a disgrace to their stations.”

Delaney blinked at the Sworn as they took another corner, for a moment unsure how to respond. “Haven’t they always been like that?”

Even as she asked, she knew that wasn’t the case. They’d always disliked each other, sure; that’d been apparent when she’d been pretending to be Olena. But there’d still been a level of feigned respect between them, if only to keep up appearances.

“Wux is still an Ander, and therefore he must follow the Zane’s commands,” Sanzie told her. When Delaney laughed, Sanzie sent her a confused sideways glance.

“Ruckus was Trystan’s prisoner for weeks,” she reminded Sanzie, finding it a bit strange she even had to. “There’s no way he’s going to do what he says now that he’s free. And he shouldn’t be expected to, all things considered.”

“He’s not Vakar royalty; therefore, he must fall in line when in the presence of the Zane.”

“I’m thinking the dynamics from before no longer apply,” Delaney stated. “Does this have anything to do with you and Ruckus, about your past?”

Delaney still didn’t have any of the details, only that the two of them had once served together in the Vakar army until Sanzie had gotten into an accident. The Sworn had been abandoned by her squad and, weirdly, rescued by the Zane. She’d worked for him ever since. That left a lot of questions up in the air, but Delaney hadn’t had the time to press for answers.

“How close were you two, anyway?” It dawned on her that Sanzie had been leading the way since they’d left the hangar. And that this was Ruckus’s ship. “How do you know where you’re going?”

“These particular crafts are all built the same.” She shrugged.

Delaney halted, suddenly not finding any humor in this. “I’ve been on both Vakar and Kint ships before, Sanzie. I know that’s not true.”

“Different models,” she insisted, but it was obvious Delaney didn’t believe her. “All right, yes, I’ve been on this vessel. I used to know Fawna, too. It was a long time ago; this should be the way to the kitchen area, though.”

Sanzie started forward, leaving Delaney no choice but to follow after.

“Eventually you’re going to have to tell me the whole story,” she said at the Sworn’s back, noticing the way her spine stiffened at her comment. She tried to ignore the quick flash of jealousy and suspicion that rushed through her. With the future as up in the air as it was, the past shouldn’t matter to her.

“There’s not much to tell,” Sanzie assured her. “When I worked for Vakar, we sometimes went on missions together. The Ander’s ship is one of the fastest and most secure on the planet. Not all of them can successfully operate within, and outside of, Xenith’s atmosphere.”

This was the same craft that Fawna had used to travel to Earth, and they were currently flying on the planet the same way an airplane would. Delaney didn’t know much about rocket science, but she was aware a fighter jet couldn’t do the same things a rocket could.

“Here we are, Lissa.” Sanzie stepped through an opening in the wall and entered the tiny kitchen area on the ship. She motioned toward a large black box-shaped device tucked into the corner that had always reminded Delaney of a vending machine. “Shall I make you some squa?”

They were still in Inkwell, and it was chilly on the ship despite the fact that Fawna had turned the heat on as soon as she’d docked next to the palace. Up until that point, she’d apparently kept all heating systems off to avoid being detected by Kint.

“Funny story…” Delaney moved into the room and over to the device, sending a smile over her shoulder to ease the bite of her words. “I’ve actually been on this ship before, too.”

There was a smaller rectangle in the center of the device, about the same size as a laptop screen. Until Delaney pressed her finger to it, it was black, but then it lit up a pale yellow. Words she didn’t know began to appear, separated by an outline of tiny circles. She’d memorized what most of them would give her while on her trip back to Earth, though she didn’t recall ever having tried squa here.

Before she could overanalyze, she tapped one of the buttons near the bottom—the drink she’d been obsessed with herself—and watched as a row of white lights lit up around the outside of the entire device.

A small compartment slid open around her knees, exposing a panel of glass, and a whizzing sound filled the silence. A second later a cup was pushed forward, a light pink liquid sloshing around, close to spilling over the rim. It was almost exactly like a coffee machine back on Earth, and the first time she’d tried it, Delaney had expected scalding, stale liquid to meet her tongue.

Instead it had tasted like rich, hot strawberry milk and roasted cashews.

“What would you like?” Delaney asked as she reached down to remove her cup. She set it on the counter at the right, and then turned back expectantly.

“I’m fine, Lissa.”

She thought about pushing, then decided against it. The screen had a small arrow at the bottom right, and she tapped it so that the items offered would change. Then she selected the one she knew Ruckus would prefer, and waited for that cup to fill.

“What did you guys end up doing with the bodies?” Olena wasn’t the only one they’d brought with them. She tried not to picture the way Pettus had looked, lying in her arms on the ground. His skin had already begun turning an ashy gray, and he’d been cool to the touch in a matter of moments. There’d been a lot of blood, but Delaney couldn’t remember now if she’d gotten any on herself.

“They’re in the lower deck,” Sanzie told her tentatively, “and out of sight for now. Once we’ve presented the Basilissa with her daughter, I assume the Ander will have your friend cremated.”

“So you don’t bury the dead?”

“We do not.” She’d taken up a soldier’s stance as soon as they’d gotten to the device, her arms crossed behind her back, her feet squared. It was the flash of interest in her eyes that ruined the stiff appearance now. “I read somewhere that it’s something your people do, though. You put them underground?”

“Does that seem strange to you?”

“I guess I just don’t understand,” she admitted. “Is there a reason?”

“Different ones for different cultures.” The machine made the same sounds, indicating her order was done, and she removed the cup she’d gotten for Ruckus. “We have many cultures on my planet. You guys just have the two here, right?”

“We have Kint and we have Vakar,” Sanzie confirmed.

“What about belief systems?” When the other girl frowned, Delaney elaborated. “Religions?” More confusion. “Why do you cremate your dead?”

“Bodies take up space.”

“Ruckus mentioned there was a ceremony,” she said. “A way to honor the dead?”

“Yes,” she nodded, “we have that.”

Delaney wanted to ask more, but the drink in her hand was at risk of getting cold. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Anything, Lissa.”

Her quick agreement made Delaney feel slightly guilty about what she was going to ask next. Not enough not to do it, though. Part of her wanted to note the Sworn’s reaction, try to see if she could figure out how deeply this dislike she had for the Ander went.

“Bring this to Ruckus, please.” She held up the cup, lifting a brow when Sanzie merely stared at it. “Come on.” She shook the cup, careful not to spill its contents. “I’m not trying to make you friends. You can tell him it’s from me, even.”

“Perhaps—”

“We’re on the Ander’s ship, Sanzie.” It was easy enough to figure out what she’d been about to say. “I’m perfectly safe here. I’ll be fine alone.”

“And the Zane?”

“Oh,” Delaney rolled her eyes, laying it on thick, “there’s no way those two are still in the same room together. You get this to Ruckus, I’ll make sure the Zane doesn’t die of thirst.”

It was probably the least funny thing she could have said, and they both sobered instantly. But it wasn’t long before the sad look in Sanzie’s eyes morphed into something knowing. Almost as if the Sworn were thinking about how messed up Delaney had been when they’d brought Trystan’s body back. How she hadn’t been able to leave his side …

“He saved my life,” she said, by way of explanation. “I owed him. It doesn’t change anything.”

“Of course, Lissa.” Sanzie took the cup still being held aloft and then nodded her chin at the device. “Seventh icon, three rows down. That’s the symbol for squa, in case you weren’t aware.”

Delaney nodded, sort of wondering how this had turned on her so quickly.

“If there’s nothing else, Lissa?” Sanzie waited for Delaney to shake her head, and then the Sworn took a deep breath and openly scowled. “Then I guess I’ll be taking this to the Ander now.”



DELANEY AMBLED DOWN the corridors, not really knowing where she might find the Zane. They had some time before they’d enter Vakar territory, which meant she could afford to search for him.

Deciding to be productive while she did, Delaney began to think of all the ways to deliver the news of Olena’s death. There was no good way to tell someone their child was dead, even one as awful as Olena had been, and she dreaded having to do so almost as much as she did having to go back to the palace at all.

While she hadn’t had to worry about Kints as much there, at least in the sense that during her initial stay Vakar had still been under its own rule, she hadn’t exactly been safe. Actually, she’d been safer in Inkwell, with Trystan, than anywhere else so far.

Delaney turned the corner and paused. Somehow, she’d managed to find him just by wandering aimlessly.

The door to one of the supply rooms was open, giving her the perfect view of the Zane as his finger slid across a shing screen. He had an assortment of items set out on one of the shelves before him, and kept pausing to physically check them, picking an item up, setting it back down, only to repeat the process on another.

It sort of looked like he was doing inventory, which was a little funny, considering that was the type of job someone should be doing for him. He seemed pretty focused, movements easy and confident. The same way he handled everything.

There was no logical reason for her to be nervous, and yet … The last time they’d been alone had been in the cave, and not only did she not want to think about that, she also didn’t want to talk about it.

She took a step back the way she’d come, decidedly chickening out. The Zane could get his own damn drink in any case.

Unfortunately, her movement caught his attention and he glanced up before she could duck around the corner. When he noticed the two cups she was holding, the corner of his mouth tipped up.

With no other options left, she headed toward the room, already in the process of handing him the squa.

He set the shing down and took the cup, quirking a brow. “Aren’t you going to sip it in front of me first?”

“Funny.” She grunted, settling against the doorframe. He’d made a habit of taking the first sip of all her drinks back in Inkwell, to show her that none of them had been poisoned. To get her to trust him. “What are you doing in here?”

“Keeping busy mostly,” he admitted.

“What? Not enough excitement going on for you?” It’d been meant as a joke, but she knew the second his mood changed. Straightening, she retreated a step back into the hall.

“We should talk,” he said, not attempting to follow her.

“Sure”—she motioned to her left—“later. I’ve got to go say hi to Fawna.”

“Delaney.”

“All right.” If he wanted to talk so badly, she’d do it, but they wouldn’t be discussing what she figured he hoped they would. “I need to know we’re on the same team here.”

“Of course.” He took a step toward her, stopping when she held up a hand.

“I mean all of us. History leads me to believe you’re not exactly willing to play nice with Ruckus.”

“Nor he with me,” he reminded her.

“Yes,” she said, sighing, “I know. I’ve had this conversation with him, too, believe me. This is a weird situation, but we need one another.”

“Did you purposefully come find me alone so that we might speak about him behind his back? So you could ask me if I intend to … What? Shoot him while you aren’t looking?”

She didn’t respond.

The next step he took forward was stiff. “Because you’re right, and there are other things for us to focus on at the moment, I’ll soothe your fears by promising not to kill the Ander. But I should also remind you, Delaney, that we had a deal. The past few days change nothing.”

She bristled, but forced herself not to crack in front of him. Before his father revealed his deception, she’d agreed to cooperate with Trystan in exchange for her friends’ freedom and safety. But now Gibus had been kidnapped and Pettus was dead. Truthfully, things had gotten complicated, and she didn’t know how she felt about anything anymore. Except the Rex. That was crystal clear.

“I’d say a lot has changed, actually,” she said. Then, without giving him the chance to counter, she started down the hall.

He didn’t try to stop her, and she made it through the rest of the ship without bumping into anyone else. It wasn’t long before she spotted the familiar path leading to the cockpit.

The mechanical whirs and beeps flooded out the open doors as she approached, heading up a slight ramp to get there. Inside, the room was all curved walls and ceiling, with different computer setups lining the way to the front, where the main controls were located. There were two seats there, and the one on the left was currently occupied by a tall blond woman.

Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and at Delaney’s approach, she tilted her head, scanning her with fuchsia eyes rimmed in dark blue.

Fawna never dressed in Teller uniforms, opting instead to keep a more casual appearance. This made sense, considering the woman wasn’t technically a member of the army, but a freelancer. She got to use Ruckus’s ship in return for taking his jobs above any others. The two were good friends anyway, so the arrangement was more for show than anything.

“It’s nice to have you back,” Fawna said, smile stretching wide when Delaney dropped down into the empty leather seat next to her. “I hear we’ve got some rotten cargo. Need me to stop anywhere, drop it off?”

“If you’re referring to the Zane”—Delaney leaned forward to peer out the large glass screen before her—“then no. He stays, actually.”

“Hmm.” Fawna clucked her tongue. “Gotten used to having him around, huh? Can’t really blame you. All that muscle … and the hair … that smoky way he talks…”

Delaney stared at her, completely forgetting about the frozen scenery they were speeding past outside.

“Close your mouth, Lissa,” she teased. “I’ve got eyes, you know. And just because I like the sound of his voice, doesn’t mean I have to like the things he says with it. I don’t. He’s sort of got a reputation for being a bastard.”

“I can’t really argue with you there.”






 



CHAPTER 5


Ruckus tried to ignore her, he really did, but it was difficult having Sanzie so close—and so cross with him—after all this time. Truthfully, he’d done his best to not think of her over the past six years. After a while it’d even started working. It was impossible not to notice the Sworn now, though, especially when she was burning hotter than a full-blown furnace.

And it wasn’t the good kind of heat.

She’d come in and practically dropped the hot cup of dalla on the table before him, mumbling something about how it was from Delaney before stepping off to the side. He’d expected her to exit the room after that, but she hadn’t.

Instead she’d lingered, typing away at her communicator as if she actually had something important to do. Which he was almost certain wasn’t the case, because Trystan had gone off to handle any remaining issues with Inkwell almost an hour ago.

Ruckus had chosen a small room off the main cargo hold, a space where he tended to go over information on missions or, after he’d become Ander, to check up on Olena. He felt more secure close to the exit, where he could get off the ship as soon as possible if anything happened and he was needed elsewhere.

Unfortunately, the current occupant was someone he didn’t want there. With an annoyed sigh, he tossed aside his shing and stood, making his way across the small room to where Sanzie sat against the wall.

Once he was a few feet away, she lifted her head, cocking her brow in silent question.

“We should talk,” he said, hating that he had to, even if it was the smartest thing to do. It was obvious she was still upset, and they needed to clear the air before her anger got in the way of what they were trying to do here. “It makes the most logical sense.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” she disagreed. She brushed off her uniform pants in an attempt to avoid looking at him again, so she missed seeing his jaw clench.

“We aren’t good to anyone if we’re distracted,” he tried again.

“If you’re having issues with focusing, that isn’t my problem.” Finally she straightened, and didn’t bother hiding the ire in her eyes this time. “If it’s that you feel guilty, I’m certainly the last person who wants to help you alleviate that.”

That, right there, proved what he was saying was true. She was angry, and the tension between them was thick enough to rival the tension between him and the Zane—almost. He didn’t hate her the way he hated Trystan, and he also didn’t blame her for her feelings. Not entirely, anyway.

She thought he’d abandoned her, left her out in Morray to die.

“It didn’t happen the way you think it did,” he said, his voice dropping slightly with the weight of memory. He could still picture that day, see his breath freezing in the air. Feel the way his frozen toes had sat in his boots. The fear he’d felt when he thought he’d lost her. He’d disobeyed orders and gone after her; only, he’d been too late.

She’d already been saved by the Zane.

“That doesn’t matter.” Sanzie stepped away quickly, angling herself toward the open doorway. “It was a long time ago.”

“I don’t want this to be a problem between us. We used to work well together.”

“We used to do a lot of things together, Ruckus. It was a long time ago,” she repeated a bit more vehemently. “We don’t need to discuss it.”

“Are you harassing my Sworn, Wux?” Trystan appeared in the doorway, lazily propping a shoulder against the frame. He glanced between the two of them casually. Too casually, the way a predator sized up its prey just before the pounce. “Or are we taking a trip down memory lane? Shall I participate?”

When neither of them said anything, he pulled a smaller shing from his pocket and held it out to Sanzie. “I just got off the coms with Ezran, telling him to send someone to Dominan’s house to ensure he and his mother stay indoors until this is over. I don’t feel as if simply avoiding the castle is enough. Can you ensure that order was followed?”

“Yes, Zane.” Sanzie nodded, almost gratefully, then took the device and fled.

That left the two of them standing there, facing each other, Ruckus glaring, Trystan’s gaze impassive.

“She doesn’t need you to fight her battles,” Ruckus stated when it became obvious the Zane wasn’t going to speak first.

He feigned surprise. “I wasn’t aware the two of you were about to do battle. What would Delaney think? She’s actually pretty fond of the Sworn, chose her for the position herself, even. I doubt she’d appreciate you causing trouble where it doesn’t need to be.”

“Don’t tell me what Delaney wants.” Even though he knew the Zane was merely trying to get under his skin, he couldn’t help but take the bait. It was a sore spot, obviously. Hadn’t been before, but ever since Ruckus had seen the way she’d looked at Trystan lying in that hospital bed, he hadn’t been able to shake this jealousy.

He hated it, hated that he felt it and that he felt it about the Zane. But it was fine. It was only an emotion, and he could handle it. Once this was over, if they survived, the Zane would no longer matter anyway. Ruckus and Delaney would head back to Earth, where they belonged, and resume their lives. He knew that. Trusted it.

He had to.

“The only reason you’re still breathing,” Ruckus found himself saying, despite his thoughts, “is because we need you. As soon as that’s no longer the case—”

“You’ll what, Wux?” Trystan straightened, though he kept his hands in his pockets, where he’d placed them again after handing off his device. “Don’t forget who we are. The fact that we love the same woman changes nothing when it comes to station. I am still the Zane, and you are still merely an Ander.”

Ruckus felt the air leave the room all at once. He struggled not to show it, that he suddenly felt unbalanced, but he wasn’t sure if he pulled it off. His skills at playing pretend only stretched so far.

“Yes”—Trystan pulled out a hand to smooth down his shirt—“you happened to be correct in this one thing. I do love her. Congratulations.” He seemed to recall himself, stilling his motions to grin darkly. “Though, I suppose you actually wish otherwise, no?”

Back in his cell, Ruckus had goaded Trystan, egging him on by pointing out that he had legitimate feelings for Delaney. At the time, it’d been a smart move, exposing to the Zane that he wasn’t merely doing this out of necessity or some misguided duty toward his people. His words had sent the Zane stomping angrily out of the dungeons. It’d felt like a small victory.

It didn’t anymore.

“So you’ve admitted to yourself how you feel,” he said, reining in the uncomfortable, foreboding sensation in his gut. “Good for you.”

“Oh, I didn’t just admit it to myself.” Trystan chuckled, took a moment to search his expression, and then smirked. It was actually more insulting than his grin had been, because there was way too much satisfaction in the look. “She didn’t tell you that, did she.”

It wasn’t a question, so Ruckus didn’t bother giving an answer.

Not that he had the time to anyway. Just then the ship jolted, shaking them both off their feet.

Ruckus slammed hard into the wall, his left shoulder taking the brunt of the hit. His skull rebounded and he hissed, biting his tongue when the ship suddenly tilted in the other direction, sending him careening into the opposite wall.

The Zane swore and caught himself against the doorframe as the ship righted, and the siren blaring overhead signaled that whatever had just happened, it wasn’t yet over. He moved back into the hall at the same moment Ruckus took a step forward.

“We’re under attack,” Trystan growled as they began to run.

Ruckus took the lead, winding them through the ship toward the cockpit. He wanted to find Delaney first, make sure she was okay, but she wouldn’t be if they didn’t figure out who was shooting at them and why.

His worrying wasn’t necessary anyway. He spotted her the second he entered the cockpit, the knot in his chest loosening some at seeing she was all right.

She had the belt over her waist, keeping her safely in the seat, and when he went to her, pressing a palm to the back of her neck, she leaned into him. A silent way of saying she was fine, even with a flicker of worry in her green eyes.

“It started as soon as we entered Vakar airspace,” Fawna told him. Her fingers were moving quickly over the control panel, flicking switches and turning knobs faster than his mind could process.

He’d never been a good pilot. It was one of the only things he hadn’t excelled at in training.

“Have you identified where the threat is coming from?” Trystan questioned.

With a jerk, Ruckus realized the Zane was standing on Delaney’s other side. That his hand was currently resting on her shoulder. He was staring between the scene outside and a small computer screen set into the controls, searching for signs of their attackers.

“I’d say Vakar, but things are a little tangled now that you and your dad have taken over the place,” Fawna stated. “So, really, it could be anyone.”

“Not what I meant,” Trystan growled, but his attention was diverted as soon as Delaney shifted forward in her seat.

“Here!” She pointed to a tiny blip on one of the screens.

It was flashing various shades of green, and when Ruckus looked, he could make out a slightly darker dot trailing close behind them.

“He was using the mountains for cover,” Fawna said, though mostly to herself. “Clever.”

“As much as I agree,” Trystan drawled, “perhaps we can admire their stealth at a later date.”

“I’ll get—” Ruckus came to an abrupt stop, realizing what he’d been about to say. Worry over the attack drained away to make room for the grief that swamped him. He’d been about to order Pettus to the back of the ship, to operate the cannons there, like he always did.

But Pettus was gone.

“Hey.” Delaney sent the word through their fittings, twisting so she could place a hand on his chest.

It was enough to snap him out of it. To focus. He turned to the Zane.

“Contact Sanzie and get her to the rear cannons,” he told him, trying not to dwell on the fact that Trystan nodded and complied without putting up a fight. He widened his stance in the small space between the two chairs, securing himself more, even as their ship shook a third time.

Now that Fawna was aware of their attacker’s location, whatever had hit them hadn’t done so with nearly as much force as before.

“She’s inside the rear cockpit now,” Trystan informed him a second later.

“There’s a com link to the right—large purple button. Have her connect with us.”

Trystan sent the order through his fitting, and a second later a spot on the console in front of Fawna beeped. She pressed it.

Sanzie’s determined voice came through to them, a bit crackly but otherwise clear. “I’m firing up the weapons. Awaiting order to engage.”

“As soon as possible,” Ruckus said, then swore when he glanced at the screen.

Delaney must have noticed the same thing as he did, for she cursed almost at the exact same time. “We’ve got more company!”

Another two blips had appeared next to the one they’d already discovered. They were in the process of widening around them, taking position to cover their entire flank.

Ruckus watched the blips’ maneuvers closely for a few moments and then gripped the backs of Delaney’s and Fawna’s chairs. “They’re going to start herding us to the left.”

“How do you know?” Trystan frowned and bent closer to the screen.

“I recognize the formation pattern.” He caught the Zane’s gaze briefly. “I came up with it.”

A heat missile fired from one of the blips, and they watched it make a beeline for them. Everyone had to grip something as Fawna tilted the ship at a forty-five-degree angle in order to avoid getting hit. Even after she’d straightened the craft again, the ground beneath their feet continued to shake.

“How are those cannons coming, Sanzie?” Trystan called into the com, then grunted when another jolt sent him sprawling forward. He caught himself on the console.

“Almost…” They heard a sharp clicking from her end. “There!”

From the screen, they watched a trail of the same heat missiles fire out of their own ship. Sanzie let loose a string of them, tugging the cannon from one end to the other to cover their entire rear. It forced the three attacking vessels to disperse, giving Ruckus’s ship a wider berth.

“It doesn’t seem to be doing anything,” Delaney pointed out, and she was right.

“They have shields,” Ruckus explained.

“Why don’t we?”

“We do,” Fawna answered for him. “It’s up now; that’s why we haven’t had a hole blown through the walls or anything. Yet.”

“Comforting.” Delaney started inspecting the controls in front of her, brow furrowing in deep concentration.

Which was a look that often made Ruckus feel a little wary, because it almost always led to some kind of reckless adventure or unknown. Like when she’d convinced him the elevator ride at that theme park Six Flags would be fun.

It had not been.

“Not sure I like where this is going, sweetheart,” he confessed, even though she’d yet to allude to what she was thinking.

“I assume there are guns at the front of the ship as well, right?” she asked, either ignoring his comment or just too caught up in her head to have processed that he had spoken to her.

His money was on the first.

“How do you access them?” She glanced over at Fawna’s section of the console, obviously making note of the differences. Then she reached below the lip of the console in front of her and smirked when she found a hidden button there. A second later the lights began flashing in front of her, and a panel slid out to cover her lap, securing her even more in her chair.

The controls popped out, a wheel that could control the guns attached to the front of the ship. There were six buttons in total, three on either side, placed for easy access while holding the wheel.

“Just like one of those driving video games,” she said to herself with a humorless chuckle. “Okay, what now?”

“They’re behind us,” Ruckus started, “so that won’t be—”

One of their attackers appeared directly to their left, swerving in front of them. The movement was so fast, they’d almost collided with them. Fawna only managed to dodge at the last second.

“You were saying?” Trystan drawled, somehow finding enjoyment in all this despite their situation.

Ruckus sent him a glare and then directed all his attention to the controls in Delaney’s hands.

“Here,” he said, tapping the first button on the right side of the controller. As soon as he did, panels on both sides of the front of the ship opened, and two large cannons lifted out. He bent over Delaney’s smaller form, settling his arms lightly on top of hers so he could use his fingers to direct her thumbs over the other buttons. “The middle ones fire regular rounds. The bottoms let loose large ones. There aren’t many of those, though, so try not to use them unless we have to.”

When he pulled back, he tried not to openly smile at the scowl painted across the Zane’s face.

Delaney twisted the wheel to the right, and the cannons outside quickly adjusted toward her target. Without hesitation, she pressed down on the middle buttons, and a round of fire shot off toward the attacking ship.

Before any of the zees could make impact, they came up against an invisible force field. As soon as one of the zees hit it, the force field glimmered green, and the zee fizzled in a spark.

“We’ve got to do something about those,” Trystan stated, watching as the enemy remained totally unaffected. On the smaller screen, they could see Sanzie was still keeping the other two at bay, but it wouldn’t be for long. Eventually they’d take the risk of getting closer and damaging their shields.

But there was no way they were going to get lucky enough for that to happen. Their attackers had already gotten a head start, had been slowly chipping away at their shield. If one was to fail, it would not be their attackers’.

“Do you have this?” he asked Delaney, and even after she nodded, he found it difficult to step away. Forcing himself to, he motioned with two fingers at the Zane, turning to rush down the ramp into the heart of the ship without waiting to see if he was going to follow.

“I assume that means you have a plan, Ander?” Trystan appeared at his side a few steps later, clearly nonplussed by their role reversal.

“Ever jumped out of a ship before?” Ruckus turned his head in time to catch the Zane’s widening gaze, and chuckled. Without further explanation, he led them to a chamber off to the side that was rarely used. It housed most of their more advanced tech, the stuff that had been necessary during the war, but had since become next to obsolete.

Fortunately, because their treaty had been so tentative, the Basileus had ordered all military ships to keep their stash of weaponry on the off chance it might one day become necessary again.

Ruckus hadn’t been the Basileus’s biggest fan, but he had to admit that the man knew what he was doing at least half the time. Too bad the other half, all those bad decisions, were what had gotten Magnus killed in the end.

The door panel slid open as soon as Ruckus pressed his palm against it, and he entered before it’d fully disappeared into the wall. Everything was exactly where he’d left it, despite his leaving the ship and its running to Pettus and Fawna while he’d been away on Earth. He shifted through a few things, moving toward one of the built-in metal closets, and then sighed in relief when he spotted what he was looking for.

He snatched two of the three packs hanging from hooks and tossed one to the Zane, angling his head down to hide his grin when the ship tipped at that exact moment, causing the pack to smack Trystan in the face.

All too quickly, the Zane righted himself, holding up the pack to see what it was. His eyes glimmered and he began unzipping the proper compartments, dropping to one knee so he could place it on the floor for better access.

“This is daring,” he said while he worked, proving that he had in fact done this before, despite his words. “I’ll admit to being impressed, Ander. Well done.”

“Your compliments are making me uncomfortable.”

“I was stating a fact,” Trystan corrected, “not giving you a compliment. I do not enjoy your military prowess.” That last part was said under his breath, and Ruckus was sure he’d misheard him.

Not caring enough to ask about it, Ruckus attached the last wire and then adjusted the straps, swinging the pack up and over his shoulders. He secured the belt around his waist, tightening it for good measure, and then turned to find the Zane was doing the same.

“You’re aware,” Trystan said as he finished, glancing up at him, “that if this goes horribly wrong—which is likely—we’ve just left Delaney unprotected, correct?”

“Don’t worry.” He turned to the camouflaged exit panel, lifting the lid that covered the touch pad. “If it comes down to you or me, I’ll push you in the way of the zee fire and make sure I get back to my girlfriend safely.”

He slapped his palm against the pad, and after a moment the loud scraping of metal on metal filled the room. The hatch leading to the outside began to ease its way open, the door at their back sealing tightly to prevent the change in airflow from affecting the rest of the ship.

Trystan stepped up to his side, watching as the gray sky was slowly exposed. “That would make you a cold-blooded killer, Wux.” He tilted his head, caught Ruckus’s eye. “Does she know you have that in you? She called me a monster; I wonder what she’d think if she heard the words that just left your mouth.”

“Delaney knows who I am.” Ruckus clenched his jaw, glad when the hatch finally opened the rest of the way and they could get on with this. Even though heights made him uncomfortable. “You know what to do?”

“Of course,” he scoffed. “Who do you think developed this technology? Because I can assure you, it wasn’t Vakar. We—”

Ruckus didn’t give Trystan time to finish, instead opting to do what he’d wanted to do ever since he’d first met the Zane.

He pushed him out the window and watched his body plummet.






 



CHAPTER 6


Trystan was going to kill the Ander. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. This time he was serious. Ruckus Wux was done for.

As soon as Trystan managed to regain some control over his quickly falling body.

It’d been a while since he’d had to jump out of a moving vehicle—any moving vehicle—especially one as large as a ship. And, as he dropped, he was forced to admit that the Ander’s ship was a pretty impressive size at that. No wonder they’d been targeted. How the hell had they expected to get away with entering Vakar in that monstrosity?

He reached for the latch at his right side, fingers fumbling to lift the flap of fabric meant to protect the controls from being accidentally hit. In his struggle, he ended up tearing the scrap of material loose, and the wind quickly tore it from his grasp. It fluttered away, disappearing in less than a heartbeat.

Placing his first three fingers against the controls, he pressed, holding down while the device did a quick scan of his body. The technology was brilliantly made—by a Kint—and was designed to digitally map a person’s specs in under five seconds.

It was too loud for him to hear the beep signaling the scan was complete, but he noticed the flashing green light at his hip and pulled his hand away just in time for the machine to do the rest of its job. He’d already opened the side panels on the pack on his back, to allow for a faster response time, and he held his arms straight out at his sides and spread his legs wider as material began to spool out.

It was a light shade of gray, like the surrounding sky, and covered in millions of tightly packed tiny rubber dots. The whole process took under thirty seconds, the soft material wrapping around his torso and up and down his limbs. Once his fingers were covered, it tightened, briefly impeding his ability to breathe as it adjusted around him.

The helmet came last, stretching up from the neck to encase his head in a clear plastic. Lights flickered in front of his eyes as systems came online, and then he felt the distinct pressure at the base of his skull, which indicated that the suit was connecting to his fitting. Doing so allowed him hands-free control, and with only a thought, he activated the jets in the soles of the gray boots he now wore.

They propelled him upward, and he scanned for the Ander. While it’d felt like he’d been falling for an eternity, it’d actually been under a minute. He spotted Ruckus wearing a similar suit, hovering at the side of his ship. When Trystan approached, Ruckus signaled toward the attacking ship on the right.

As much as Trystan loathed taking orders from someone technically beneath him, he gave the Ander a curt nod. This wasn’t about struggling for alpha status, not when Delaney was currently on the ship being shot at.

The suits they were wearing helped camouflage them, so there was little fear that the enemy had spotted them. But they wouldn’t protect from cannon fire, so Trystan gave himself a moment to assess a path before directing the suit toward the attacking vessel. He weaved and dodged, feeling the heat from some of the zees as they passed him. It would have been difficult enough without having to worry about Sanzie shooting from the opposite direction, but of course she was.

From the corner of his eye, he saw that the Ander was close to the other attacking ship. For optimal success, they needed to use their packs at close to the same time, so Trystan sped up.

Numbers raced across the screen in the corner of his visor, giving him updates on how high he was, how quickly he was approaching the oncoming ship. When he was less than ten feet from it, a beam came out to scan for the presence of force fields. Knowing there was one already in use, Trystan straightened his body so that he was in a somewhat upright position.

His hand dropped back to the control panel at his side, feeling out the triangular button at the bottom. As soon as the screen on his visor flashed that it had latched onto the force field, he pressed it.

He felt the pack at his back open at the top, and a good portion of the weight he’d been carrying lifted as a black box rose into the air and then slammed forward. As soon as it made contact with the force field, a bright burst of electricity hit it, and bolts of sharp yellow skittered around the entire ship, frying the wiring.

The protective shield flickered once, twice, and then vanished, leaving the ship vulnerable.

Sanzie must have been watching, for Trystan barely had enough time to dive out of the way before a large missile shot through the air toward them. The impact, and following explosion, forced him sailing backward, his body spiraling uncontrollably.

He allowed it to happen, let himself get swept away, dodging the raining bits of metal and debris now dropping to the ground from the destroyed ship on every turn. From the looks of things, the Ander had successfully deactivated the force field of his target as well, and even now Sanzie was taking it out of the sky.

Finally Trystan’s momentum slowed and he was able to regain control. He twisted so that he was facing the final attacking Vakar ship. There was no sign of the Ander, but that was no matter. These suits had only been rigged with one power cell—the tiny EMP device that’d taken out the force fields. There was nothing he or Ruckus could do about this final ship.

Just hope that Delaney could handle breaking through the ship’s shield on her own. And it looked like she was doing just that.

Even as Trystan thought it, the field around the final attacking ship began to flicker in places. Without the other two to help damage Ruckus’s, it seemed this smaller vessel didn’t have the fortitude to withstand so many zees at once.

Their shield gave way with a crackle, and the final zees Delaney was firing finally hit their mark. The ship struggled to maintain its balance for another precious second before a loud burst of one of the engines sent the vessel careening downward.

Trystan watched it spiral in the air, plummeting toward a patch of snow-covered ground. He remained where he was, flying at the side of the Ander’s ship, long enough to feel like it was safe for him to head after the enemy without getting caught up in their gravitational pull. Because he’d already tipped his face toward the ground, he heard more than saw when Fawna changed their ship’s trajectory to do the same.

He’d never say so aloud, but Ruckus had selected impressive people for his team. Vaguely, he wondered how much of their skill had been honed on the actual battlefield. Trystan had never encountered any of them during the war, or if he had, he had no knowledge of it. Though it was doubtful, seeing as how the Ander was well-known—so he would have recognized him. And those who went up against Trystan tended not to survive.

As Ruckus’s ship passed him, he was forced to hang back, a bit annoyed. He was eager to get down there and check the enemy ship for survivors. Even more so to get back to Delaney. He’d known as soon as she’d figured out how to operate the controls that she’d handle the cannons on the ship just fine, but there was still a nagging thought in the back of his head telling him he had to see her to be sure she was all right.

The Ander appeared just as Trystan’s boots were about to touch the ground, a little closer to the side of the ship. Before either of them could make their way toward it, the door at the side slid open, revealing a row of metal stairs unwinding to sink into the snow.

Delaney appeared at the top, breathing heavily, her eyes jumping back and forth between the two of them as both men trudged their way over.

The snow was up to their knees, and Ruckus stumbled just as he was about to reach the end of the stairs. These particular suits weren’t exactly made with good traction.

She was at his side in a matter of seconds, wrapping her arm around his waist to help him tug himself free and get onto the first step. “Don’t slip.”

Trystan expected her to follow the Ander up, and he actually hesitated when she simply directed Ruckus halfway there before turning back. He was grateful for his helmet, because the glare from the sun, even as low as it was, probably kept the Ander, who glanced over his shoulder, from seeing his expression.

“Would you hurry up,” Delaney called, and a thick puff of white burst past her lips as she did. “It’s freezing.” When her gaze dropped down to the snow, it was clear she was struggling with being near it.

Was she afraid because of what happened with Olena?

Before he could even think to ask, she surprised him again, stepping down to the final step to stretch her arm out toward him. Any trepidation was gone, replaced with determination, and a bit of irritation. Probably at having to retrieve them out here at all.

When he was close enough, Trystan grasped her hand, allowing her to help ease him closer to the stairs, and then onto them. The melting ice and snow the Ander had trailed made it a dangerous climb, and he slipped a few times, only to be immediately caught by Delaney.

They reached the top, and as soon as they were inside, she let go. He tried not to acknowledge how the loss of her touch stung.

“You.” She waved a frustrated hand at the Ander, who was already stripping out of his suit. “So much for ‘I won’t be stupid if you won’t be stupid.’ That? That was stupid.”

He must have replied through their fittings, because after a silent moment she snorted and vehemently shook her head at him.

“Don’t even try that bullshit,” she said. “You two”—she turned so she could address both of them with her angry glare—“drive me crazy. Next time one of you has a plan like that, I’m coming with.” She held up a finger as Ruckus opened his mouth, silencing him before he could speak. “Nope. I know damn well Fawna could have managed to steer the ship and fire those guns at the same time. Trying to deny it will only piss me off.”

“Unlike how you are now,” Ruckus teased, “which is calm.”

Trystan frowned, watching their exchange. Instead of getting more angry at him for his comment, Delaney actually started to smile. He was almost certain that if he’d said anything like that, he would have received another scathing remark for his efforts.

That realization pricked and he took a breath, hoping neither of them noticed the hitch there.

Which was of course wishful thinking—kind of like believing he’d be unaffected seeing the two of them interact. The sound immediately drew Delaney’s attention, and the smile on her lips wavered.

“Ruckus,” she said, looking at him, “since your suit’s off, can you go check in with Fawna? When I left, she was scanning the enemy ship for survivors.”

He hesitated, but to his credit he didn’t glance suspiciously Trystan’s way. “All right. I’ll meet you back here as soon as I have an update. If there are survivors, we’re going to have to get moving, fast.” He disappeared quickly around the bend.

This was only the second time they’d been alone since the cave, and Trystan found he didn’t know quite what to say. Actually, that wasn’t really true; there was a lot he wanted to say, but their time was limited. The Ander would come back soon. The last thing he needed was Ruckus walking in on the two of them discussing emotions and feelings. He had a reputation as dangerous and uncaring to uphold. That was what was going to help keep them safe, after all.

Besides, he’d already tried talking to her about what had happened, and she’d changed the subject so fast, he’d practically gotten whiplash.

Delaney was staring at him, her lips slightly pursed. Her eyes roamed down the suit he was wearing, noting the puddle that was forming beneath his boots from all the snow he’d tracked in. “Can you take that off?”

“Want me out of my clothes now that the Ander is gone?” he couldn’t help but ask, feeling a little bad about the remark when she dropped her gaze before regaining her composure.

“It looks like the cilla suits,” she said.

Quickly, he began removing it, talking to fill the space between them and possibly distract her from the memories that were no doubt filtering through her head. “I believe they used the cilla suit as the model for this tech. Originally, only my people had them, but then Vakar stole the specs in the middle of the war, and suddenly evened the playing field.… For a short time, anyway.”

He pulled his arms free and unlatched the pack from around his waist, slipping it off his shoulders next. When it dropped to the floor, it took down most of the material around his chest and waist, so that all he had left to do was peel the cloth from his legs. It took some effort because of how tightly wound around him it all was, but he didn’t feel embarrassed with Delaney watching him balance on one foot then the other to do so.

“The problem with these are that, unlike the cilla suits, they can’t be easily reused.” He dropped the material in a heap and stepped away from it. “They have to be completely reprogrammed, which takes time.”

“You were supposed to take it easy,” she reminded him, luckily putting an end to his rambling. “Doctor’s orders.”

He scoffed. “I’m a Zane. I take orders from no one. Besides, I did what was necessary, and we made it out, didn’t we? Our attackers are felled and we’ve lived to tell the tale. Just another day, really.”

The main loading dock of the ship was spacious, making it more obvious how far she was standing from him. How badly he wanted to remove the space between them, take her in his arms, and hold her. Prove that she was all right, despite his father’s attempts. If he’d just been a minute later, Olena would surely have killed her.

This was all a new experience, feeling things this strongly for someone else, and Trystan was actually a bit worried he’d screw it up by pushing too far, too quickly.

The realization almost made him laugh, because when had he ever cared before about ensuring someone else’s comfort above his own? The truth was, though, he’d been doing that for Delaney a lot longer than just that night in the cave.

He thought back to that moment shared between her and the Ander. He wanted that. It seemed so easy between them, so simple. What could he do to get them to that place as well?

“Trystan…” She paused, then took a breath and set her hands on her hips determinedly. “How are you feeling, actually? I get you don’t understand the concept of rest, being the Zane and all, but if you don’t take care of yourself and something happens to you—”

“I feel fine, Delaney.” He waited until she was looking at him again before adding, “Really.”

When she didn’t say anything else, he took a step forward, yet he didn’t pay enough mind to exactly where it was he was placing his foot. Though the soles of his military-issue boots had more traction than the ones created by the suit, the puddle caught him off guard, and he slid, almost falling backward for the millionth time in the past twenty minutes alone.

Delaney rushed to him, latching onto his waist to help right him even as he caught himself on the wall at his back.

For a second they just stared at each other, and then she burst into laughter. Her body shook against his, and her grip on his hip eased, though she didn’t remove her hands. When he laughed, too, she briefly dropped her forehead against his chest.

Before he could stop himself, he reached out, cupping her jaw to tilt her face back up to his. There were tears sparkling at the corners of her eyes, but the smile on her lips died down as soon as their gazes met.

He hated that he’d ruined the moment for her, but it didn’t keep him from gently running the pad of his thumb across the rise of her cheek.

Footsteps echoed from the hallway, and Delaney pulled away, moving to renew the space between them. She crossed her arms and turned toward the door, and it was impossible for him not to feel dismissed by the move.

He opened his mouth to say as much, but the Ander walked back in then, a bundle of jackets in his arms.

“There are survivors,” he informed them, handing one of the jackets over to Delaney. It was the red one Trystan had had specially made. Then Ruckus tossed the white one at him. “We should go have a chat. Maybe about the weather?”

“He makes jokes now.” Trystan barely resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he quickly donned the jacket.

“Fawna will keep the ship running,” Ruckus continued, “in case we need to make a quick exit. We counted half a dozen on the thermal reader. It’s a tiny vessel, but there could be more hiding deeper within.”

“We’re just finding out who sent them, right?” Delaney zipped her jacket up and adjusted her fritz bracelet. Almost like they were going out for the evening—not about to encounter a group of trained Tellers.

“Chances are they recognized your ship,” Trystan said. “It was put on the enemies’ watch list as soon as Kint took over Vakar. I’d thought this course was off the beaten path enough to avoid detection, but perhaps I was mistaken.”

It would have been smarter to have taken his Kint ship, he was realizing, but that would have meant leaving those who’d remained at Inkwell with no evacuation plan. All other military crafts were too small; at least his could hold more than half of the city’s population, should it come to that. If they failed somehow, and there was a war, both Tilda and his father knew Inkwell was where he spent most of his time.

If either chose to get revenge against him, for one reason or another, that’d be the first location they’d hit.

“He admits he’s wrong now,” the Ander mocked. Then: “If that is the case, and they recognized us, we’ll have to make sure they didn’t send any communications out. If the Rex discovers my ship was on its way to Vakar, our cover story could be blown.”

“Let’s do this already.” Delaney opened the hangar doors, a gust of icy wind slapping her in the face. Immediately her cheeks were stained rosy, but she remained collected. Any hint of that fear Trystan had glanced earlier was completely gone.

He’d always been impressed by her ability to absorb things, the way she could so quickly accept a situation, and, if not move on, plan out how to make it better. While he struggled with outside change, needing complete control in all things, she adapted. And if the way she’d handled things this morning was any indication, she’d finally decided to slip into her role as Lissa.

The corner of his mouth tipped up as he followed the other two back out, glad that he’d taken up the rear, so neither of them noticed him smile.

They’d landed in an empty field of white, which sprawled out in every direction. The sky above was just as void, gray and looming. Even though Inkwell was technically part of Vakar territory—though that went pretty much unacknowledged by the Kints who lived there—only this small section was experiencing winter. They hadn’t made it far, which was why they’d yet to escape the frozen tundra.

Another fifteen minutes in the air and they would have begun to see green. The rest of Vakar had already entered its spring season, so temperatures would be warmer and it would be easier for them to travel on foot.

A thing Trystan was greatly looking forward to, since each step was a struggle as they slowly made their way around their own ship. The single enemy craft that had escaped total explosion came into view as soon as they rounded the nose. At least half of the Tellers that Ruckus had mentioned were already crowding around outside, their weapons drawn.

One of them fired, and the three of them darted back around the side of their ship. They hunkered lower, activating their fritzes as zees continued to ping at their backs.

“You go draw their fire; I’ll stay here with Delaney,” Ruckus said. “As soon as you’ve directed their attention elsewhere, she and I will make our move.”

“Or,” Trystan suggested, “you go, and I will stay. I’m larger, and therefore will make a better shield for her should any of them break formation and come this way.”

“We have the same build,” he argued.

“I am an inch taller.”

“That can’t be true.”

“Can’t it?” Trystan waved a hand out toward the snowy expanse. “You go, I’ll stay, and should you perish along the way…” He lifted a single shoulder. “Let’s just say, it’s much easier to replace an Ander than it is to find another Zane.”

“Especially one whose arrogance can rival your own,” Ruckus bit out.

The sound of zee fire had continued during their discussion, but suddenly cries accompanied it. It was a second before he noticed, too caught up in his next barb for the Ander, but when he did, Trystan frowned.

It was clear Ruckus had caught on as well, and the two of them looked at each other for a moment before twisting around at the same time.

Delaney was no longer standing behind them.

Cursing, they shot around the nose of the ship a second time, their weapons raised.

And came up short.

Delaney had already dropped two of the Tellers, and was currently in the midst of a firefight with the remaining four. She retreated to avoid getting hit by one of them, dropping into a low crouch behind a snowbank.

“A little help here, guys,” she snapped, her annoyance palpable.

Trystan rushed into motion, coming the rest of the way around their ship, already firing at the enemy. As soon as he passed her, he felt Delaney take position at his back.

“I’ve got the assholes on the left,” she told him, a split second before she resumed shooting.

“I’ll take right.” Trystan kept his weapon aimed at the two Tellers there, one of whom had stopped shooting back. Either his weapon had jammed, or he needed to reload. Either way, the Zane wasn’t going to give him the chance to fix his problem.

It was easy enough to take them out, hitting the Teller still with a working weapon in the shoulder first, and then landing a zee at the center of his chest. The next guy fell swiftly, and after a quick check to make sure they were really out, Trystan finally turned back to see Delaney had handled her targets as well.

Now that the initial threat had been neutralized, he took a breath, glancing over to find that the Ander hadn’t made it very far from where they’d started. And he was frowning at them.

“Well?” Delaney’s impatient voice drew Trystan’s attention toward the enemy ship. A large hole had been ripped through the port, and she was standing next to it, her fritz held tightly in both hands. “Are you two coming or what?”

It must have been a rhetorical question, because without waiting for them, she twisted around and went straight through the torn gap and into the dark body of the ship.






 



CHAPTER 7


Delaney didn’t exactly know where she was going.

She wound her way through the smaller ship, peering around corners before turning them, her fritz at the ready. Shooting those Tellers outside had been easy, especially on account of how annoyed she’d already been with the guys and their constant bickering.

Did it really matter which of them stayed to protect the “damsel”? She grunted, checked the right hall, and chose to head down it once she saw it was clear.

She could barely recall the last time she’d been a legitimate damsel in distress. Maybe the first time her parents had forgotten her at home alone? Or the time Tiffany Fogolstien had dropped that note in the hall telling their entire middle school class Delaney wanted to sleep with her best friend’s boyfriend? A total lie.

But, no, she couldn’t even count those occasions, because for the first, she’d hidden her parents’ stuff in anger, and for the latter, well … Tiffany’s friends talked enough shit behind her back, spreading all of her actual secrets, that Delaney never even had to lift a finger.

So, really, aside from the whole initial kidnapping thing—which, when she looked back on it now, she thought she’d actually handled fairly well—there wasn’t a specific occasion when she’d ever fit the damsel-in-distress bill.

She’d known they’d follow close behind, yet she hadn’t bothered to wait for them. They were both too stealthy for her to pick up on their movements, but she trusted they’d find her eventually. Besides, as stupid as heading in here alone probably was, she needed to prove to them things weren’t going to be as they’d been.

Coddling her, keeping secrets, sugarcoating things … Yeah, none of that was necessary.

A soft murmuring ahead stopped her, and she shifted closer to the wall. She couldn’t make out anything they were saying, but she was able to separate out at least two voices, both male.

Risking a step closer in an attempt to eavesdrop, Delaney steadied her finger over the trigger of her fritz just in case. All of that target practice, first with Ruckus, and then later with Trystan, had already come in seriously handy.

“Moving in?” Trystan’s voice whispered through her mind like a phantom, and the timing, and suddenness of it, caused her to jump. “Easy, Lissa.”

He rested a hand on her arm, and she turned to find that both he and Ruckus had snuck up behind her. The two of them standing in the hallway somehow made the space seem tighter, and for a moment all she could do was stare as she waited for her heart to settle its rhythm.

“What have you got?” Ruckus asked, speaking through their fittings, same as Trystan just had.

“Two of them. They sound frantic, but I can’t make out what they’re saying,” she told them, one at a time.

“Let’s go ask them to speak up.” Trystan looked in the direction the voices were coming from. “Shall we?”

He breezed past her, walking as if he were heading into a corporate business meeting, and not into a room with a couple of unknown armed men. As he did so, he adjusted his collar, then sent a quick wink over his shoulder at her.

Delaney and Ruckus followed, though they left some space between them in the very likely chance this all went sideways. The hall wasn’t wide enough for them to walk side by side, so Ruckus settled behind her, still close enough that she could feel the warm puffs of his breath fanning across her neck.

“Gentlemen,” Trystan’s voice called up ahead, and she picked up the pace just a little. “I’d like to discuss a few things with you.”

Delaney moved forward just in time to see both of the Tellers lift their weapons and take aim at the Zane. Hers came up automatically, and she had them both on the ground before either managed to get off a shot of their own.

“Well,” Trystan drawled, “that was a short conversation.”

“Could you not?” she practically growled, shoving him out of the way so she could make it across the room toward the only other door. A quick glance showed it led to another set of halls. “They could have shot you, you idiot.”

“I trusted you’d have my back,” Trystan said, already standing behind her again.

With a roll of her eyes she entered the other hall, weapon trained ahead in case any other remaining Tellers had heard the commotion. Sure enough, not halfway down the new corridor, a Teller leaped from a side room.

The Zane shot him and they kept moving, with him checking all the rooms on their right, and her doing the same with the ones on their left. Five minutes later they finally arrived to what was probably the center of the ship.

There were two Tellers in the control room, distractedly talking among themselves. They hadn’t noticed they had company yet.

“Let’s not kill these ones, hmm?” Trystan suggested, smirking when she glowered. Still, he kept his fritz raised as he entered, moving off to the side to make room for her and Ruckus to follow.

Once they had the exit completely blocked off, Delaney cleared her throat.

The Tellers whipped around, but the second they saw weapons already trained on them, they hesitated with their own.

“Zane.” The man on the left looked shocked to see him. “You weren’t supposed to be here. If he’d known you were aboard that ship—”

The other Teller hit the one talking, shutting him up.

“He who?” Trystan questioned, angling his head at them. When neither of them appeared keen to answer, he grunted, took a wild guess. “My father.”

“I know these men,” Ruckus suddenly seemed to realize, moving to step past Delaney and Trystan. His eyes scanned them, his frown deepening. “They’re Tellers in the Left-Center. You’re Vakar. Did the Basilissa set this up?”

“That’s a very good question.” Something in Trystan’s tone had Delaney looking at him. He was also staring, but the confusion that had been on his face earlier had morphed into something new. There was a calculation there, an intensity. It was the same look he got whenever he thought he’d figured out something particularly tricky.

He looked at her that way a lot.

“We aren’t going to tell you anything.” The one who’d quieted the other had his fritz pressed against his comrade’s side in the span of a blink. He’d fired the weapon and turned it on himself before any of them could react.

Delaney watched as both bodies dropped to the ground in a heap, a pool of blood already spilling out around them. “Holy shit. He just…”

Trystan cursed.

“Did you send for them?” Ruckus switched things up, drawing the Zane’s attention away from the corpses. “When you took control of Vakar, did you send for troops from other areas? To help reinforce the capital?”

He shook his head. “That wasn’t necessary. I brought a small Kint army along with me. Your men were left wherever they’d been stationed.”

“Where’s the Left-Center?” Delaney wanted to get off this ship. The hole in the side was letting in a lot of the chill, and the temperature kept dropping.

“An area near the western border that separates Kint and Vakar,” Trystan explained, though it was halfhearted. Distracted, he crouched down to get a better view of the Tellers.

“Okay, so who would want a group of Vakar Tellers to attack us?” Delaney glanced around the room, trying to find anything that could help give them answers.

“We should check their com-log.” Trystan straightened and made his way across the room, carefully avoiding contact with the bodies. “Maybe we’ll find something. And we can make sure they didn’t report us.”

“And if they did?” Delaney waited where she was as the two of them began accessing the various computers in the room. She hadn’t had enough lessons with the tutor Trystan had hired for her to be able to read their language. Maybe that was something she should consider changing.

“No one’s come for us yet,” Ruckus said, clicking away at a counter that looked like a giant keyboard with five times as many keys.

“They didn’t get any messages out. But—” Trystan swore and pulled away from the computer he’d been searching.

“What?” Delaney moved closer.

“Tars,” he said. “They were Tars.”

“I thought you handled the Tars.” Delaney frowned at Trystan. “Back in Kilma.”

“It was a setup,” Trystan told them, smoothing his hair back in frustration. “One organized by my father.”

To get him away from Delaney. Made sense. She took a deep breath, tried to think past the anger and the lingering fear she still felt about that entire situation. Dwelling wasn’t going to help them figure this out.

“He was using them.”

“Still is, apparently.” Ruckus abandoned the console he’d been searching and joined them. “But from the sounds of it, they knew who they were attacking. Do you think the Rex knows?”

Delaney held her breath while Trystan thought it over. If his father did know, they were screwed. In order for this to work, they needed to be the ones to tell Tilda about Olena. If the Rex beat them to it, who knew what kinds of lies he’d spin?

“If he knows I’m alive and Olena is dead,” she said, “that means you aren’t safe, Trystan.”

“He doesn’t know. If he did, he would have sent a lot more than one measly ship after us. No”—he shook his head—“this was a coincidence. He must have left the Tars with instructions to attack should they ever see the Ander’s ship. My father knows that Ruckus had friends in the Vakar army, and in the palace.”

“You think this was just a precaution?” She wasn’t sure if that made her feel any better.

“They didn’t receive any orders, or send any messages,” he reminded her. “And they’re too far for their fittings to have worked. That means they were operating on old orders.”

“The one thing we know for certain is that the Tars are working for the Rex,” Ruckus pointed out.

“Back in Kilma, all the Tars I spoke to clearly had no idea about my father’s plans,” Trystan said. “They’d been used. If they have been working for my father this whole time, I don’t think they’re aware of it.”

Leave it to the Rex to manipulate a group from behind the sidelines, having them do all his dirty work so he could keep his hands clean. Had he been responsible for everything the Tars had done, or just a few events here and there? How far did his reach with them go?

“Delaney is cold. You should take her back to the ship,” Trystan said after a moment of silence, scanning the circular room. “I’ll do a final search to ensure we’re not missing anything. We can discuss what to do with this information later.”

Ruckus lifted a dark brow. “You want us to leave you here? Alone?”

Trystan scowled and flung out his arms. “In a destroyed, empty craft? Enlighten me, Ander: What is it exactly you think I’m going to do? What nefarious plot have you imagined I’ve come up with in the past five minutes we’ve been standing here?”

“All right.” Delaney so didn’t want to deal with this, especially because, as he’d said, she was cold. Already it was getting hard to feel her stiff fingers. “But be back in ten.”

The Zane held her gaze a moment, and then nodded.

“I mean it, Trystan. If I have to come back out here to find you, I’m going to be pissed.”

“Go.” He angled his chin toward the hall at her back. “I’m right behind you.”

Ruckus clearly didn’t like it, but when Delaney took his hand, she didn’t really leave him much choice but to go with her.



“HERE, LISSA.” Sanzie handed her a mug with steam coming out the top. The liquid within was a pale pink.

“Thank you.” Delaney smiled at her, and then blew across the top of the pra, eager to take a sip and warm herself. The heating system on Ruckus’s ship had finally kicked in to full power, and even though she hadn’t been inside long, already she could feel herself begin to thaw.

They were in the cockpit, with her seated next to Fawna while Ruckus stood nearby. He’d been uncomfortably quiet on their way back, but Delaney hadn’t pressed him to speak. Eventually, he’d tell her what was wrong, and besides … It probably had something to do with the Zane.

“Take this,” Sanzie grumbled, practically tossing the mug she held in her other hand at Ruckus. She refused to meet his eye, and kept the tight expression firmly in place.

“All clear.” Trystan chose that moment to arrive, making his way up the ramp and into the cockpit with an easy gait. He’d stopped to change into a different set of clothes, and had left the coat off. “Have we come up with any solutions to our possible problem?”

“I’m scanning the area for any other nasty surprises,” Fawna answered without turning from her controls. “Unfortunately, I can’t check more than a few miles in any direction. We’re still far enough from the capital city and the palace that it could pose an issue.”

“We could stumble into another ambush without even realizing it,” Delaney figured. Great. “We need to get to Tilda. Soon.”

They only had until tomorrow, and then Trystan had to get back to Carnage or risk tipping off the Rex. She was still trying to work out a way they could avoid having him go at all, hating the thought of him with that asshole, but so far the only thing she could come up with was gaining the Basilissa’s support. If they were able to do that, perhaps Trystan wouldn’t have to go.

“Can you get us into Varasow?” Ruckus moved closer to Fawna, checking her screens as the scan continued. There were a couple of clusters of heat dots, similar to the ones they’d spotted too late earlier.

Delaney counted them, seeing that there were at least five areas they needed to avoid. They’d gotten lucky before, and there was no guarantee they’d get lucky again. There was also no way of knowing if those blips were Vakar ships, or if they were secretly being run by more Tars.

She took a deep sip of her drink, needing a moment to separate herself from her thoughts. The fact of the matter was, they didn’t have any choice but to continue forward. There was no one else on this planet they could go to, no one who stood even a remote chance against the Rex. And Tilda deserved to know what had happened to her daughter, the one she’d done so many awful things in the name of.

All of that pain and suffering, for nothing. With Olena dead, the Vakar throne was once again without an heir.

“I can,” Fawna was answering Ruckus, and Delaney came out of her head just in time to catch her words. “On the outskirts, in any case. If the Zane is correct, and we were attacked because they recognized the ship, it’s too risky going farther in.”

Ruckus nodded. “Set us down as close as you can to Varasow, and we’ll foot it from there.” He glanced at Delaney and Trystan. “It’s going to put us behind schedule, but this is the best we can do.”

“Agreed.” Trystan turned to her, then noticed what she was holding, plucking the mug from between her hands. When he saw what was inside, he made a face, but risked a sip anyway. A second later he licked his lips and handed it back. “Surprisingly, that wasn’t awful.”

“You’ve never had it before?” she asked, glad to have it back to keep her hands warm.

“Pra is traditionally a Vakar drink—” he started to explain.

“We’re going to need to change your hair,” Ruckus interrupted.

“Excuse me?” The switch in topic caught her off guard.

“He’s right.” Trystan scowled. “Being a redhead will give you away.”

Seeing as how she was the only one currently on the planet who had red hair. Crap. She fiddled with a strand, twisting it around her finger. This wouldn’t be the first time she’d had a physical change in order to survive Xenith. Before, though, they’d had the device to help make the alteration easy.

“I don’t suppose you guys keep a bottle of hair dye on this ship?”

“It’s not as popular a custom here as it is on Earth.” Ruckus shrugged apologetically. “We’ll have to wait until we’re in the city. There’s a place we can go; it’s just a matter of getting there undetected.”

“What about you two?” The Ander had been marked as a traitor after his rescue attempt, and the Zane, in his royal uniform, would be impossible not to recognize.

“I have an idea.”






 



CHAPTER 8


A couple of hours later Fawna dropped them off in a forest on the edge of what was supposedly Varasow.

As the capital of Vakar, Varasow was home to the Ond family, and housed many spectacles—or so she’d been told. It wasn’t large in comparison to most cities on Earth, but it had a vast population. As they approached, Delaney ran the numbers through her head, figuring that at least a fifth of the Vakar people had to live here.

She was tucked beneath a heavy hooded jacket, a deep forest green. The hood shielded her face so that only her mouth was visible. It also had the annoying side effect of making it practically impossible for her to see anything herself, and she had to be carefully led forward by one of the guys. At least through the forest she’d been able to keep the hood tipped back enough, but now that they were closing in on the city, there was too great a risk she’d be spotted.

“This was a terrible idea,” Trystan grumbled from her side for the hundredth time since stepping off the ship. He was helping to lead her, his hand at her elbow, and though he was gentle, it was impossible not to note the annoyance simmering beneath his surface.

“You look fine,” she tried—also for the hundredth time—but he growled.

“I look ridiculous.”

Ruckus had pulled out a set of dusty old clothing, non–military issue, and given it to the Zane. He seemed to get a real kick out of the fact that they were still in traditional Vakar greens and blacks. All they were missing were the gold embellishments.

Ironically, it wasn’t that he was going to have to dress in the colors of his enemy that bothered Trystan. Nope. The holes and crooked collar on the shirt made him cringe, as did the permanent stains on the black pants.

He’d asked Ruckus what the purple blotches had been caused by, and had received only a laugh in response. Delaney sort of felt bad for him, but there was nothing that could be done about it. He needed a disguise, and this was as good as any. Especially since Ruckus had donned clothes in a similar style.

“It’s only until we take care of my hair,” she reminded Trystan. They’d decided having the Zane walking around dressed in his royal uniforms would draw too much attention. It wouldn’t be a big deal once she was no longer a redhead, but until then, they didn’t want to risk being seen and him having to explain who the strange hooded woman with him was.

Especially if word somehow got to his dad.

Trystan was carrying a bag over his shoulder with three sets of Kint uniforms for them to change into as soon as they’d taken care of her hair.

“Ruckus is going to have to pretend to be one of your guards,” Delaney said, “and you don’t see him complaining.”

“I am not complaining,” Trystan mumbled, automatically discrediting his words.

“Almost there,” Ruckus called, and with a start Delaney realized he’d somehow moved ahead of them.

Damn hood.

“We’ll be entering the city in roughly three minutes,” Trystan told her, not that he needed to. Though it was late in the afternoon, the city sounded very much alive.

With her head down, Delaney tried to match all the sounds she heard to something familiar, but was only able to with a few things. Talking people, for one, were obvious. She made out snippets of conversation as they moved deeper in, distracted some by the changing ground beneath her feet. They’d been walking over grass up until this point, but now everything was black marble. It glittered gold wherever the light hit, like someone had dumped a vat of the metal into the mixture.

“Everything’s always so glittery,” she murmured, thinking about the snow they’d just left behind and how it shared a similar property. She’d meant the words for herself, but being as close as he was, Trystan caught them.

“We lay our streets with white marble instead.” There was a hint of wistfulness in his voice. “And it sparkles silver. It’s also less dangerous. It’s hard to see puddles when the ground is black.”

“Or ice.”

“Yes, well…” She felt him shrug, his arm brushing up against hers with the movement. “Their cold season is very short. Less than three weeks, actually. They do get a lot of rain, but with temperatures as high as they usually are, it’s not often they have to fret over the streets freezing.”

She wished she could see the rest of it. There were beeps and blasts of air, metal clinking against metal. When they passed beneath a particular building, she could see green neon lights reflected in the surface of the marble at her feet. They moved on before she could make out whether it was an image or words.

As interesting as the sounds were, the smells were even more so. There were so many of them, some coming quickly and leaving just as fast as they passed by, others lingering even once they’d turned down several streets—she assumed they were streets; all she knew for certain was they kept going without stopping once.

At one point there was a coppery, buttery smell in the air, and she actually tipped her nose up a bit to try to catch a better sense of it.

At her side, Trystan chuckled. His hand slid down from her elbow, the tips of his fingers trailing against her skin in the process.

Because Vakar was a lot warmer than Kint had been, their new clothes were short sleeved. The hooded jacket she wore covered the mark on the inside curve of her elbow, but it stopped halfway down her forearm.

When his hand finally reached hers, he pressed their palms together, weaving their fingers together.

“Shakalla,” he said, and she frowned.

“What?”

“It’s what you’re smelling. Shakalla.”

For a second Delaney debated whether she should pull away, but in the end, she decided against it. She couldn’t see where she was going and he was leading the way. It made sense to hold hands.

“Is that a food?” she asked to distract herself, tilting her head when he chuckled a second time.

“An animal, actually. And not one enjoyed during consumption.”

That was … gross. She’d been intrigued by the smell of someone’s pet?

“I believe we are here.” Trystan tightened his hold on her hand briefly as they came to a slight stop. The marble reflected an awning covered in bright white twinkle lights, and the side of a building with many windows.

The reason behind Trystan’s hesitation became apparent when the sound of a door opening was followed by another hand reaching for Delaney’s free one. As soon as it did, the Zane let her go.

“Come on,” Ruckus’s smooth voice said as he led her beneath the awning and into a stuffy room ripe with the smell of sharp chemicals. He didn’t stop at the front, instead winding his way through rows of chairs with metal bases.

Delaney caught sight of a few feet, and on the ground a scattering of hair in various shades. She blinked, a bit surprised by how much the place resembled a hair salon back on Earth. She’d known he was planning on taking her somewhere they dyed hair, but after mentioning that it wasn’t a thing his people generally did, she’d pictured something less … well, normal.

They made their way to the back and then to the left, where the corridor narrowed so that they had to move in single file. At the end, Ruckus opened a door, and they entered a brightly lit room.

“Wait here.” He let go of her hand and stepped away, the sound of his footsteps receding far enough that she would have gotten nervous if not for the sense that Trystan was hovering close by.

“He’s speaking to someone,” Trystan whispered as he leaned down. “A woman.”

She did not like the tone of his voice, the way his words had lifted. If she’d been able, she would have glared at him, knowing full well he was just trying to cause trouble.

They needed to have a talk, a real one. She no longer had to pretend she was betrothed to him; in fact, for the first time since she’d stepped foot on Xenith soil, she didn’t have to pretend to be anything. Hide, yes. Sneak around, of course. But pretend to be someone else? To want something else?

It was as liberating as it was terrifying, knowing that from here on out everything she said or did was completely up to her. If she went along with one of their schemes, it was because she wanted to. It put her and Trystan on a level playing field, another new situation for them.

“He’s returning,” Trystan said then, abruptly cutting into her thoughts. It was obvious he was addressing Ruckus when he added more tersely, “Well?”

“She’s going to let us use the room,” Ruckus explained. He reached out and eased Delaney to the side, allowing a smaller body to pass and exit the space. “Nala doesn’t know how long she can keep her employees distracted, though. We’ll have to make this quick.”

“And Nala is trustworthy?” Trystan asked, not sounding convinced. “You’re positive?”

“I’m staking our lives on it, aren’t I?” he snapped. “Just guard the door, Zane.”

For a tense moment no one moved, but then Trystan’s hand touched the small of Delaney’s back. “You’ll call me if you need anything?”

Suddenly she was sort of glad for the hood. She didn’t have to see Ruckus’s expression in that moment.

“I mean it, Delaney,” Trystan continued privately, through their fittings. “Leaving you alone makes me uneasy.”

“I’ll be fine with Ruckus,” she told him aloud, hoping he’d get the point. “But, yeah, if something goes wrong, you’ll know. We’re in this together, right?”

“Of course, Lissa.” His voice firmed. “I’ll be just outside the door.”

“Perfect,” Ruckus said.

As soon as the sound of the lock clicking into place reached Delaney’s ears, she tossed the hood off her head, taking a deep breath of fresh air. That thing was stifling. She blinked, allowing her eyes to adjust to the bright white lights that were set in the corners of the room and aimed toward the center, then paused when she got a good look around.

It wasn’t exactly what she’d been expecting, not that she’d had a clear picture in her mind of what a back room in a business on Xenith would look like. But this … This wasn’t it. The ground was the only dingy thing about it, the stone faded and a dull gray. The rest of the room was all flash and smooth lines. The walls and ceiling were polished jade, as was the single counter that sat in the right corner. It had a sink with a mirror over it, and a metal chair, like at any salon on Earth.

The rest of the room was lined in gold shelves stuffed with different products Delaney couldn’t place or pronounce. She assumed they were shampoo and the like. When Ruckus had said he knew someone who could provide them with cover while they altered her appearance, she’d figured he’d meant a military friend, or something like that.

Given Trystan’s reaction, whoever Nala was, she was not from the Vakar army.

She glanced up at Ruckus, then immediately reached out and gripped his hand comfortingly. He looked wrecked. His dark brown hair was mussed, and there were purplish-blue blotches beneath his eyes. There was also a weariness there she hadn’t seen in a long time, not even when he’d been locked up in the Inkwell dungeon. The events of the past few days were taking a serious toll on him.

“Military personnel don’t tend to visit this part of the city, hence the clothing,” he explained softly, before she could point out his appearance. “I met Nala when we were children. We grew up in the same sector. Only a few people knew I even came here to get my hair cut, so I don’t think the place will be monitored. We should be safe. As safe as we can be, anyway.”

“Tilda will listen to reason,” Delaney assured him, squeezing his hand.

“You don’t know that.” He shook his head. “You don’t know her like I do, sweetheart. There’s a reason she’s a regent on this planet, and it isn’t because she’s made of sunshine and rainbows.”

The corner of Delaney’s mouth quirked up at that. Mariana was always using that phrase; he must have picked it up from her. Somehow that was both saddening and reaffirming, because it meant that the life they’d had back on Earth really was worth doing everything to return to. Even taking out the Rex to ensure they were returning to something they could keep.

“The Basilissa was born into the role,” he continued, even as he led them over toward the station in the corner and eased her into the chair. “When she married Magnus, it was a political merger, but he took her last name and the two of them eventually developed a love between them. Losing him couldn’t have been easy for her.”

“And now her daughter’s dead, too.” She didn’t even want to try imagining what that might feel like.

“And”—he moved between her and the closest shelf—“we have no idea how she’s going to react to that news when she first hears it. This is dangerous, for everyone involved. If she goes on a rampage without hearing us out, and ends up killing Trystan, we’ve got a war. If she blames you, tries to hurt you, and either the Zane or I kill her, we’ve got a war. We have to be delicate here, Delaney. Choose our words carefully.”

She sighed and slumped back in her seat, watching his reflection in the mirror as he shifted through the bottles, clearly looking for something specific. “You’re asking if I know what I’m going to say to her yet.”

The bottles and jars were all different shapes and sizes. Some were made of glass; others appeared to be plastic. The colors on the outside also varied, though they were mostly warm tones, like yellow, red, and orange. Delaney also spotted a few pink ones, but she couldn’t read any of the labels.

Ruckus found what he was looking for, snatched the light-orange bottle from the shelf, and came back over to her. At some point, he’d picked up a pair of plastic gloves as well, and he set the bottle on the counter in front of her and tugged them on while he met her gaze in the mirror.

“Do you?” he asked it casually enough, but given his speech, and the way his mouth thinned out in preparation for bad news, she understood how concerned he really was.

She couldn’t blame him.

“I’ll come up with something. I always do.”

He paused while untwisting the cap on the bottle. “You sound like the Zane.”

“Do not.” She so did.

“You know nothing’s changed for him, right?” Ruckus grabbed a sheet of plastic off the counter and unfolded it over her shoulders. Gently, he lifted her hair and spread it out across the back of the plastic. Then he reached for the now open bottle and squeezed a glob of inky goo into his right palm. “Tip your head back.”

She stared up at the ceiling, saw him rub his hands together over her before he moved to bunch the ends of her hair between his palms.

“He thinks this is going to end the same way he always has,” he continued when she didn’t say anything. “The only thing that’s different is now he wants to help us stop his father. After that, he’ll become Rex, and he intends for you to become his Regina.”

“Ruckus…” Did they really have to talk about this? They’d yet to do anything in regard to stopping the Rex. For all they knew, they wouldn’t reach that end for another month—or six, not that she wanted to think about that possibility—which meant they had time before they actually had to worry about what Trystan thought was going to happen.

“I saw the way you two worked together,” he said. “You cleared that ship like you’ve been a team for a long time.”

“You know we had to do the compatibility test.” She and the Zane had literally had to work as a team against a group of enemy forces as they made their way through a maze, all to prove to their coordinator that they’d make a good couple.

Reminding Ruckus that she’d undergone a series of steps in preparation to marry someone else probably wasn’t the best idea.

“Say we stop his father,” he said, running his hands through her hair all the while, “and he becomes Rex, Tilda remains the Basilissa, they agree to keep Earth out of Xenith affairs from now on.… Where does that leave us, Delaney? If the two of them decide they still want you to rule, what can we do to stop them from making that happen? Even if I’m reinstated and no longer considered a traitor, I’m only an Ander.”

He was the youngest Ander in all of their history, she wanted to point out, but he didn’t give her the chance.

“I don’t have the power or the authority to stand up to regents. They won’t listen to me, especially the Zane, and if anything, what just happened to Olena will give me less credibility in the Basilissa’s eyes, not more. If Trystan decides he wants to keep you, that he wants you here, on this planet, and Tilda agrees, there won’t be anything I can do.”

“That’s not true,” she said, feeling a lot like she was in that hood again, unable to tip her head back and see the way he was holding her hair. Maybe he’d done it on purpose, brought this all up now because she couldn’t meet his gaze. “If it comes to that, you’ll find a way to get us out. I know you will.”

“How can you?” he said, his voice rising an octave. He pulled back and spun away.

She straightened in her chair and swiveled so she could watch him over her shoulder. He was pacing, clenching and unclenching his gloved fists.

“How can you have so much faith in me when I’ve done nothing to prove it should be there?” he demanded. “I’m the one who took you from your home the first time, do you remember? I brought you onto my ship, and I’m the one who made you pretend to be Olena.”

“The Basileus and the Basilissa are the ones who made me keep pretending,” she said.

“But it was my idea!” He took a step toward her, thought better, and spun away again. “Damn it, Delaney, it was my idea! And even if it hadn’t been, they ordered you to stay, and what did I do to stop them? To help you get off the planet even when you begged me to let you go? Nothing. I did nothing.”

“You couldn’t.” He hadn’t had a choice; neither of them had.

“That’s my point!” He flung a hand out. “I was powerless to do anything to protect you then, and when Trystan came and took you that second time—” He had to stop, catch his breath. Then he said, a bit quieter, “When he took you the second time, that was my fault, too.

“I made you do the Uprising,” he continued, and because he was still turned away, he missed her flinch. “Even knowing our laws, our traditions, I let you go out there, say the oath, take the mark.… I basically handed you to him on a golden platter.”

Her eyes snapped open. “I’m not a thing you can give away, Ruckus.”

Seeming to see his mistake, he shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. I’m sorry. It’s just … you should be angry with me. You have every right to be. To hate me, even. I might not have meant it, but I helped them trap you. I’m the reason you’re here and not on Earth, where you should be. The reason you have to hide … again.”

He motioned angrily toward a small handheld mirror on the counter before her.

She picked it up, finally taking a look at what he’d been doing with the goo from the bottle.

It wasn’t finished, but he’d been in the process of dying her red hair a dark brown, similar to his own. The bottom half was already done, though the strands were shiny and slick, still covered in the gooey black substance. A portion toward the top had dried, showing her the color it would be at the end, once he’d finished her roots.

Delaney looked into her own eyes, her very green, very single-toned eyes, and any frustration she’d been feeling moments prior drained away.

They were both on edge, both scared and feeling guilty. One of their friends was dead, the other kidnapped, and the only guaranteed ally they currently had was the Zane, who, only days ago, was Ruckus’s number-one enemy.

“I’m angry,” she admitted, forcing herself to lift her gaze to his. He flinched, but she continued. “I am. I’m pissed that this happened to me, and yeah, I’m upset that you let me go through with that ceremony without explaining what it really meant in the long run.

“But…” She stood and then turned so they weren’t looking at each other through a mirror, so he could see the truth on her face. “I don’t hold you accountable, Ruckus. I don’t blame you, and I definitely don’t think it’s your fault I’m here. Like you said, you’re an Ander, and you were just doing your job.”

“My job,” he protested, “ensured you ended up on this planet a second time.”

“No.” She shook her head and stepped toward him, frowning when he immediately retreated. “You were supposed to keep me alive, and you did that. You were supposed to help avert a war. And you did that. Anything that came after, Olena screwing up, Trystan figuring it out, the Rex taking over … you had nothing to do with any of it. It’s on them, Ruckus. Anything that isn’t here”—she waved a finger between his chest and hers—“is on someone else.”

He angled his head. “What does that even mean?”

“It means I was there, too, remember? I know you only did what you thought you had to. We didn’t really have any other options.”

“But…” He searched her face. “You’re angry?”

“Yes.” She was. That couldn’t be helped right now.

Because he hadn’t been up-front with her. Maybe if he had, nothing would have changed. Probably wouldn’t have, in fact. At the time, getting Uprisen was her best bet at avoiding more assassination attempts. It hadn’t worked, but that wasn’t his fault, either.

“Is that something we’re going to talk about?” he asked when she didn’t elaborate.

“You couldn’t have known how it was all going to go,” she said again. “From now on, promise you won’t leave anything out, no matter how unimportant or obsolete you think it could be. I need one hundred percent honesty, Ruckus, at all times. Always.”

There was more to say, but she’d meant it before. They really didn’t have time for it, and neither of them were exactly in the right state of mind. He looked like he’d been awake for months, and when she saw her reflection, she didn’t look much better.

He eased his body as close to hers as he could, so that she could feel the heat of him. He had to be careful not to touch her with his hands, or let her still-goo-covered hair touch him, but that small bit of space somehow didn’t matter. The corner of his mouth turned up in a somewhat sad, yet reassuring smile.

“Always.”






 



CHAPTER 9


Trystan hadn’t stopped staring since they’d stepped out of the back room. He even weaved his way through the main floor, dodging moving customers and chairs that had been pulled out too far without once taking his eyes off her.

“Cut it out,” she sent through their fitting, trying not to let on how uncomfortable his attention was making her. “It’s just hair.”

“It’s brown,” he said, emphasizing that second word like he was talking about garbage instead of a color.

“Yeah, which was the plan.” When he still didn’t look away, she sent him a glare. “What? Would you have preferred I’d been made a blond?”

He scowled. “I would have preferred you to not have been altered at all.”

Delaney didn’t know how to respond to that, so took the opportunity to observe her surroundings. As she’d thought originally, the room was set up much like hair salons were back on Earth, with two rows on either side. Each station had a chair, a mirror, and a large enough counter space to hold plenty of products. The colors were a mix of metallics and different shades of green—not too surprising—and there were at least five women currently helping out the same number of customers.

It was how they were doing it that really caught her attention, though. Unlike back home, none of the stylists were using scissors. Or combs. They each had a single device, shaped like a helmet three sizes too large, which was propped up on a stand to the right of each chair. A computer screen faced outward, toward the middle aisle, so Delaney got a good look at all of them as she and the guys passed.

The stylists were inputting different instructions, some using one finger to tap away at the screen, others two or three. A digital image of whoever was seated in the chair was displayed, and the picture altered every time a button was pushed.

Delaney paused when the stylist she was currently walking by tapped one last time and then pulled back. The machine was wheeled behind the chair, and then lowered over the person’s head. The stylist asked if the woman was comfortable, and once she received an affirmation, hit a large triangular green button on the side.

The sound the machine emitted wasn’t loud at all, more like a low buzz. Sort of like a bee was flying around Delaney’s head. It wasn’t anything compared to the sound of multiple blow-dryers that would have been heard in a salon back home.

Realizing that she was no longer with them, Ruckus turned and came back, glancing between her and the machine.

“They don’t dye hair. Only cut and style it. If you’d needed a French braid, we could have used one, but…” His voice filtered through her head, and when she looked at him, he shrugged. “I told you, people here don’t really change their hair color. That’s more an Earth staple. Don’t ask me why.”

She’d been about to, so the fact that he’d caught her made her smile. “Don’t hate me for saying this, but blue kind of suits you.”

They’d changed into their Kint uniforms before leaving the back, coming out to find Trystan had changed while waiting for them in the hall. Everyone knew that his Sworn was female, so the hope was that anyone who did spot and recognize him would just assume he was walking around with Sanzie and another Teller.

Ruckus grimaced and flicked at the hem of his navy shirt. “It’s awful, I hate it, we’ll never speak of this again.”

She laughed, but made no promises.

Trystan was tapping his foot impatiently by the door, scanning the streets through the large windows at either side. He barely spared them a glance when they joined him, pushing the handle and stepping out onto the walkway.

As soon as her feet hit the marble ground and she looked up, Delaney gasped.

Buildings towered overhead, far higher than she’d ever imagined. She’d visited New York City once when she was younger—one of the few business trips her parents had decided to bring her along on—and she remembered feeling so small, thinking the skyscrapers went on forever.

That was nothing compared to this. And it was almost every building. There were a few, like the one they’d just exited, that were regular sized and clearly only housed one or two floors at the most, but they were hard to spot among the giants. The streets were also larger, about twice as wide as back home, and lined on either side with a row of flashing pale yellow lights. The glow wasn’t too bright or distracting, just light enough not to miss.

Those lights, along with the slight dip downward, were what helped differentiate the sidewalk from the road. They were both made from the same type of marble, and it would have been difficult to tell otherwise.

Above, carefully spaced out between buildings, was another street of sorts. The same lights that lined the ground hovered some hundred or so feet in the air, making paths for flying cars. She’d seen one of the cars before, so knew they existed, but it was different actually witnessing them in the air. The speeds they traveled were baffling—she wasn’t sure how they managed not to crash into one another, especially when they took sharp turns around the corners of buildings. The only thing not spectacular about them was the fact that it seemed like they only came in three colors: silver, gold, and a metallic black.

The rest of the capital definitely made up for it, though. Lights flashed from every structure, some projecting moving images onto the sidewalks in front of them. A hologram of a strange animal with two heads similar to a cat’s, though on a body more closely resembling an eagle, flickered directly across the street. It blinked its wide blue eyes at Delaney, even as a Vakar man walked through it. The image became a little blurry, but that was it.

Spirals of color twisted around some of the larger buildings, starting at the top or bottom and making their way to the opposite end. There were shots of gold, green, red, and even purple.

“They help larger ships dock on the roof,” Ruckus explained when he followed where she was looking. “They also help keep other crafts from flying into them when the weather is bad. We don’t get a lot of snow here, but we do have a fog problem around the end of every year—”

“We need to eat,” Trystan interrupted, his eyes taking in their surroundings as well, though for a different reason. What trouble did he think they’d run into? Was he looking for Tellers from the palace? “And even with hair like that, you won’t blend in with that expression, Delaney.”

She snapped her jaw shut, and her stomach chose that moment to rumble angrily. When he finally tugged his gaze away from the streets long enough to set a smug look on her, she rolled her eyes and motioned down either side of the sidewalk they were on.

“Which way?” Even though she wanted to keep staring, take everything in, she forced herself to turn to Ruckus and not allow her eyes to wander.

He thought it over for half a second and then pointed to their left. “There’s a place a couple of blocks from here. They’ve got good food.”

“Won’t we run the risk of stumbling on Tellers from the palace?” Trystan asked, proving that was exactly what he’d been searching the crowds for. It was sort of comforting, to know he was always paying attention, even when Delaney allowed herself to get distracted.

They might not be actively hiding now, but that didn’t mean they wanted anyone walking up to them and asking the Zane questions about what he was doing.

“No.” Ruckus shook his head and started off. “There’s a place that’s just as cheap closer to the palace. That’s where we tend to coagulate after shifts. It’s rare for any of us to come this far into the capital, not unless we have a reason.”

They turned a corner, and a woman dressed in a strange black coat lined in gold practically slammed into Delaney. Trystan yanked her out of the way and into his arms just in time. He caught her against his chest, glaring over the top of her head at the woman, who stumbled a bit when she looked at him.

She was in the process of apologizing, but Trystan started forward again, taking Delaney with him. Once they’d rounded the corner, he let her go, yet still keeping close. For the rest of the walk, everyone who came within a five-foot radius of her got the same terrifying warning glare.

“Now who’s drawing attention?” she asked from the corner of her mouth, shaking her head when he merely grunted.

On her other side, Ruckus wasn’t exactly being any friendlier. Though his glare wasn’t as frightening as the Zane’s, and he was more careful about who he set it on, the tense air around him gave away that he was dangerous.

“Chill out,” she told them both.

They traveled the rest of the way in silence; fortunately, the trip wasn’t long. At a four-way, Ruckus pointed out a small building that was practically being squished between two skyscrapers. It was another one of the few single-floor structures, but there were a decent amount of people crowded around outside it.

“Kind of looks like a diner,” Delaney mused as they waited to cross the street. There were crosswalks here, but instead of hanging from wires, the lights seemed to hover in place on their own. There also weren’t three of them, just one, triangular and about the size of a Frisbee.

The light shifted from a steady purple to a flashing bright orange, and Ruckus took her hand and led her across.

“When you took me to that one back home,” he told her, “it reminded me of this place.”

“How adorable for you,” Trystan drawled sarcastically behind them.

Inside, the smells hit her with as much awe as seeing the city for the first time had. It was a heady mixture of sweet and salty and tangy, so that she could never quite put her finger on any one scent for longer than a moment before it altered.

Trystan took one look around, and then stepped back toward the door. When she frowned at him in silent question, he smiled reassuringly. “I’ve got to go find us a Kint ship. Eat—I’ll return as soon as I’ve completed my task.”

“You’re going to do that now?” Ruckus moved in closer so it’d be harder for the three of them to be overheard. The place was packed with enough bodies that there wasn’t much space between them and prying ears.

“The sooner I get a ship and transport the bodies onto it, the sooner we can confront the Basilissa and get this over with.”

“Hey.” Delaney eased herself between them, facing the Zane. She lowered her voice. “You said you were hungry.”

“I’m eager to get us what we need.”

“Fine, then we’ll go with you.”

“You can’t do that.” He shook his head. “Trust me, I would much rather not leave you, but I’ll have to get close to the palace, find a Teller I trust, and procure a Kint ship without drawing too much attention to myself. It’ll be harder to do with you two. I’ll move more quickly on my own.”

They needed a Kint ship so they could fly directly into the palace’s landing zone—Delaney knew that. They’d talked about it. They couldn’t exactly bring Ruckus’s there without someone seeing and alerting the Rex.

She also knew the real reason he didn’t want her to come along wasn’t because she’d get in the way. They’d agreed on the plan to get a Kint ship. They hadn’t talked about separating in order to do so. Wherever he was going, he thought it might be too dangerous to bring her along. That made her uncomfortable.

He lifted a hand to her face and traced the left line of her jaw, stopping at her chin for a second before pulling away. “I’ll be fine. There’s no cause for concern.”

“Trystan,” she sent to his mind, hoping to prompt him to explain, but he’d either caught on to the fact that this was a tactic she used, or he was simply too hell-bent on keeping this secret.

He shook his head again. “I’ll return shortly.”

“And if we aren’t here?” Ruckus asked.

“Then you meet me. Where we parked your ship. I’ll try to have the new one loaded and ready to go when you arrive.”

Ruckus eyed him. “I don’t like this.”

“Don’t you?” He quirked a brow. “I would have thought you’d like the idea of being left alone with Delaney. For a time.” He glanced at the food lines, thought for a moment. “Use my code to pay.”

Ruckus’s spine stiffened. “I don’t need your money, Zane.”

“We don’t know if they’re tracking your accounts,” Trystan shot back. “Why risk it if we don’t have to? Use my code.” He rattled off a string of numbers and letters quickly before he could be argued with further.

Sighing, Ruckus gave a curt nod and then flicked his fingers toward the door, clearly dismissing the Zane.

Trystan’s jaw clenched, but surprisingly he didn’t take the bait. Instead he let his gaze linger once more on Delaney, and then he stepped back out onto the sidewalk and disappeared among the crowd.



APPARENTLY, money wasn’t something carried around on Xenith. It wasn’t even something one needed a card or a phone app for. She let Ruckus choose the food, unsure what any of the words or symbols meant, and after placing their order, all Ruckus did was enter Trystan’s code into a little bar at the bottom of the screen. Within a second it was paid for and done.

They picked up their food at a window inside, near the section where they’d ordered from a large touch screen. As far as she could tell, there weren’t any actual employees up front, though the cooks could be seen in the way back.

They ate quickly, and Delaney tried not to watch the door the entire time. She didn’t want to give Ruckus the wrong idea, and she trusted that Trystan could handle himself, so it was stupid to be worried.

By the time they were finished and had stepped back out onto the street, it was getting dark. Now the lights everywhere lit the place up like Christmas, and Delaney took another moment to admire it before allowing Ruckus to lead the way to their next destination.

“We don’t have time to see as much as I’d like to show you,” he told her as they walked, “but there’s one place we absolutely have to stop at.”

“Yeah?” She was only half listening, too distracted by their surroundings and the various people milling around. Most of them were garbed in shades of green or gold, though some wore black and grays or whites as well.

In Inkwell, the cold had kept everyone in long sleeves and long pants, but not here. While it wasn’t hot out, it was warm enough that people wore short dresses with high heels, or sleeveless shirts that zipped up the front. Almost everyone held a shing in their hand. Some wore small devices in one ear, a tiny screen attached to it and placed over their eye. The device was clear, so the person could still see, but there were pictures and moving words flashing across as well.

“Here.” Ruckus pulled up short in front of a massive building with green tinted windows. Then he took her hand and entered.

They passed through the circular lobby, straight down a narrow hall to a set of double doors. They opened automatically at their approach, exposing a bustling marketplace within.

“You thought the rest of the capital was impressive,” he whispered in her ear as he bent down. “This place puts all that to shame.”

He was completely and totally right.

The room was huge and dome shaped, with a curved ceiling. At the center, there was a large gap that exposed the night sky.

A swirling pattern of stars peered down at them, a mixture of greens and pinks and purples. The sky at night was one of the few things from her first experience on this planet that she’d enjoyed. She’d even looked forward to it. She would walk out onto her balcony—Olena’s balcony—and just stare up and breathe.

“I thought you’d like it.” Ruckus grinned at her, and when she smiled back, he shot into the crowd, tugging her quickly after him. Unlike back on the street, he didn’t seem to be concerned with the people here or how close they got, and he squeezed the two of them between clusters of bodies with ease.

Music came from every direction, some tunes upbeat and lively, others calm and melodious. People danced around tables, and others laughed, their arms linked as they traveled between booths. Occasionally someone could be spotted not having a good time, either frowning or walking away from a seller while shaking their head, but for the most part, everyone here seemed to be enjoying themselves.

She pulled on Ruckus’s hand to get him to slow, and then leaned up to practically scream in his ear. “What is this place?” It was too loud between the music, the movement, and all the other chatter for them to talk at a normal volume, and it only got louder the deeper in they went.

“Zephra Viya,” he called back. “Loosely, it translates to the Dust Market.”

“The what?” She pressed her cheek against the side of his arm, stepping out of the way of a man swinging a long swath of crimson silk. He winked at her as he passed, even though he seemed old enough to be her father, but she smiled in return and didn’t miss a step.

Ruckus repeated himself, and she had to admit it was the perfect name for such a place. The market was thriving and full, colorful and crowded, yet didn’t overload the senses. Vendors were set up in rows, and there were too many to count, branching off and connecting at seemingly random intervals, so that there was no real method.

Delaney lost their way back within minutes, but she didn’t really care.

It was hard not to feel giddy, not to be excited when everyone else seemed to be feeling the same. They placed odd instruments to their lips and played, or stroked their fingers across ones that had strings but weren’t even close in appearance to guitars.

And the food …

There were tables covered in different edible items, some in baskets, others stacked up or hanging from awnings by metal wire. They passed strange bits of meat, and weird-looking fruits. One booth smelled like oranges and honeysuckle, another like rich spices and buttered mashed potatoes. Despite the fact that they’d only just eaten, Delaney’s mouth began to water.

Ruckus glanced back at her and then detoured off to the right, toward a booth that displayed tiny golden balls on glass shelves shaped like steps. He nodded to the beautiful Vakar woman who stood on the other side, then tapped Trystan’s personal number on the small screen that had been set on the edge of the table.

The woman smiled at him, tucked a strand of her mahogany hair behind one ear, and then seemed to notice he wasn’t alone. The look she gave Delaney lacked the flirtatious note in the one she’d set on the Ander, but it wasn’t unkind.

Ruckus plucked four of the small golden balls, gave another nod, and then turned Delaney back into the ever-moving crowd.

Delaney linked her arm through his so he could use both hands to unwrap the golden balls, exposing a smooth dark-blue globe no larger than a marble. When he brought it to her lips, she opened her mouth and let him place it on her tongue.

Guilt over the fact that Trystan had done something similar only a few weeks ago hit her, but it didn’t linger. The bitter taste, followed by a wash of sugary sweetness, distracted her, and her eyes widened.

“You like it?” he asked, then laughed when she nodded.

“Give me another.”

After what could have been a half hour or only ten minutes, they reached the center of the market. He told her just as they were about to turn the corner into it, watching her face as she searched for differences, a reason why this area warranted being pointed out.

She didn’t have to search long. A few steps in, it started.

Delaney pulled them to a stop, too stunned to go any farther, and tipped her head all the way back. Glitter was falling from the sky. It drifted down through the gap in the ceiling slowly, and so thinly that it’d been hard to see until she was directly in it. She held out a hand, watching as it drifted onto her palm. Within moments, she was coated in a fine sheen of burnt gold.

“Stardust.” Ruckus pointed upward, at one of the bright swirls of green. A galaxy much farther away than it appeared, and one impossible to see from Earth. “We’ve got a few comets that pass by and break apart in our atmosphere. The dust falls this time of year in a few places around Vakar, but this is the most popular location because it falls in a larger radius here. By the time we leave, it’ll be falling over the entire marketplace. That’s why some of the vendors, like those selling food, have tents over their tables, and others do not. The dust adds a special sparkle to certain items. When it falls on them, vendors sell more.”

“It smells like”—she sniffed the air, a little bit enthralled by it all—“grapefruit, Earl Grey tea, and…” She smiled, realizing why he’d brought her here. “Storm clouds.”

Back on Earth, Ruckus had developed an odd affinity for thunderstorms. Whenever one came, he’d stand outside in the rain and the wind with his head tipped back and his eyes closed. Eventually she’d drag him back in, worried he’d make himself sick, but even then he’d open one of the windows a crack and sit close enough so he could lean toward it and smell the air.

She’d asked him about it, but he’d merely shrugged and mumbled something about how it reminded him of home. She hadn’t understood, because as far as she knew, Vakar didn’t have thunderstorms, and she’d never smelled anything like one during her stay there.

Now she got it.

And why, even though he loved coffee so much, he always ordered a side of tea and let it sit untouched on the edge of their table.

“Come on.” He urged her forward, a knowing smirk on his face. “There’s something else.”






 



CHAPTER 10


At the very center of the marketplace, there was a station different from the others. It was circular and made out of stone. From a few feet away, it looked almost like a shallow fountain, only deep enough for the water to go up to a person’s waist. But upon closer inspection, it obviously served a different purpose.

There was no water within, only a dozen or so men and women dressed in all black. They must have been there for a while, because instead of the thin sheen of glitter that Delaney and Ruckus were covered in, they were caked in it.

The women let their hair hang loose, and it had a metallic sheen. Even the men’s. Their skin held the same glow, a slight sparkle whenever they turned at a certain angle. And every single one of them was busy talking to a customer outside the stone wall, which was about three feet thick, serving as a table between them.

The surface of it was smooth, a dark granite, and covered in piles of stardust. As they approached, Delaney watched two people take up a handful of the stuff, then hold it over a large bowl set before the vendor they were dealing with.

“It’s tradition,” Ruckus said as she watched them drop their handfuls of dust into the bowl, “for couples to come here to celebrate their relationship. There’s no set date, because this event happens around the same time every year, so it’s not like your various anniversaries back on Earth. More a general celebration, with a token.”

She glanced around, noticing for the first time that there were many couples in this section of the marketplace. They had the stone circle surrounded, in fact, most already doing the same as the ones she’d been watching. She glanced back at them, curious to find out what came next.

The vendor had done something, but Delaney had missed it, and she didn’t get to see what was pulled from the bowl, either, because Ruckus was already urging her away.

Her annoyance faded quickly, however, when she realized he was only moving them to an empty section of the circle. They stopped in front of a male vendor whose hair shone like milky moonlight. His eyes were the color of peaches, rimmed in a crystal blue, and when he smiled, his skin glowed like glittery porcelain.

“Hello.” The vendor nodded at them, his hands folded on an empty spot on the table. A similar bowl sat before him, and now she could see that it wasn’t completely empty. There was a small metal protrusion at the very bottom, with a charcoal-colored wick.

Ruckus leaned in and whispered, “I promise this is a ceremony that holds no unseen consequences.”

In too good a mood to let the reminder bother her, Delaney gave him a half smile and returned her attention to the counter. There were already small piles of dust made, a couple dozen in fact. Aside from size, some being larger or smaller than others, they all looked exactly the same. Like an hourglass had broken, and spilled golden sand everywhere.

“All right,” she said, because she knew he was waiting for a verbal response, and then she reached toward one of the piles. “Do we just…?”

“Yes.” Ruckus chose as well, letting go of her hand for the first time since they’d entered the market so he could use both of his hands to scoop up the dust.

It felt like snow when Delaney lifted it, even lighter than glitter, practically weightless. She tilted her hands and it flickered and spread, coating her palms and the bottoms of her fingers. She probably would have kept staring at it if Ruckus hadn’t motioned for her to drop it into the bowl, like she’d seen the couple do earlier.

The sides of their hands brushed when they turned them over, spilling the dust into the black bowl. It fluttered down, mixing, until there was a decent-sized heap at the bottom.

Ruckus eased her back a step as the vendor reached for a switch on his side of the table. A second later the wick at the bottom ignited, sending up a burst of purple flame that instantly consumed the dust.

It was so bright, it was hard to look at, and Delaney had to glance away. She turned her face into the crook of Ruckus’s arm and inhaled, smiling slightly when his personal scent briefly chased away the smell of the area. When he nudged her, she found him watching the vendor work, and forced herself to turn back.

The light had dimmed and no longer hurt her eyes, and the vendor had slipped on a pair of inky gloves covered in some slick material that reminded her of oil. Without hesitation, he put his hands into the fire, and began working the melted-down dust material. He molded it with ease, compressing it and moving it around to get it from all sides.

“The usual, miss?” The vendor glanced up from his work to catch her gaze.

“Um…”

“Yes,” Ruckus answered for her, “thank you.”

With a nod, the vendor shifted the material between his palms one last time, then pulled it hastily out of the bowl. He dropped it into a smaller bucket at his feet that Delaney had to lean halfway across the counter to see.

“First time, miss?” the vendor gave her a friendly smile. “I assure you, I do some of the best work here at Zephra Viya.”

After a moment, the vendor stooped down and retrieved the item from whatever liquid it had been soaking in. His grin broadened when he got his first glimpse of it, and he turned that look on her with a wink.

“The best I’ve ever done, if you ask me.”

“Do you flirt with all of your female customers?” Ruckus asked, though there was a teasing note to his voice. He wasn’t the least bit upset by the other man’s comments.

“Oh, I don’t have a preference, sir.” The vendor’s eyes slipped suggestively down Ruckus’s body.

Delaney laughed, receiving another wink from the vendor, who then reached into a shelf on the inside of the stone circle. She caught a flash of gold.

Ruckus tapped a code into a touch screen that Delaney hadn’t noticed, and then curled his fingers at the vendor.

With a slight bow, the vendor placed the item he’d just created into Ruckus’s hand. “Lovely doing business with you. Please”—he looked to Delaney—“come again.”

Linking their fingers, Ruckus tugged her away from the stone station, though he didn’t lead them back the way they’d come. Instead they circled around and to the right, heading off into a darker section of the marketplace. True to what he’d said earlier, the dust had started falling over more of the area, so that even when the center was far enough behind them and she could no longer turn her head to see it, the golden stuff still fell.

“What is it?” she asked, a bit impatient to see what he was holding. That whole experience had been fascinating, and more than that, it’d been distracting. She hadn’t thought of their poor circumstances once since they’d entered the market, and she wanted to stave off those dire thoughts for as long as possible.

Her reality had been pretty bleak for a while now. What was wrong with wanting a little pretend? Right now they were just another couple enjoying the Dust Market, partaking in an old tradition their parents probably would have.

Ruckus pulled her into a tiny alcove between two unoccupied tents, out of the way of the crowd. Then he brought his hand up between them and slowly opened it to show her the small charm he’d been clutching.

It was a tiny square with flattened corners—an octagon, really—and such a dark shade of green it was practically black. Tiny bits of golden glitter sparkled within, just enough to make it look like a smattering of stars in an inky night sky. It was roughly the size of her thumbnail, and for a second she wondered how two handfuls of dust had only managed to make something that small.

There was a tiny golden loop set into the top of it, with a thin chain strung through. By the time she noticed, Ruckus was already urging her to turn around.

She felt his fingers at her neck, and a second later recalled what he’d find already hanging there. She blanched, making to pull back, but he stopped her with gentle hands on her shoulders. The guilt felt like a living thing swimming in her gut, and already an explanation was forming on the tip of her tongue, even though she knew it wouldn’t be good enough.

There was really no good way to explain why she hadn’t taken off the necklace from the Zane. Especially since, if she was being honest, she didn’t even really understand why she hadn’t.

“It’s okay,” Ruckus reassured her quietly, comfortingly. “Really, Delaney. I’ve known this whole time you were wearing it. It’s okay.”

She frowned, turning to stare at him questioningly over her shoulder. “I didn’t—”

“I don’t need an explanation. This isn’t about him. It’s about you and me.” He held up the tiny stone. “May I?”

She nodded and then faced forward once more, inhaling when the cool tips of his fingers brushed against her skin.

He lifted the new necklace, deftly latched the clasp, and then adjusted the pendant. As soon as he was done, he stepped back, giving her a chance to look down at the small stone resting higher than the circle pendant that was still tucked safely beneath her Kint uniform.

Delaney ran her thumb over the smooth surface of the stone and turned to meet his gaze.

In the darkened section of the marketplace, he looked fierce, like a real Ander, the one she’d first met in that alley months ago. His relaxed features were the only difference.

The sounds of footsteps and hundreds of conversations happening at once drifted to the background. For a moment it was as he’d said, just the two of them, in a sea of strangers on a world that neither of them really belonged on.

“We’ve touched stars together,” he murmured then.

“What?” She tipped her head back when he came forward, his fingers trailing across her forehead to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

“The star-stone”—he motioned to it—“that’s what it means. ‘We’ve touched stars together.’ It’s a reminder to hold on to the good moments, no matter what happens or changes in the future. Couples who come here don’t always last, sometimes they’ve only even been together a few days, or weeks, or they’re young and experimenting, not really looking for a bondmate. But this experience”—his eyes swept over the bustling market—“this is something they’ll always have, together.”

“Remember the good,” she said, catching on, “even if there’s eventually bad.”

His brow furrowed. “There’s always going to be a little bad, Delaney. Someone’s always going to make a mistake, be it a big one or small one. I think the important thing is to hold on to moments like this, where everything feels right, even if it’s only for a minute or an hour. Hold on to these moments and figure out if having another is worth the risk of forgiving some of the bad.”

“Ruckus.” She got the feeling that this was about more than just showing her the Dust Market. That, really, this was an extension of the conversation she hadn’t wanted to have at the salon.

He shook his head before she could say as much, however, denying it. “That’s just what the stone stands for. But, no matter what happens”—he tried to cover up the fact that his gaze dipped down to the hidden silver circle still around her neck, but failed—“I’ll always remember this. I’ll always remember us.”



TRYSTAN HAD THE ship ready and waiting by the time they made it back through the forest. Since they’d already spent most of the night in the city, they boarded the Kint craft and took off for the palace almost as soon as they spotted it.

Sanzie disappeared down a side hall after letting them know the opposite direction led to the front of the ship. Delaney and Ruckus weaved their way to the cockpit, where the Zane was waiting for them in the pilot seat.

“Has the Basilissa been notified of our upcoming arrival?” Ruckus asked, moving toward the front of the room to skim over the computer readings.

“She is aware,” Trystan confirmed. “Though she doesn’t know what for yet, just that I have something important to show her. Until I can convince her to board, preferably alone, it’s best you stay inside. We don’t want to risk anyone recognizing you. Even with the new hair.”

“You really hate the hair.” Delaney dropped down into the passenger seat.

“There are quite a few things I’m currently not very fond of—”

“I’m going to check to make sure everything is secure,” Ruckus said, interrupting their banter. Without glancing their way, he turned on his heel and left.

Delaney watched him go and then sighed. “He’s going to see Pettus.”

“I’d imagine so,” Trystan agreed, flicking at a few switches on the console before turning in his chair to face her. At her pointed look toward the controls, he shrugged. “Autopilot. I want to know if you’re all right.”

She frowned. “Don’t I look all right?”

“Just answer the question, Delaney,” he drawled, but the corner of his mouth tipped up despite his obvious efforts to keep it from doing so.

“I’m fine.” She was struggling to hold back her own grin now. “How are you?”

His eyes narrowed. “I feel like you’re mocking me.”

“Trystan…” Absently, she rested a hand on his arm. “It’s barely been two hours since you left us at the restaurant.”

“A lot can happen in two hours.”

“Sure, but we’re both here now, aren’t we?”

“What did you two do without me?”

Delaney shook her head. “Let’s not pretend I didn’t already catch you noticing the necklace. If you’ve got a question, just ask it so we can move on to the important stuff.”

She almost regretted being so forward, but the palace wasn’t too far off, and once they reached it, who knew how the rest of their night would go? Truth be told, she was relieved to find him unscathed as well.

His gaze dropped down to the charm, not bothering to pretend to not be looking any longer. “Did you enjoy Zephra Viya? I hear it’s quite a sight, especially this time of year. Were there many couples present?”

“There were, and it was amazing. We don’t have anything like that back on Earth; I could probably spend an entire day there, just looking. You’ve never…?”

“No,” he replied. “I’ve never had a reason to.”

He’d never been in a relationship before that warranted it, he meant.

“They have a lot of other stuff,” she said, only partially noting that her voice had dropped. “You’d enjoy the food. I didn’t get the chance to try much of it, but I liked what I did.”

“There’s that.” He eased closer. “But the true purpose of Zephra Viya, the heart of the market, is for lovers.”

“Trystan…” She didn’t like where this was going. “Don’t.”

“You made me a promise, Delaney.”

“Back when the Rex approved, and I had no other choice.” Finally she realized that she’d been touching him, and pulled back, straightening some in her seat. The renewed distance did nothing to help clear her head, however, and she could tell by the clenching of his jaw that she’d annoyed him. “Admit it: Things are different now.”

“Not that.”

“Everything is,” she insisted.

He paused, canted his head. “Including us?”

“Of course.” Hadn’t she just said that? “Your father never really approved of you marrying a human anyway, and Tilda—”

“That isn’t what I mean,” he cut her off, and she wasn’t sure he’d even been listening to her anyway. “We’ve been different since the cave. I can’t be the only who’s noticed. I’m not the only one. The Ander—”

This time she stopped him. “I don’t want to talk about Ruckus with you.”

“Because you know I’m right.” He waved a hand at her throat. “You just returned from the most romantic location Vakar has to offer, your boyfriend is just downstairs, and yet you’re here. With me.”

“I’m giving him space to grieve his dead friend,” she said. “But yeah, he is my boyfriend.”

“Aren’t you lucky, then? You have a boyfriend and a betrothed.” Trystan grunted, pulling away and returning his attention to the console. His fingers moved across it, undoing the autopilot feature as swiftly as he’d set it. Once he’d taken hold of the controls again, he glanced her way, catching her gaze.

“Last I checked, Delaney, only one of those is a person you promise to spend the rest of your life with.”






 



CHAPTER 11


Ruckus hadn’t meant to stumble upon her; he’d just wanted a moment alone with his friend before they reached the palace. But Sanzie was in the lower-level cargo hold when he got there, standing directly between two tables that held what he assumed to be Pettus’s and Olena’s bodies.

Pausing in the doorway, he debated whether or not to turn back. He’d already tried to talk to her, and she’d made it clear she wasn’t interested. While he still wanted to settle things between them, if only for history’s sake, now probably wasn’t the best time to get into it.

“Are you going to stand there all day, Ander?” Sanzie called, forcing him out of his contemplation. As soon as he entered the room, she pointed at the body closest to the door. “This is Pettus.”

Pettus and Olena were wrapped securely in body bags, and strapped down on the tables. He moved to Pettus’s side but didn’t open the bag. He’d gotten a good enough look when they’d found him outside in Inkwell, not far from where Olena had fallen.

“You and he aren’t that different, you know?” Sanzie said a moment later. At his frown, she continued. “You and the Zane, and I’m not just referring to the fact that you’re in love with the same woman. He cares about his people, too. Actually, probably more than you do. He’s not a bad person.”

Ruckus shook his head. “You want to do this now?”

“I don’t want to do anything,” she stated. “I was merely making conversation.”

“Liar.” He took an angry step forward before thinking better of it, glad the table was between them, at least. Calming himself, he stilled, inhaling slowly. Once he’d settled some, he said, “You hate me, I get it. It makes sense, considering what you believe happened—”

“I know what happened,” she growled.

“No.” He forced himself to ease his tone, to not give in to the urge to yell at her. “You don’t.”

“You left me there!” Apparently she didn’t feel the need to do the same. She even went so far as to slap a hand down on the table.

“That’s not what happened,” he disagreed. “I went looking.”

“And broke protocol?” She snorted. “Don’t lie to me. You wouldn’t have done anything to risk your position, and the big promotion it was going to lead to. You left me there. To die. If it weren’t for the Zane, I would have.”

“Sanzie.” He held her gaze pointedly, hoping after all this time she’d still be able to read the truth in his eyes. “I came looking. I broke off from the rest of the squad, but I didn’t stand a chance of finding you alone. I tried, but there was too much ground to cover, and by the time I even caught sight of your ship, it’d been too long.”

He could picture it now, the smoke billowing up from the hull, the way it’d been tipped and half-buried already in deep snow. Remembered thinking there was no way she’d survived the crash, and the feeling of hopelessness and loss that had swept through him when he had.

“I was at risk of dying out there, too. If Fawna hadn’t found me when she had, I probably would have. I was too frozen to say anything to her, so she didn’t know to look for you. It happened so quickly, and I passed out as soon as she had me in the ship.”

“I didn’t hear from you for weeks,” she reminded him, but he caught the inkling of uncertainty in her eyes.

This was something they should have talked about six years ago, but she’d never given him the chance. He’d tried, on multiple occasions. Once she’d joined the Kint army, it’d been nearly impossible to get in touch with her, especially without one of them getting caught. He hadn’t wanted to risk the Zane finding out and accusing her of being a spy. Then the war ended and he’d tried again, only to be refused communication.

“It took me eight days to recover,” he admitted.

“I never heard anything about that.”

“Fawna helped me cover it up. She knew if my commanding officer found out what I’d been up to, that I’d gone on an independent rescue mission against orders, I’d be cut. She staged the whole thing, told him we were on a secret job. As soon as I’d healed and come to, explained to her what had happened, she’d already gotten word that you’d made it out alive. And that you’d defected and joined the enemy.

“That’s how she became my pilot. How we became a team. Neither of us meant to hurt you, Sanzie. Her, especially. You’ve got to know that. Every time you refused one of her calls, or sent back her communications unopened, you wounded her.”

The two of them had been best friends practically their entire lives, even before Ruckus had met them and joined in on their friendship. Before he and Sanzie had become something more, however brief it’d been.

“I thought you’d betrayed me,” she said.

“We both tried to explain.” He took a breath, allowed some of his own hurt to slip through. “You’re the one who wouldn’t listen. You left us.”

For a moment he thought she was going to let it go, that they’d slip back into the icy silence. The next thing he knew, she was standing at his side.

“Do you have any proof?” she asked, the twinge of continued accusation there clearly forced.

“Why would I lie?”

“To get me to turn on the Zane, perhaps?”

He waited until she met his gaze. “You know me better than that.”

She hesitated. “Do I?”

“Yes.”

“We weren’t together long,” she said, “but you meant a lot to me, and I’ve spent years believing I didn’t mean as much to you.”

“You did.” He rested a hand on her shoulder before he could think better.

She fiddled with the zipper of her uniform, lost in thought for a moment. “This can’t change things for me.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?”

“Yes,” he said. “You’re a Sworn, and a Kint. You admire and respect the Zane. I didn’t tell you any of this to try to get you to return to Vakar. I’ve wanted to tell you the truth for years, and now I have. What you do with it, that’s up to you. But I understand, Sanzie. I’ve always understood.”

“We’re about to land,” Delaney’s cool voice sounded from the doorway, shocking them both. It was pretty clear by the closed-off expression on her face that she’d been there long enough to overhear.

Guiltily, Ruckus dropped his hand from Sanzie and opened his mouth to explain, but Delaney stopped him.

“Trystan is waiting for you in the cockpit, Sanzie.”

The plan was that the Zane and his Sworn would exit the ship first, and if Tilda was alone with only a handful of Tellers, then he’d lead them on board and insist she enter the room in which they were currently standing—alone. That was when they’d tell her the truth.

Sanzie kept her head ducked, bowing slightly to Delaney as she passed. Once she was out in the hall, she turned and quickly glanced at Ruckus before disappearing out of sight.

“That’s funny. I could have sworn we just had a conversation about being honest. Why didn’t you just tell me that you two dated?” Delaney asked. “That you were on the team she thought abandoned her all those years ago? She told me about that. It’s half the reason she’s Kint now.”

“I didn’t—”

“I heard.” Even though she’d come to inform him it was time to get ready, she made no moves, remaining still across the room, staring him down.

The last thing he’d intended was to hurt her, especially when the goal had been to ease the tension between him and Sanzie, not form a wedge between him and someone else—especially Delaney, of all people. He could have told her before, but the timing had never felt right, and she’d had enough going on already.

“I was going to say something once we’d figured out what to do about the Rex,” he said. “My past relationship didn’t seem important, in comparison.”

“It is to me. Especially when I find you two touching in a secluded room.”

“I had my hand on her shoulder,” he pointed out, unable to help the slight bite to his words. “Last I checked that was a lot more appropriate than holding hands or hugging. What’s more, I don’t do those things with someone else when I think you aren’t looking.”

She bristled, but he saw her pale slightly, despite her defensive posture. “I’ve never kept anything from you. Trystan—”

“Is in love with you!” She flinched at his outburst, but he was too distracted to contain himself. “Yeah, he told me. The real question is, why didn’t you? See? I’m not the only one keeping things to myself after all. At least what I had with Sanzie is in the past.”

“There’s nothing going on between Trystan and me,” she told him, her voice dropping.

“I want to believe you.”

“So believe me.” Almost as soon as she said the words, she tilted her head, and he gave a humorless chuckle. She was clearly receiving a communication through her fitting, and seeing as how he wasn’t the one sending it.…

“Trystan says we’re landing now,” she confirmed.

He sighed, suddenly exhausted with this whole situation. All he wanted was to get on a ship and head back home, to Earth. To their cruddy apartment with her hilarious best friend and their room with the lock on the door. He’d taken his denzeration to be with Delaney, and he loved her, but he’d also developed a fondness for her home world. There, he didn’t have to worry about organizing Tellers, or putting a spoiled royal family first.

He didn’t want to be an Ander anymore, he realized with a start. He just wanted to be Ruckus Wux. Boyfriend of Delaney Grace.

Ruckus turned, prepared to tell her as much, but at that very moment they felt the ship slow and lower. There was still so much to say, about Trystan and about Sanzie, but he bit his tongue and silently motioned toward the other side of the room. They’d decided earlier they’d wait here, out of sight.

Delaney opened her mouth, but must have thought better of it. Then she settled more comfortably across from the door to wait in silence.



DESPITE WHAT HAD happened between Trystan and his father, Kint still held control over Vakar. Therefore, there was no real reason for Tilda not to simply board at Trystan’s insistence.

That was the hope, in any case.

Delaney tried not to look at Ruckus as the two of them waited, keeping a slight distance from the tables housing Olena’s and Pettus’s bodies. They’d only been there for about five minutes before they heard someone approach. She needed to stay on task, focus on what was most important here. Ruckus and Sanzie having once dated several years prior was not it.

Though, she couldn’t help but feel a tad bit betrayed—again—by it all. First she finds out he kept information about the Uprising from her, and now this? She understood the need to keep a secret, and logically, sure, she could see how their past relationship might not have seemed very important to him.

Except what she’d just walked in on had been intimate, much more than just a basic apology.

The Basilissa’s voice reached them first. “What is it exactly you need to show me, Zane?”

“You’ll see,” came Trystan’s steady reply, a moment before his frame came into view.

Tilda and two Tellers, both Vakar, accompanied him, and Delaney frowned. The plan had been to get Tilda here alone so no one else would know about her or Ruckus. On the one hand, she understood why the Basilissa would refuse to go anywhere alone with the Zane, would insist on bringing protection of some sort, but … Delaney couldn’t help but feel suspicious. And for good reason.

Because she was watching so closely, she noticed the moment the Tellers shifted their armed wrists.

“Trystan!” Delaney shouted in warning before she’d fully processed what was going on.

Trusting her, the Zane leaped to the side, spinning around to face the small group. Doing so allowed him to just avoid being shot with the Teller’s fritz.

She and Ruckus were so distracted watching the Zane, neither of them noticed the other Teller raising his weapon.

Ruckus didn’t have enough time to evade, taking the hit and slamming back against the wall. A flash of blue flickered over his body, and he momentarily convulsed before stilling.

“It’s a stun round,” Trystan quickly assured Delaney, at her side in a matter of seconds, stopping her from dropping down to touch the Ander. “He’s just unconscious. He’s all right, Delaney. He’s fine.”

“For now,” Tilda said, drawing their attention back her way. At either side, the two Vakar Tellers still had their fritzes aimed on them, but neither attempted to fire again. She was staring at Delaney with wide eyes, then seemed to notice the two body bags. “I was told you would be in one of those.”

Trystan stiffened at her side, and then practically growled through their fittings, “My father.”

They should have expected the Rex to blow it and alert Tilda of Delaney’s “death” before his son could make it to Vakar. They’d stupidly believed he was really going to allow them to tell the Basilissa in person.

“She refused to board unless she could bring Vakar guards with her,” Trystan stated. “I should have realized something was amiss, but I saw no other way than to allow it.”

They’d needed her on the ship. How was he supposed to guess she was onto them already?

“I’m sorry,” Delaney said to Tilda, hoping to convey how truthful she was being with the tone of her voice. Now that this meeting was finally happening, things were escalating much more quickly than she’d hoped. Even knowing he was okay, she was struggling against the urge to check on Ruckus, forcing all of her focus onto the Basilissa.

“Open it.” Tilda flicked a wrist toward the body bag closest to them. Then, when neither of them immediately leaped into action, she motioned for the Tellers to take a threatening step closer. “Open it!”

“Let us explain what happened,” Delaney urged, though she walked toward the bag as she did. “This is the Rex’s fault. All of it. You know that. Olena tried to kill me on the Rex’s order.”

“Don’t say her name,” she snapped, already focused on the bag before Delaney had even reached for the zipper.

Olena’s body was exposed bit by bit. Delaney tried not to prolong it, opening the bag as quickly as she could while avoiding coming off disrespectful. The Lissa’s face was pale, her lips a slightly off shade. She did not look like she was taking a long nap. She looked dead. There was no mistaking it.

Seeing her again caused Delaney to shiver, memories of standing out there in the snow, of thinking she was going to die, flooding through her mind against her will. Her eyes trailed over to the other table, where Pettus was, and her heart clenched as bile rose up the back of her throat. No part of her wanted to mourn Olena; she’d gotten what she deserved. But if they wanted to gain Tilda’s alliance, they couldn’t exactly show distaste for her deceased daughter.

A strangled sound slipped past the Basilissa’s lips then, and Delaney looked up just in time to see her point a finger toward the Zane, a clear order for the Tellers.

Without even realizing what she was doing, Delaney activated her own fritz and stepped back, blocking Trystan with her smaller form. Even when the two Tellers at the door set their weapons on her, Delaney didn’t waver, keeping hers aimed directly at the Basilissa’s heart.

“Get out of the way, Miss Grace,” Tilda practically growled, the tears flowing freely now. “Or I will let them shoot you.”

“They do that and I take you out with me.”

Tilda’s eyes widened a fraction. “You’re defending him now? I entered this ship with the full intention of avenging my heirs. If you’re to be believed, his father is the reason my daughter is lying there on a table. Move so that I can take from him what he has so callously stolen from me.”

“We need Trystan.” She felt the Zane shifting behind her, and stepped farther back so she could press herself to his front in silent warning. If he moved, she’d just move with him. He didn’t have to say anything for her to know he wasn’t liking the fact that she’d put herself in front of him like this.

“My daughter is dead!” Tilda took a threatening step closer. “After everything I’ve done, everything I’ve sacrificed, she was murdered anyway. What happened to the promise your father made me?” She directed this last part over Delaney’s shoulder. “He swore she would be protected!”

“He lied,” Trystan said. “He’s the one who ordered Olena to take Delaney into the woods. What happened after that is ultimately on him. He’s the one who put your daughter in danger.”

“Why would he do that? Why try to have her killed? Delaney is the heir, exactly like you wanted. I did everything you wanted.”

“My father tricked me, just as he tricked you. He never intended mutual rule.”

“He’s been playing you,” Delaney told her. “Order them to stand down, and we’ll tell you everything that happened.”

“I can guess well enough on my own, Miss Grace. One”—she motioned between Ruckus and the Zane—“or both of them killed my daughter to protect you. Am I close?”

“This isn’t her fault.” Trystan gripped Delaney’s hip, clearly ready to shove her out of the way if he had to.

“No,” Tilda agreed, “it’s yours, and your father’s, for orchestrating all of this.”

“We want to stop him, same as you.”

“I want to kill him,” she said. “After I’m done killing you.”

“Think about your people.” Delaney was running out of time to get through to Tilda; that much was obvious. “Murdering Trystan will only put them in greater danger. The Rex will declare war.”

“Let him.” She laughed, but the sound was grating, turning into a sob at the end. “I gave up my people for Olena once. I’m more than willing to do it again.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“Then you’re more naive than I thought.”

“You really want Vakar to know that you’ll abandon them? For revenge? Think of all those families, Tilda. All of those daughters still alive. You’ll just hand them over to the Rex? You’re the Basilissa; you have a duty.”

For the first time since they’d started this, Delaney saw a hint of doubt flicker through the other woman’s eyes.

“You want to get back at the Rex for what he’s done here—well, we want to help you. Trystan has a strong hold with the Kint people, and a good portion of the Kint army. If the two of you combine resources, we should be able to come up with a way to stop the Rex. Take from him the one thing that actually matters: his crown.”

“How will that be putting my people at risk any less, Miss Grace? What you’re suggesting also leads to war.”

“Not if we can expose him before he finds out he no longer has the two of you on a string.” And, thanks to this conversation, she thought she might have an idea how to go about that. “We discovered the Rex is the true source behind the Tars. If we can find proof that he’s in league with them, a well-known terrorist organization, we can get him dethroned.”

“There’s no way the Kint people will stand for that level of betrayal,” Trystan quickly agreed. Part of him was probably a little annoyed he hadn’t thought of this himself.

Tilda narrowed her eyes at them, thought it over. “He’s to blame for the Tars? How do I know you aren’t lying to save yourselves?”

“Why would we come all this way and risk this much on a lie?” Delaney asked.

“So you returned my daughter’s body in, what? The hopes that you could convince me not to kill you both, and agree to yet another convoluted peace treaty? I suppose you’ve thought about what happens if we are successful in removing the Rex from his throne?”

Delaney couldn’t cover up her frown fast enough, and when Tilda saw it, she laughed, and this time the sound was sharp and mocking.

“He really has you convinced he’ll make a better Rex than his father, doesn’t he?” She shook her head. “I help you now, and as soon as another End gets crowned king, Vakar and Kint are right back where they started before we came to a peace agreement.”

“That’s not true,” she insisted. “Trystan doesn’t want a war any more than you do.”

“You’ll forgive me, Zane, if I find it hard to trust that.” Tilda canted her head, lips pursing. Whatever turmoil she was feeling over Olena, she was trying hard to pack it away, to think clearly.

Which could either work in their favor, or against it. Delaney wasn’t really sure which way the scales were tilting. The Basilissa no longer looked like she was about to tear them limb from limb, though. There was something cold and calculating in her eyes now.

“I want peace,” Trystan said. “I’ll give that to you in writing, if you want.”

“Your father and I had an agreement in writing,” she stated, “and you see how well he held up his end of the deal. No, I’m unwilling to believe you’d give up your life’s ambition. Not without a little collateral to ensure it.”

“My goal has always been to do what is best for my people.”

“And as Miss Grace has so delicately pointed out, as the Basilissa, that needs to be my defining goal as well.” Tilda paused for a brief moment, then pulled her shoulders back and exhaled slowly. By the time she was done, the tear tracks on her cheeks were the only remaining indication she’d been a wreck only a few short minutes ago.

“I want to protect my people, but I also want revenge for my daughter. No matter what happened in Inkwell, one thing is very clear, and that is that ultimately, the Rex is to blame. Therefore, I am willing to join forces, Zane, but not until I have assurances that if we are successful, Vakar will be safe from Kint.”

“Of course, Basilissa.” Trystan bowed his head slightly. “You have my word.”

“Oh, it’s not your word I’m looking for.” Tilda set her gaze on Delaney unblinkingly.

A pool of anxiety welled in her chest, but before she could even think of something to say, the Basilissa continued.

“Most of my family was destroyed during the war,” Tilda told her. “Olena had no other close relatives who could vie for her place. There’s no one of blood relation who could announce an official claim to my throne, which means the Zane can decide to fight it. He might be agreeing now not to go to war, but you and I both know he’ll take Vakar without hesitation once I’m gone and there’s no one left to stand in his way.”

Delaney wanted to deny it, but it was true. Trystan wouldn’t find fault in taking Tilda’s throne. He wasn’t a bad person, but he was still the Zane, and he had been raised by the Rex. He wouldn’t see a problem with taking over, would more than likely think of it as him helping Xenith get stronger.

Kint was more advanced, had larger numbers … proof that his kingdom was already flourishing in ways Vakar struggled to achieve. In Trystan’s mind, combining the two would merely mean providing strength to what was once his enemy.

Knowing his line of thinking made it impossible for her to argue with the Basilissa’s concerns. The fact that the Zane didn’t say anything to deny those concerns further solidified them.

“Except for you,” Tilda added.

Delaney’s breath caught in her throat, and she felt Trystan’s hand on her hip tighten in mutual shock. “Excuse me?”

“I refuse to allow Kint to take full control of my kingdom, to put my trust in the word of an End. Who’s to say he won’t claim Vakar and change our ways to suit his? That’s typically how takeovers work, and I won’t have that.”

“I don’t understand how I—”

“Yes, you do.” Tilda had her Tellers deactivate their fritzes. “You will agree to remain my heir. You are Uprisen, the people already expect it, and more important, the Zane is in love with you. If we are successful in removing the Rex, I will train you in the Vakar way, and groom you to take my place as Basilissa. When the time comes for me to step down, you and the Zane will go through with your betrothal, ensuring equal hold in both Kint and Vakar.”

“Delaney…” Trystan’s voice filtered through her head, but she couldn’t listen to him right now. He’d already made it pretty clear what he expected from her, hadn’t he?

“If you mean what you say, that you truly want peace, this is the only way to get it.” Tilda smiled, but there was no mirth in it. “Or I suppose you could shoot me after all. Unless you agree, I won’t help you, and without me, you stand no chance of stopping the Rex. You and I both know once he’s conquered my planet, he’ll come for yours next, Miss Grace.”

Part of her was wondering how the hell she’d ended up right where she’d started; the other half, however, wasn’t as surprised. Somewhere deep down, she’d sort of known something like this was a possibility. No one walked away from a deal with the royals completely free.

Or in her case, it seemed, free at all.

If she agreed.

That was the one clear difference this time around. Tilda wasn’t going to force her, and the Zane had remained surprisingly silent after his one attempt. Whether or not he’d try to force her hand later was yet to be seen, but for now, in this moment, the choice was entirely up to Delaney.

Inadvertently, her gaze swept toward Ruckus.

Staying on Xenith was a major life choice, without adding to it the fact that she’d be agreeing to marry Trystan.

“If you’re struggling with the decision,” Tilda said a bit smugly, “think of all those families, Miss Grace. The Rex won’t show mercy to either of our people.”

No, he wouldn’t. But if this all worked out, the Rex wouldn’t be around to threaten Earth much longer. With him out of the way, Delaney could leave without fear or guilt that her home world was in danger because of it. Trystan and Tilda would be upset, of course, furious even, but she doubted they’d take it out on an entire planet.

Ruckus had already mentioned escape; he’d help her get away. Especially since leaving was sounding like the only way they could be together. They could do it as soon as the Rex was dethroned, while everyone was distracted.

Though the idea of sneaking off without any sort of explanation to Trystan bothered her.… Delaney swept those misplaced emotions to the side. He’d be fine without her, the king of Kint, exactly like he’d always wanted. Eventually he and Tilda would come to some sort of agreement that didn’t include Delaney giving up her life.

“All right,” Delaney heard herself say, slightly detached, distracted by her racing heart. “You have my word.”






 



CHAPTER 12


“Delaney.”

She tried not to start at the sound of Trystan’s voice, having not heard him enter the room. It’d only been a few hours since the incident with Tilda, not nearly enough time for her to process everything that had taken place.

Everything that she’d agreed to.

Ruckus was lying on the bed, still unconscious, and she’d taken an empty seat next to him. They’d been brought here almost immediately after the Basilissa had agreed to help them, led through the palace by the same two Tellers who’d witnessed their whole exchange. As of now, the plan was to keep their presence quiet, to minimize the chance word would get to the Rex.

Sanzie, who’d been left outside the ship during their meeting, was on the other side of their door, the only person Trystan trusted to guard them.

Delaney also hadn’t been able to meet the Sworn’s gaze, so she was glad Sanzie had remained outside the room and out of sight. She knew she didn’t really have a reason, or more important, a right, to be angry or jealous toward her. Even more so now that she’d made this major decision while Ruckus had been unconscious and unable to participate in it. But knowing that didn’t make ignoring her feelings about it any easier.

It wasn’t even so much that she was jealous, per se, more that she was hurt. There weren’t many people on this planet she felt close to, and she didn’t want to lose Sanzie’s friendship. This lie made it hard for her to be in the same room as the Sworn now, and she hated that. Staying upset wasn’t an option, though, not when they needed to be a strong unit.

When it became apparent Trystan wasn’t going to take the hint and leave, she sighed, dropping an arm onto the edge of the bed so she could rest her head in her palm.

“Not right now,” she said, watching the steady rise and fall of Ruckus’s chest. They had no idea when exactly he’d wake up, only that it should be sometime within the next hour. She was trying to prepare herself for when he did, and what she’d say. How she’d explain she was bluffing and still intended for them to leave together. The Zane absolutely could not be present for that conversation.

“Tilda set those terms, not me,” he pointed out, which only made her quirk a brow.

“So you’re not happy about it at all then?” She snorted when he didn’t reply. “I can’t talk about this right now, Trystan. I need to think.”

“I didn’t come here to pressure you about that, in any case,” he said, clearing his throat. “I need to go. My father will be expecting me by tomorrow night, and now that we’ve secured Tilda’s aid, I’ll leave at least knowing you’ll be safe here.”

“Are you joking?” Delaney was up and around the bed in a matter of seconds, instinctively grasping his wrist. “No way. You can’t go to Carnage.”

“I have to. We can’t afford not to keep up appearances. While I’m gone, you and the others can work on a way to expose my father’s connection to the Tars. I’ll try to find some evidence in Carnage while I’m there. If he’s kept any, that’s where it’ll be.”

“It isn’t safe.”

“My father doesn’t know about Olena, and he’s already expecting me. We’ll be in more danger if I don’t go. We have the advantage, but we won’t for long.” He paused, took in her expression. “You’re concerned for me, even after what Tilda made you promise?”

Delaney closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Things were happening too quickly. They’d only just arrived and now he was running off to meet his father, the most dangerous man on the planet. Getting Tilda to agree to help had felt like a win, despite what Delaney had agreed in exchange for it, but if anything happened to Trystan, none of this would matter.

“Kint won’t follow anyone but you,” she said.

“But the majority of them still won’t if my father remains the Rex. You knew I was going to have to leave as soon as we brokered this deal with Tilda.”

Yes, of course she had; they just hadn’t discussed it. Logically, she knew if Trystan didn’t go, his father would come looking, probably starting here since he was aware of his son’s visit to the Basilissa.

“I didn’t think it’d be this soon. We only just got here. What if Tilda changes her mind, or—”

“She won’t.” He eased his wrist free from her hold and ran his hands up her arms comfortingly. “You made a very compelling argument, Delaney. Offering her a viable solution in the form of exposing my father’s ties with the Tars was brilliant. Sanzie will be here, just in case. And you’ve proven you can more than handle yourself.”

Not against an entire palace full of Tellers. She would have said as much if she hadn’t just processed his other comment.

“Sanzie isn’t going with you?” She shook her head vehemently. “You can’t go alone.”

He tilted his head, the corner of his mouth tipping up slightly, though it was obvious he was trying to hold back the smirk for her benefit.

“Yes, okay, fine,” she snapped. “I’m concerned about you going to Carnage to confront your psycho dad. Happy?”

Trystan cupped the side of her face. “You’re tempted to demand I stay; I can see it in your eyes.”

“Would that work?”

He clucked his tongue. “You don’t give me orders, Lissa. Though I will admit, watching you give them to others is a sight.”

“Trystan”—she placed her hand over his, not even caring that she sounded desperate—“don’t do this. You remember I almost just watched you die? I don’t want to do that again.”

He was quiet a moment, and then whispered, almost too low for her to hear, “Kiss me.”

She froze, her mind blanking, her feet freezing to the ground. They’d only kissed once before, during the Claiming ceremony, and that had been because they had to. The guilt she’d felt afterward had been all-consuming; the only reason she’d been able to shake it was the fact that, the day after, she was distracted by the Rex’s betrayal and Olena’s attempt to kill her.

But, looking back on it, it wasn’t hard to recall why she’d felt so guilty. It hadn’t been because they’d kissed; they hadn’t had a choice in the matter, after all. It was that she hadn’t exactly hated it.

Trystan took in her expression and let out a sound from the back of his throat, part disappointment, part arrogance. Like he’d known that was the reaction he was going to get when he’d asked her.

He ran his thumb beneath her eye, then eased close enough that he could press his lips to the center of her forehead. He left his mouth there a breath too long, but she couldn’t shift her toes, let alone convince her body to move away from him.

When he retreated, she felt the loss of his warmth, and kind of hated herself for noticing it. Silently, she watched him walk to the door, reach for the handle.

Just before he turned the knob, he glanced back, his cornflower-and-crimson-red eyes catching hers.

“You’ve got to decide, Lissa,” he told her. “That’s what I remember.”

Then he left, and the words he’d spoken while they’d been in that cave played through her mind like a war drum beating after him.

“I decided I love you,” he’d said. “Now you need to decide.”



RUCKUS LISTENED TO their exchange, pretending to still be unconscious. At first he’d told himself he was doing so to give them some semblance of privacy, but that wasn’t the truth. Part of him, the part that hated the fact that she still wore that Claiming ring around her neck, had wanted to hear for himself how they reacted to each other when they didn’t think anyone was listening.

It was wrong, and deceptive of him, but he couldn’t help himself. Ever since he’d seen her hovering over the Zane’s hospital bed, he’d known something was different between them. Then, after tonight, how things had gone, he feared they’d never get back to where they’d been, that Earth and their home there was a dream he was foolishly clinging to, one that he’d never have again.

So he’d stayed still, his eyes closed, his breathing even, and had listened in on their conversation. They’d kept their voices down, but in the silent room he was able to make out every word.

He’d been about to give up the ruse, however, when they began arguing over whether or not Trystan should go—Ruckus still didn’t one hundred percent trust that Trystan wouldn’t cut another deal with his father, but he knew the Zane had to get to Carnage before the Rex grew suspicious—but then he’d gone and ordered Delaney to kiss him.

In the following quiet, Ruckus had actually feared she was doing it, had strained to hear and almost opened his eyes, torn between needing to see and not wanting to. When the Zane had made that disappointed sound, giving away that she hadn’t done it, he’d felt a wave of relief so strong, it actually made him feel more guilty for eavesdropping.

It was a while after the Zane left that Delaney returned. From the sounds of it, she was sitting next to the bed, though he still didn’t open his eyes to be sure. She took his hand in both of her own, bringing it up so she was clutching his arm close to her chest.

Through her clothing, he felt the press of the metal from her necklaces.

He thought about how uncomfortable she’d gotten when he’d exposed that he knew she was still wearing the Claiming ring. He’d hated the way it’d made him feel, knowing that she was concerned he’d get angry or jealous. He was jealous, but that was his personal issue to work through, not hers. The last thing he wanted to do was burden her with anything else.

Which was why he hadn’t asked her to take it off. Why he’d waited so long to even bring it up. He’d seen it the last time she’d come to visit him in the dungeons on Inkwell. She’d tried to hide it by tucking it beneath her shirt, but he’d recognized the outline of the ring, known immediately what it was.

It bothered him that she hadn’t told him about it herself, but he understood why she’d felt the need to keep it a secret. He’d been locked in a cell, after all, and she’d been doing everything she could just to keep her head above water. So he hadn’t said anything, knowing that she’d tell him eventually, when the time was right.

And once he was free and they were together again, he hadn’t drawn attention to it because what would be the point? He saw the way she looked at the Zane, even though she tried so hard to hide it.

He saw, and it cut him every time he did. But getting angry wasn’t going to help anyone, especially when it was also obvious she was torn by the way she felt toward Trystan. He hated it, hated the idea that she could feel anything for the Zane, but he was also grateful, in a sense, that she’d had that support while dealing with the Rex.

Ruckus was grateful that he knew Trystan wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her, that he had in fact risked his life and his station on numerous occasions in the past. How could Delaney not have developed feelings after all that they’d been through?

He felt a bit slighted that she’d fallen for the guy who’d thrown him in a cell, but being in there had given Ruckus a lot of time to think. And to come to grips with the fact that he was as much responsible for Delaney being dragged back to Xenith as Trystan was. He’d let her do the Uprising ceremony. Hadn’t fought against the Basileus when he’d suggested it. Hadn’t explained things to Delaney. Hadn’t batted an eyelash, in all actuality.

She shifted, and the necklaces pressed more closely against him. He could have asked her to remove the Claiming ring, and he had actually intended to do just that when he’d brought her to the Dust Market. He’d hoped to replace it with a symbol of his own, the star-stone. As soon as he’d seen her reaction, however, he’d changed his mind.

There was a reason she hadn’t taken the Claiming ring off, and while he wanted her to take it off, he didn’t want it like that. He didn’t want her to do it out of guilt, or obligation. Didn’t want her to make a decision because he’d asked her to make one, because he’d made it feel like an ultimatum.

But he also wasn’t sure how much longer he could endure this. He needed to hear her deny the Zane’s claim, to toss that ring aside in place of his. It was stupid, to need reassurances from his girlfriend, yet after everything that had happened …

He needed to know, once and for all, if he’d lost her.

Just as he opened his eyes, the door across the room opened again, and he turned to watch the Basilissa enter.

“Good. You’re awake, Ander.” She gave him a curt nod—no apology for having knocked him out in the first place, but okay—and then immediately turned to Delaney. “The Zane just departed, which means we need to start discussing how you expect this plan of yours to work.”

“What’s going on?” Ruckus slowly eased himself into a seated position. When he faltered some, Delaney rushed to help, only pulling back slightly once he was propped against the headboard.

He’d gathered from her conversation with the Zane that the Basilissa had agreed to help them, and it was nice that he wasn’t waking up in a cell somewhere. But he hated that he didn’t know any of the details on how they’d managed to convince Tilda to be on their side.

“Someone needs to fill me in. Now.”

“They’ve told me the Rex is behind the Tars.” The Basilissa caught his eye. “Is this true, Ander?”

“Yes. A ship attacked us just outside the border. They were Tars.”

Tilda quirked a brow. “You mean to tell me you didn’t have a plan prior to that?”

His plan had been to get off this planet before the Zane ever woke up, but Delaney had had other ideas. After that, in truth, the best he could come up with was simply keeping them alive long enough to eventually get them off Xenith.

“The Rex is holding Gibus hostage, and he’s created the Tars for some unknown reason. Unfortunately, we weren’t able to gather more details on what exactly that was. We knew we needed your help,” Delaney said.

“Because you had no one else.”

“Because you’re the ruler of Vakar.”

Tilda hummed and glanced between the two of them.

“Exposing the Rex’s connection to a terrorist group is the only plan we have,” Delaney reminded her.

Ruckus spoke up. “That’ll work. We just need enough proof to shake the Kints’ belief in him as their king. Having the support of the Vakar ruler will help press the issue. Many have been waiting for a reason to denounce him for a long time now, as you well know.”

“Yes,” Tilda said, her lips twisting in a scowl, “the Zane is better liked by his people. I am aware. That changes nothing. His father will have to undergo a trial, no matter how great the proof against him. During that time, those still loyal to him will stop at nothing to clear his name.”

“Which, again, is where you being the Basilissa comes in handy.” Delaney had a hand on Ruckus’s shoulder, and he could practically feel how nervous she was through their connection, despite the fact that her voice never wavered. “When that time comes, you make it public and perfectly clear that you’re siding with the Zane. You want Trystan on the throne, it’s time for a change, you’ve always known the Rex can’t be trusted.… Say whatever you have to in order to convince them. Most of Kint doesn’t want war, either.”

“I give them a clear way to avoid that,” Tilda said, and nodded her understanding. “And it helps sway them into denouncing the current Rex.”

“Exactly.”

“It could work, Miss Grace. But…”

Delaney tilted her head, waiting, and when Tilda didn’t follow that up with anything, prompted, “But…?”

“How do we get proof?” Ruckus answered for the Basilissa.

“Precisely, Ander. How is the real issue here. I doubt the Rex has information that can connect him to the Tars just lying about. Even if that’s the real reason the Zane has gone home, it won’t be easy, if even possible, for him to find what we need. Does he even know what to look for? Evidence is a pretty vague concept.”

Delaney ran a hand through her hair in frustration, dropping down on the edge of the bed next to Ruckus. “So you’re saying this plan actually sucks.”

“I’m saying that, until we have something concrete we can hold over the Rex’s head,” she corrected her, “this is all working theory. Can I side with the Zane against his father once their people are more susceptible to that notion? Of course. Will they take the bait to avoid more bloodshed? Probably.”

“Why couldn’t you just do it now?” Delaney asked. “The two of you joining forces could be enough.”

“It isn’t,” Ruckus told her. “If Trystan even tried it, he’d risk losing a vast majority of those loyal to him. A Zane siding with the enemy in order to steal the crown? It’s not very respectable.”

“Right,” Delaney practically growled. “Tradition.”

She was no doubt thinking about how that was what had gotten her stuck in this mess a second time. Tradition was the stepping stone Trystan had used to make her the official Vakar Lissa. Ruckus wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive himself for his hand in making that possible.

“We can’t just sit here hoping he finds something while he’s in Carnage, then,” Delaney said after a moment of silence. “He wanted us to figure out how we’d get the information to the public. I’m guessing that won’t be too complicated.”

“There are news outlets I trust,” Tilda told them. “As for filling your time and being useful, your files have been left untouched, Ander. I know you’ve kept a large amount on the Tars and their past transgressions. Perhaps, now that you’re aware of their connection to the Rex, you’ll be able to spot something you overlooked before.”

He thought about it, nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

“Unfortunately, the palace is still under Kint control. It isn’t safe for you to be roaming the halls, and I certainly cannot reinstate your status without drawing too much suspicion.”

She was right: He couldn’t risk using any of his old access codes on the off chance the Rex had men monitoring the palace’s systems.

“You have friends here”—it was clear this wasn’t a question—“and you can give a list with a few names to Sanzie, and I’ll get in touch with them. If they aren’t currently in the palace, I’ll send for them immediately. They’ll be able to move freely, and can bring whatever files you need directly to you in this room.”

Delaney had stiffened some at the mention of the Sworn, and it took all of Ruckus’s strength not to look her way. Tilda was clever, would easily catch on that something was off between them, and besides, this wasn’t the time to continue their talk about his past.

Or Delaney’s.

Her parting conversation with the Zane was still fresh in his mind, and he wasn’t exactly happy about it.

“I suppose since the Rex alerted you about my ‘death,’ it’s not safe for me to be walking around, either,” Delaney said, frowning when her words caused the Basilissa to appear perplexed.

She glanced between the two of them. “I assumed that had been kept from him, along with news of my daughter. If the Rex is aware he no longer has a foothold into Vakar, we have a more imminent problem on our hands.”

“What do you mean?” Delaney slowly rose from the bed. “The Rex is the one who told you that I was dead, isn’t he?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “We received a coded message yesterday morning. In it, I was told that both you and my daughter had been murdered. When the Zane radioed in that he was approaching the palace and had something to show me, I assumed he was bringing me both of your bodies.”

“That’s why you brought along Vakar Tellers and had them shoot without asking questions,” Ruckus surmised. “You had their weapons set to stun to avoid causing a political issue should the information end up being bad.”

“If he was truly bringing me the bodies of my heirs,” Tilda confirmed, “then I was willing to hear him out before killing him, yes. But then I saw Delaney, clearly alive and well, and that there were still two body bags on the tables…” Her voice trailed off, and neither of them pressured her into continuing.

“You knew Olena was dead?” Delaney asked, cutting into the silence. The panic in her tone caught Ruckus’s attention. “You’re certain that’s what the message said? Not that she was injured and in surgery? In critical condition?”

“I knew she was dead, Miss Grace,” she replied tightly. “The fact that I’d had the information hours before your arrival, and therefore was able to process it, is the only reason you were given the chance to speak to me at all.”

“But the message, it came from Inkwell, right?”

“Delaney.” Ruckus reached for her, grasped her hand, but she didn’t tear her gaze off the Basilissa. It took him a moment, but he figured out what she was getting at fairly quickly.

The only people who’d known about Olena’s death had been in Inkwell. While he’d been unconscious, she and the Zane must have assumed the Rex had been the one to expose them, but he’d only been told about Delaney. He’d thought Olena was still alive. If Tilda had received a message stating otherwise, it meant someone in Inkwell had betrayed Trystan.

“Actually, no,” Tilda said. “We traced the message back to Carnage.”

Delaney was moving for the door without a second thought, forcing Ruckus into motion in order to stop her. He caught her before she could open the door, and she spun on him with a hiss that surprised him.

She looked terrified and furious all wrapped into one.

“We have to stop him!” She tried to shake off Ruckus, but he held on to her arms tightly.

“Who?” Tilda asked, but it was clear Delaney wasn’t paying attention to her anymore.

“It’s too late,” Ruckus said, trying to calm her down in the process. “He’s already taken off.”

“So contact his ship!”

“The one he brought us here on isn’t registered to Vakar systems. We’d have to ask the Kints to look up the vehicle number, ultimately alerting them that something was wrong.”

“Something is wrong!” Finally Delaney shook him loose, but she didn’t try for the door again.

“I’m sorry to say”—Tilda held up a hand—“I’m unclear as to what is going on.”

“It’s a trap,” Delaney snapped.

“For?”

“The Zane,” Ruckus answered, watching as the breath stuttered out of Delaney, an almost lost expression flickering over her face.

“The Rex knows about Olena,” she said. “Trystan is in danger.”






 



CHAPTER 13


His father met him on the tarmac.

Which immediately had his hackles rising.

The Rex was many things, but an attentive father wasn’t one of them. Yet here he was, waiting with his hands folded in front of him, watching the ship Trystan had managed to procure at the last minute hover above the landing zone and then slowly lower.

He was doing a fairly good job of hiding the fact that he was still angry at his son’s delay—only years of experience allowed Trystan to see through it—and smiled broadly as soon as the Zane stepped from the ship and headed his way. The Rex even went so far as to wave, moving to clap his son on the back once he was close enough.

“I had thought you’d leave it until the last minute. When I heard you were arriving earlier than expected,” the Rex said, leading them toward the stairwell that trailed from the roof to the innards of Carnage Castle, “I had to come see for myself.”

He had to find out why, he meant. This whole show was made to put Trystan on edge, make him wonder what his father was up to. Of course, the fact that he was trying so hard to mask his lingering irritation also meant this was supposed to distract the Zane.

From what? That was the question, and until he figured it out, the only thing he could do was play along.

As soon as they started down the stairs, the familiar smell of the place assaulted his nose, and Trystan almost gave up his steady facade. There were very few things on the planet he hated more than that smell: a mixture of salt, smoke, and musk that always reminded him of home. And how much he detested being there.

“My business with Tilda concluded sooner than I thought it would,” Trystan said, forcing himself to ignore the disgusting scents and focus on reading the Rex’s physical cues.

“You mean the Basilissa grew tired of your moping.” He clucked his tongue, his arm moving to wrap around the broad width of Trystan’s shoulders. He tugged him closer. “Son, I know it must have been very upsetting, losing your human, but she’s meaningless in the grand scheme of things. You’ll see. Once you’re on the Vakar throne, you’ll thank me.”

So he still believed Delaney was dead. Trystan sighed internally. That was something good at least.

“She wasn’t just a human,” he sneered, making sure to add an extra layer of outrage to his tone. He wouldn’t be expected to grieve openly—the Rex had trained him to be “stronger” than that—but a reaction was required to sell this ruse. It was a thin line. Too much, and he’d give himself away, exposing that Delaney lived. Too little, and he’d do the same.

The Rex was clever.

“Of course not, son.” He tightened his arm in what was probably meant to be a comforting squeeze. “She was your human. I know.”

“Don’t patronize me,” Trystan growled, and this time he didn’t actually have to fake his anger.

“Never,” the Rex said, ultimately doing so again. “You look like you could use some rest. I was hoping to have you attend the meeting with the council at my side, but no one should see you like this. When was the last time you slept, Trystan? Please don’t tell me you’ve been up all night, crying over her corpse? How morbid.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” he replied thickly. “You didn’t shed a single tear for Mother.”

It was probably too far.

The Rex paused with one leg hovering over the last step. They’d gone down several flights and were finally on the right floor, but instead of continuing, the Rex swiveled his head slowly until he was staring at Trystan darkly.

The deceased Regina was something they never spoke of. Ever. It was a silent rule made the moment after her lifeless body had been discovered in the royal chamber. Neither of them had ever broken it before, and for the life of him, Trystan couldn’t imagine why he’d been so foolish as to do so now.

“Apologies, Father.” He bowed his head, keeping his eyes downcast on the tips of the Rex’s polished boots. “I don’t know what came over me.”

The Rex still had his arm around Trystan’s shoulders, and for a moment, it seemed like he might move his hand over and strangle the Zane. He seemed to surprise them both when he suddenly flashed a half smile instead and dropped down the final step, dragging his son with him.

“You’re forgiven, this once.” The threat at the end was clear, though the mirth never left his eyes. “Losing someone you care for is never easy; however, we’re Ends. We don’t dwell on such trivial nonsense. The planet keeps turning, and we continue on. But you must have come to that conclusion on your own, or else, why would you be here? Isn’t that right?”

It was a trap, a poor attempt to gauge a reaction and see if Trystan was hiding something. Knowing this, he kept his expression firmly in place, making sure not to flinch or twitch, or even alter his gait as they moved down a long hallway. He kept his gaze firmly ahead, pretending not to be bothered by his father’s intense stare at his side.

“‘The Crown before the Common,’” Trystan stated, repeating the bullshit creed his father had taught him as a child. It was even scrawled across a tapestry in his father’s bedroom, though few others ever saw it.

For good reason.

“Exactly.” The Rex patted him one last time and then finally let go of Trystan. “I knew I could count on you to see reason.”

They’d walked a little more than halfway down the hall, and now paused at a set of silver doors. The walls themselves were a pale blue, the floors carpeted in a deep navy. This section of the castle was made to look lavish, with all the expensive trimmings and even small square tables with plants drifting in glass bowls filled with water. It was meant to be relaxing, nonthreatening.

Like pretty much everything else involving the Rex, it was a lie.

Trystan could see it, clear as day. He’d known his father wasn’t the best choice for ruler, that he didn’t always keep the safety of the people in mind. He’d known he was manipulative, and controlling. But making the Zane believe they were on the same page, that he could finally have one thing that he wanted without fear of his father taking it …

Delaney was right: The Rex was a monster. And unless you could befriend them, monsters needed to be put down. He and his father would never see eye to eye; Trystan realized that now.

Which only left them option two.

“Now, as I’ve stated, I don’t think you’re in any shape to meet with the council.” The Rex ignored the two sentinels at the doors, who were waiting to open them. “You should go straight to your rooms. Get some sleep. When you wake, freshen up and we’ll meet again for dinner. How does that sound?”

Like literal hell.

“Perfect, Father,” Trystan said, clasping his hands behind his back respectfully. “May I ask, why is it you’re meeting with the council? I might not be in the right sorts to attend, but surely I should be privy to what’s taking place.”

“There’s damage control to do. We must prove to the people that Olena is the right option.” He glanced pointedly up and down the hall. “Which reminds me, where is Lissa Olena?”

“Back in Inkwell,” he said. “She wasn’t well enough to travel.”

“You were meant to keep me updated on that. We never even received a report from you. I still don’t know how this happened.”

“Apologies, Father. In the rush to get the information to Tilda in person, it slipped my mind. Teller Pettus managed to get control of a fritz and shot Olena twice. Once in the abdomen, once in the left shoulder. The doctors have managed to secure her, and report that she’ll live through the ordeal.” He made sure to add a twinge of distaste to his tone at the end there.

“Don’t sound so thrilled about that, son,” the Rex drawled. He chuckled and then turned toward the sentries. “Do you need an escort to your rooms?”

“That won’t be necessary, Father.” Trystan bowed and then moved away, careful not to glance back as he heard the double doors opening and his father greeting the council members within.

He turned the corner, playing the part he always did—mirroring the Rex and ignoring the Tellers he passed, heading in the direction of his rooms.



HE NEEDED TO figure out the reason the Rex was angry, especially since he believed Delaney was dead and Olena was alive. Trystan was here, wasn’t he? That should have been enough to placate his father, but no, there was something else going on.

It was possible he was still upset about having been disobeyed, Trystan mused, placing his palm on the keypad at the left of the door once he reached his rooms. As soon as it opened, he entered, coming to an abrupt halt just within the doorway.

They were exactly as he’d left them, the open lounge area all polished marble flooring, tall dark-blue walls, and wide windows. The silver pillows on the couch were placed at the exact angles he’d set them, and the coffee table before the couch was clear, aside from the statue of his favorite animal, which he used as a centerpiece. He had a similar one back in his rooms in Inkwell, and the memory of Delaney standing there, inspecting it, hit him like a ton of bricks.

This place was empty, hollow. It needed Delaney.

He needed her.

He’d been careful not to dwell too long on the promise Tilda had forced his Lissa to make. Though he’d been standing behind her at the time, he knew Delaney well enough to know she wasn’t pleased with having to agree to marry him.

Again.

But that was a topic they’d discuss at a later date, once all of this was finished and he knew they were safe. Until then he needed to keep his own feelings about the matter—and about how she clearly still didn’t want to be betrothed to him—carefully locked away.

The whole way here he’d tried not to think about her, or how he was leaving her behind. He knew the Ander would keep her safe, but he would prefer to be with her himself, so he could be sure she was protected. Yet they’d needed more information, fast, and try as he might, this was the only solution he could come up with under such short notice.

Forcing his feet forward, Trystan passed by another empty side table to the left, and the circular glass table set before the floor-to-ceiling windows directly across the main door. The room branched off at either side, one leading to his bedroom and bathroom, the other to his study. He took the latter.

His study was almost the same size as the lounge area, which made sense, because when he was here, he spent more time in this room than any other in the entire castle. Bookshelves lined the walls, volumes carefully sorted by color, and aesthetically displayed with trinkets and statues between them.

Trystan didn’t bother sparing them a glance, moving to his desk at the far end. He didn’t sit in the large leather chair, either, opting to lean over, already tapping on the clear glass panel that took up most of the desk’s surface.

The device hummed to life beneath his fingertips, a row of blinking lights greeting him before his home screen appeared. He inputted the sequence that would ensure no one could trace what he was doing or spy on his screen while he was doing it, before he ran a search through the castle’s systems. As soon as that was accomplished, he got down to business.

His father had Kint’s top specialists create the firewalls that kept the castle computer systems safe. Of course, in his need to have the smartest child on the planet, he’d also hired those same people to teach his son, not realizing they would teach him everything he’d need to know to teach himself how to hack. Which meant Trystan could easily infiltrate the system, and had been doing so since age thirteen.

Trystan knew the Rex had a private computer, one not connected to the rest of the castle’s systems. If he was keeping damning evidence, that was probably where it was, but Trystan wanted to cover all his bases before taking a risk like that. There’d be no explaining his way out of trouble if he got caught in his father’s study, the only place, aside from his parents’ bedroom, that he was forbidden from entering without the Rex present.

Needing to know if anyone else was in on it, Trystan ran a full search through all communications that had been sent and received by the castle in the past seventy-two hours. He supplied a few specific keywords to look for, in order to weed out what had to be thousands of messages. While that process began, he clicked open a new screen, pulling up video footage of the hallway directly outside the conference room his father was in, and then the corridors surrounding the Rex’s study.

When the latter popped up, he frowned, momentarily confused to find security had been more than doubled. At least half a dozen Tellers roamed the halls, boxing the study off.

In all his years living here, he couldn’t recall there ever being that much security placed on one room. It drew unwanted attention. The Rex had to have something to hide for him to go to such lengths in what was meant to be his own highly secured castle. Did he expect someone to try to break in? Try to search through his things?

But why, and who? The only known enemies the Rex had were Vakar, and he currently believed he had Tilda eating out of the palm of his hand. That left the Tars, whom Trystan now knew his father secretly ran, and Ruckus’s little ragtag group, who he’d left back in Varasow.

Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. There was someone else he hadn’t considered.

A few keystrokes later, and he had a separate search running through the castle’s security cameras. The screen flicked through different images, almost too quickly to be processed, but Trystan had done this multiple times as well, and knew what to look for and what not to bother focusing his attention on. He slammed his palm down a split second before the image he was currently looking at could change, pausing it.

It was grainy and in black and white, but he could easily make out the Sutter his father had taken from Inkwell. Delaney’s friend Gibus.

He was bent over a worktable, fiddling with some metal device. His face was set in intense concentration, even as his right foot tapped out a rhythm Trystan couldn’t hear. These cameras didn’t have any sound, which often came in handy for him. When he’d been younger, it meant if he’d gotten caught, he could easily make up some story as to why he was where he wasn’t meant to be.

Just as he was about to check the location, a soft ding drew his attention to his first search, and he quickly tapped over to his original screen. There were three communications that matched his search parameters. It was honestly a bit surprising that there were even this many. Leaving behind a trail was sloppy, but then again, having the most secure systems in Xenith meant sometimes the Kint got a little lax with protective protocols.

The first one he looked at was a useless outgoing message that had been flagged due to a vague mention of the Tars as a whole. The second was more interesting, giving him pause as he read through the somewhat cryptic message.

It was only three words—Confirmed. They’re here—but something about it gave Trystan a poor taste in his mouth. He checked the location from which the message had been sent, and felt himself start to worry when he saw it’d come from Varasow late last night.

Around the same time he and the others would have landed in the palace.

Quickly, he flipped to the final message, hoping that his suspicions would be proven wrong. Instead he sucked in a breath when he read the single word.

Secured.

The message had come from Inkwell.

Trystan had put the entire castle on lockdown, leaving behind a couple dozen of his most trusted Tellers. If his father had sent another retrieval team after him, he should have received word from his men. Unless they’d been caught off guard and overrun.

He tried to rack his brain for any other possible explanation, but came up with nothing. No, his father must have sent more Tellers to Inkwell, either before or after their conversations about Trystan’s trip to Vakar. They’d taken the castle there, and had silenced his people before they could get word out to him. The fact that he’d taken a random ship, and that his shing had cracked during his and the Ander’s skydiving escapade, would have made it difficult in any case. Especially since he’d only discovered that it’d been broken after departing from Varasow, and hadn’t had the chance to get a new one.

He needed to check on his people, see if any had been able to escape in the ship he’d left behind.

Fear for Dominan and the boy’s mother forced Trystan to pause and take a deep breath. There was nothing to be done about that at the moment, and he had other, more pressing issues.

The Rex knew about Olena.

Putting the two incoming messages together was proof enough to convince Trystan, especially when he took into account his father’s odd behavior. He’d seen his son more worn down than he was now plenty of times, and not once had that been reason enough for him to suggest he shirk his duties. The Zane being in the castle but not attending a council meeting? That would certainly cause more gossip than if he’d gone in there looking tired.

This was a setup.

He glanced at the computer screen once more, scanning the tightened security around his father’s office, everything clicking into place. The Rex wanted him to try something; that was why he’d let him go off on his own as soon as he’d gotten there.

Did he know Trystan had discovered his connection to the Tars? Or was there something else he was hiding that he didn’t want him to see? Why hadn’t he used his knowledge of Olena’s death against him already? Everyone was in jeopardy now, including those currently in the Vakar palace.

If the Rex knew his hold over Tilda and her crown was gone, he’d be plotting a way to regain control. By any means necessary.

Cursing, Trystan spun away from his desk, running both hands through his hair until he could tightly cup the back of his skull. His options had dwindled, and he needed a better plan for how to proceed.

If he tried for the study, surely he’d get caught. He could do it, play into his father’s hands if only to see where the Rex intended to take this. Perhaps Trystan would be able to glean important knowledge from it, even.… But if he couldn’t get away? He’d be putting Delaney and his people in greater danger.

Which meant giving up on the mission. He barely resisted the urge to slam a hand through the wall. He did not come all the way here for nothing, and he refused to let his father win.

Still scrambling to come up with a solution, he turned back to the computer, and paused when he spotted the window displaying Delaney’s Sutter.

The one who’d been in his father’s clutches for a few days now. And who was clearly working on something for him …

The beginnings of a new plan started to take root, spurring him back into action. Trystan hit a few more buttons to bring up the location of that specific camera. After finding that the Sutter was being held on the opposite side of the castle, in the South Wing, he quickly wiped any trace of what he’d been searching, and shut down his device.

A smaller version rested in a drawer, and he grabbed it before exiting the study to head back to the main door.

While this wing was supposedly private and unwatched, he didn’t trust that his father wasn’t having him spied on. It was the type of thing the Rex would do, especially considering he knew he’d been lied to.

The only reason he could think of for his father not to have openly confronted him was that he was waiting to see how far his deception ran. Not attempting to break into his study was a good way of throwing his father off, especially if he was successful in retrieving the Sutter, making this appear like it’d been nothing more than a rescue mission.

Either way, he couldn’t still be here when the Rex’s meeting concluded. If he was, he risked being detained, and he needed to get back to Vakar and warn Delaney and Tilda that his father was onto them.

Trystan activated the device in his palm and loaded the program that would allow him to access the security cameras. Once it was open, he inputted the North Wing and waited for the feed to appear. Sure enough, there was one camera set down the length of each hall on this floor. They were meant to only be operational in times of an attack, so clearly his father didn’t trust him.

Knowing that the footage would be carefully monitored, Trystan ran through his plan one last time to ensure there weren’t any obvious kinks. When he couldn’t find any, he rotated his shoulders and pressed his palm to the keypad at the side of the door, hitting a single button on his device afterward. Since it connected to the main computer, it was easy enough for him to hack in and download everything the castle’s security cameras had recorded over the past hour. Once he had the video footage, it was a simple matter of rewinding. A programmed thirty-second loop of the feed began to play, and he darted out of the room and ran left.

A few feet away from the turn, he hit another button, altering the camera footage in the next hall so that it would start to loop. His count hit thirty seconds as he turned the corner, having just made it before the original looped footage ended and returned to regular record.

This had been a game he’d played as a child, a way to sneak up and spy on his father during council meetings he’d been too young to attend. Or even—more often than not—to sneak to the kitchens in the middle of the night to satisfy a sugar craving.

Because of this, he knew to adjust the loop to thirty-five seconds as soon as he passed the East Wing, and again to forty when he entered the South.

Trystan traveled the castle this way, taking the most secluded corridors, which he knew were more than likely empty. Twice, he had to duck into side rooms to avoid a set of passing Tellers, making sure to switch back to the regular footage so that the security guards watching the feed would see their fellow Tellers and know all was secure. Both times, he was forced to wait until they’d evacuated the hall completely before reactivating the loop.

Unsurprisingly, the South Wing was guarded, and Trystan slowed as he approached, watching the four Tellers there through the camera feed in the corner of his screen. He continued to count off the seconds in his head as he assessed the situation, coming close to the end of his forty seconds.

He adjusted the timer for the next loop to two minutes, hating that he had to pull the prerecorded footage back that far. It left a lot to chance. One guard simply having scratched their head in a strange way could alert whoever might be watching this area that something was going on. But he wouldn’t have enough time to deal with the Tellers, make it down the hall, and grab the Sutter unless he took this risk.

Activating his fritz, he made sure the setting was on stun and then took a deep breath. Three seconds before his time ran out, he hit the loop button for the hall with the guards, and twisted around the corner. He fired before they could say a word, catching them by surprise. It was necessary; every single Teller in this place was linked to his father through fittings. If one of them managed to get a message out, Trystan wouldn’t even know until it was too late.

He had to trust he hadn’t given any of them enough time for that. They dropped faster than he could blink, and quickly he moved deeper into the hall.

The Sutter was being held in a room on the right, and he rushed toward it. As he approached the door, he pulled up the feed from inside the room, cursing when he noticed that there were now another three Tellers within, watching the Sutter from the back wall.

With no time to come up with a different plan, he quickly unlocked the door and shoved into the room, taking the occupants by surprise.

The door closed again behind him and all three Tellers were down on the ground in a split second. His fritz still hovered in the air from when he’d raised it to shoot them, and he didn’t bother dropping it when he turned to stare at Delaney’s wide-eyed friend.

“Sutter Gibus,” he said calmly, “you’re coming with me.”






 



CHAPTER 14


“Um.” Gibus glanced over Trystan’s shoulder, and when he seemed to realize no one else was coming, he frowned. “No?”

Trystan growled. “You’d rather stay and remain my father’s prisoner?”

“Your prisoner, his prisoner…”

“I’m not taking you prisoner,” he snapped. “I’m rescuing you!”

Gibus blinked, obviously waiting for the punch line. “I’m sorry?”

“You should be, for wasting precious time. We need to go.”

Gibus still didn’t seem convinced.

“Delaney sent me.” That wasn’t entirely a lie … not really. Besides, what did it matter if he had to lie to the Sutter anyway? There was only one person he cared about telling the truth to, and she’d more than understand his reason for fibbing here.

“She’s alive?” There was so much emotion in those words, Trystan almost felt jealous.

Almost.

“Yes. I’m counting on you knowing something about my father’s plans. Tell me you do?” He’d gotten to the Sutter, and he’d get them both safely out, but he needed to know if the man knew anything useful. If not, Trystan was going to have to come up with a new plan, a way to get to his father’s study after all. He couldn’t leave here without any information.

He hated having to operate so spur-of-the-moment with all this, but against his father, taking the time to carefully construct a viable plan was out of the question. If Trystan was going to get away with this, he needed to keep moving.

“Of course,” Gibus said, finally getting into motion as he began shoving things into a bag. “Who do you think perfected the device for him?”

Trystan pulled back. “What device?”

“You don’t know?” His eyes widened. “Clean Slate, that’s what it’s called.”

So Trystan’s assumptions had been right; the Sutter would be useful.

“We don’t have time for this conversation right now, or for you to pack. We need to go before—” The sound of pounding feet outside cut him off and he cursed, pulling up the footage on his device. Since there was clearly someone out there, and the Tellers he’d knocked out had been discovered, he stopped the remaining twenty seconds of the loop so he could access the live camera feed once more.

“They must have been doing a sweep of the castle.” It was hard to get a handle on his frustration as he watched two new Tellers checking the pulses of the ones outside the room.

“Anything you haven’t already packed stays. We’ve got to leave—now.”

“How?” Gibus eyed the exit, obviously fully aware it was now blocked off.

“We’re going to go through that door there.”

Gibus followed his line of sight toward a door in the far right corner and frowned. “That’s a supply closet.”

“Among other things.” Without further explanation, Trystan strode across the room and yanked the door open. It wasn’t deep, and was cast in shadows with no light switch, so he had to feel around the back wall before finding what he was looking for. A tiny indent no bigger than his pinky.

He slipped his fingernail in and popped off a panel to expose an opening large enough for them to enter—so long as they bent at the waist.

“That has not been here this entire time,” Gibus said, and swore at Trystan’s back.

Trystan didn’t bother pointing out that it wouldn’t have mattered if he’d known about it. A Vakar Sutter wouldn’t exactly have many friends in Kint, let alone Carnage Castle. If he’d managed to find the hidden escape hatch, it would have only led him to more trouble once the Rex caught up with him.

“Let’s go. And close the closet door.” He walked through first, listening for sounds in the empty corridor ahead of them, as well as to the Sutter following at his back. “This passage stretches around this side of the hall, and will lead us to the end of the South Wing.”

“Is that where we are?”

“Yes.”

Gibus was silent a moment as they practically crawled forward, and then said, “Did she really send you?”

“In a sense,” he admitted. “I came for information and realized you’re our best chance at getting what we need. Delaney knows where I am, and she’s been talking about rescuing you nonstop the past few days so … This seemed logical.”

“Two birds, one stone.” When the Zane gave him a confused look, he chuckled. “It’s an Earth phrase.”

“I really must update my hebi. I don’t do well with much of their slang.” And Delaney used it frequently enough that that was a problem. He wanted to be as close to her as possible, even if that meant adding nonsense to his translator.

Ruckus didn’t seem to have the same issue.

They were coming close to the end of the passage, so Trystan pulled up the camera footage there, letting out an irritated curse when he saw that the entire area was now crawling with Tellers.

“What’s wrong?” Gibus asked, attempting to poke his head around the Zane’s larger frame to see for himself.

“The discovery of those bodies has caused a complication.” He paused, taking a moment to come up with another plan. There were two other exits, and he quickly checked the halls, noting that the one outside the nearest door was currently empty.

Without a word, Trystan began moving again, bringing them straight to it. He fiddled with the latch and then pressed a palm against the wood, turning to the Sutter. “Once we’re out there, be very quiet.”

He checked the screen one more time to ensure the hall was still empty, only to discover that the connecting one no longer was. If they entered, they’d be completely blocked off. Unless …

Not giving himself time to reconsider, Trystan grabbed the Sutter and rushed into the hall. Quickly, he crossed to the other side and lifted a metal slab set in the center of the wall. He motioned to the other man to get in, and received an incredulous look in response.

“You aren’t serious? We’re going down a garbage chute?” Gibus frantically shook his head. “Are you mad? We’ll be burned alive before we even reach the bottom.”

Trystan ground his teeth, the sounds of approaching steps already echoing toward them. Twisting the device around so the Sutter could see the screen, he showed him that he’d already disabled the heating mechanisms in the garbage disposal, which would allow them to slide down safely.

To avoid polluting the planet, trash on Xenith was incinerated the moment it was tossed out. Most places, like homes with children, had preventive measures included to avoid a child accidentally falling in or hurting themselves. While there hadn’t been a child in Carnage Castle since Trystan had grown—he avoided bringing Dom here like the plague—those measures were still programmed into the system, and all he’d had to do was access them.

“Well then.” Gibus nodded and then without any more complaints, grabbed the edges of the chute, pulled himself up, and entered feetfirst. The sound of his body sliding down the metal was a faint whisper of fabric, soft enough that there was no worry of it being overheard on other floors.

With not a moment to spare, Trystan followed suit, needing to pull his shoulders in tightly in order to fit. The clanging of the chute door was unavoidable, as he was already sliding away from it. The surface of the chute was kept slick and shiny, so he dropped quickly, one second at the top, the next hitting the bottom with a heavy thump that knocked the wind out of him.

A thick cloud of dark ash puffed up around him, and he noted that the Sutter was already coughing loudly a second before he joined in. It was hard to see through the black cloud, but he struggled to move in the direction he believed the room’s door was, slipping a few times in charcoal piles as he did and trying not to think about what he was now covered in.

The room was on the basement level of the castle, circular, and visited only once every month, by someone whose job it was to clear out the ash and soot. Fortunately, there was only about a foot of it to wade through, so the door was still visible once Trystan got close enough to it. His hand gripped the metal handle and twisted.

“Hurry up,” Gibus urged, suddenly at his back. He was rubbing ash from his eyes, smearing black marks across his cheeks. It was thick in his curly sable hair as well, and had stained his lab coat.

The lever wouldn’t budge.

Trystan clenched his jaw and adjusted his footing. Just as he was about to get nervous, the handle gave, creaking as it finally twisted to the left.

The two of them toppled forward, spilling out onto the main floor along with a pile of ash. When they stood, they left smeared handprints and footprints on the ground, too many for them to take the time to clean up.

“Looks like there’s no covering our tracks,” Gibus stated, poorly attempting to dust himself off. All he did was make the mess worse, and Trystan rolled his eyes.

Holding up a hand to keep the Sutter from moving forward, he pulled the device from under his arm to check the screen. He needed to rub away soot first, but surprisingly it was pretty clean, enough that he could check the single stairwell that led down to this level.

The room they were standing in now was empty save for a couple of heavy-duty shovels and three large wheelbarrows. Its only purpose was taking care of the trash, so other than those tools, the space remained untouched. They didn’t have to worry about guards down here, so Trystan took a moment to catch his breath and consider their next move.

This was far from his original plan, which had been to sneak through the secret passages to the garage. If they left like this, they’d trail ash with them. But there weren’t any rooms nearby, nothing on the level above that would contain fresh clothes.… They were just going to have to take their chances.

“Wait.” Gibus stopped him just as he went to take his first step forward. “If you didn’t know about Clean Slate, what information did you come here for?”

“My father’s working with the Tars,” he said, then headed toward the metal stairs that led up to the next level.

“And the plan once you got proof?”

“Use it to stop him.” Without waiting, he started up, checking the screen every other step to make sure they were still clear above. The stairs led to an open floor plan with three doors. He made for the one on the left, the one that would take them to the main garage.

When they entered, his eyes took in the room quickly, darting to the back at one of the vehicles closest to the door.

“Get the garage door open,” he ordered Gibus as he ran over toward a car, already accessing its controls using the device in his hands. The doors clicked and the headlights flashed on before he’d even reached it. He slipped into the driver’s seat and connected his device to the control panel at the center.

There was no steering wheel, no pedals like on Earth cars. He’d gotten a good look at a few of them the last time he’d visited, while searching for Delaney. He’d had to drive one, even, in order to get to her at the beach.

The sound of crunching metal at his back clued him in to the fact the Sutter had successfully opened the garage door, and he quickly clicked away at the device, taking over the control panel with ease.

Gibus slammed into the side of the car, jolting Trystan, then yanked the door open and dropped into the passenger seat, a bit out of breath. A second later he explained why.

“We’ve got company.”

Trystan’s head whipped over toward the exit and he swore. A group of Tellers was making their way into the garage, weapons drawn and aimed in their direction.

“Hold on,” Trystan ordered, then brought the car to its highest setting. A dangerous gamble, seeing as how they were still in a contained space, but they didn’t really have the luxury of bringing the engine to a slow purr, as was recommended.

The garage door wasn’t all the way open yet, and he debated whether they’d have time to wait it out. As if in response, a zee cracked against the bulletproof glass of the car, followed by another, and another.

Trystan hit the black button on the center console, and the car shot backward so quickly, they were both thrust forward and then slammed back against their seats. The rear of the car busted through the bottom of the garage door, scraping against it, and he had the fleeting thought that his father was going to be livid that he’d ruined the paint job.

Which was idiotic. Because, really, that was the least of their concerns.

As soon as they were out on the road, he pressed his palm against the center of his device and spun the car around so they were facing forward. Tapping his middle finger increased their speed, and they rushed forward, even as he moved his pointer and activated the thrusters at the sides of the vehicle.

The car shot into the air like a cannon, shaking them roughly as it did because he’d rushed the process. A few alarms rang, and lights on the dashboard flashed in warning, but within a minute they’d calmed and the car had leveled itself off.

“They’re getting ready to follow!” Gibus yelled. He’d twisted around in his seat and was staring out the back window.

“No,” Trystan said, hitting another few buttons on a side program he’d already started on his device, “they are not.”

All at once, the engines of every vehicle within the garage shut down. They got a fleeting look at the Tellers struggling to figure out what was wrong before the dented garage door dropped like a lead weight with a loud bang, sealing them inside.

Gibus let out a celebratory whoop, and righted himself in his seat.

The corner of Trystan’s mouth turned up.

“If you ever repeat this, I will deny it”—Gibus held up a finger—“but that was fantastic!”

Trystan grunted, mostly to cover up the fact that he wanted to chuckle and agree.

“So,” the Sutter said, and settled more comfortably in his seat, “where are we going?”

“I have a few places the Rex doesn’t know about.” Of course, he’d never had to hide after committing treason, but … first time for everything. “We’ll stop at one of them first, lie low. I’ll have to find a ship, something untraceable, and then once it is safe, I’ll take you to the others.”

To Delaney.

Who better be okay.

If anything happened to his Lissa, he’d burn all the royals to the ground.






 



CHAPTER 15


“We’re doing everything we can, Lissa.”

“That isn’t good enough!” Delaney spun away from a Vakar Teller, Verus—one of three who’d been waiting in the study when they’d arrived forty minutes ago. So far, they’d been absolutely useless. “There’s got to be a way we can get in touch with him.”

They’d tried Trystan a dozen times through his shing—the only device not connected to the ship he was on—but he’d yet to respond. They were way too far away for their fittings to connect, and contacting the Rex was completely out of the question. The Zane was in danger, and there was absolutely nothing she could do but stand here twiddling her thumbs.

“How far is Carnage from here?” she asked, pacing in front of the fireplace. It was as far from the cluster of people as she could get, and she needed space to think.

The Basileus’s office, now Tilda’s, looked exactly as it always had. A fire was even going in the hearth, filling the room with the smell of burning wood and sugar. It used to be enough to give Delaney some semblance of comfort, but her worry for Trystan was too great.

Ruckus was currently leaning against the edge of the desk, the Tellers nearby. He had other followers, those loyal who’d worked under him during his time as Ander, and even those who’d fought with him in the war and trusted his judgment. The tentative plan was to get a message to them that he was alive and planning something with Tilda. Have them start looking into the Tars themselves, wherever they were currently stationed. They had to be delicate with who they shared this news with, which meant going through the list Ruckus had given Sanzie and checking up on their previous actions to be certain they were trustworthy.

Fawna and Sanzie had already started on this, working while the rest of them tried to figure out how to help the Zane.

“Depends on what kind of ship he took,” Ruckus answered. “I didn’t get a great look at the model. K-20 series, that’s all I know for sure.”

“Could have taken a K-24 ship,” one of the Tellers suggested. She thought his name might have been Julius, but she hadn’t been paying much attention when they’d been introduced. “They’re fast, but inconspicuous.”

“He needed to be there by tonight,” she reminded them.

“If he’d taken a K-26, he could be there now, depending on what time he left,” one of the other Tellers, Shellus, told her.

Great. Basically they had no idea where Trystan might be, and no way of getting ahold of him to warn him. Why did it always feel like she was juggling the aliens around her? Trying to find one, or save another? Why couldn’t they all just stay put and get along and—

She cut that train of thought, realizing how stupid she sounded. And how ridiculous she was presently being. Trystan was a big boy. He could more than take care of himself, and freaking out about what might happen wasn’t going to be useful to anyone. She’d just gotten Tilda to agree to help them, which meant there were about a dozen other things they could be discussing right now.

But the Zane was still more important than any of it.

She sighed, ignoring how doing so drew Ruckus’s attention, and closed her eyes. Tipping her head back, she gave herself a moment to think and calm her racing heart.

“How positive are we the Rex knows the truth?” Julius asked, and though he was directing the question to Tilda and Ruckus, Delaney replied.

“Pretty positive. If someone from Carnage had the information, they had to have gathered it from a source who’d already delivered the news to the Rex. He found out somehow. Had probably sent another team after the Rue before Trystan even called him.”

It would be just like the Rex, to lie to his son and give him a false sense of security. Of course he’d let Trystan believe that he was willing to wait a day before seeing him.

“Rantan might have had some protocol to follow that we weren’t aware of,” Ruckus said. “Something we missed.”

“Either way, the Rex knows, which means Trystan is walking into a trap.” She paused. “Or is already in the middle of one.”

Delaney glanced out the window and saw that it was late in the afternoon, nearing dark. By the time Tilda had tracked down these three Tellers, and filled them in, so much time had passed. A whole day, gone, and they had little to show for it and another issue to add to the growing list of things she wanted to scream about.

“If he can find proof to expose his father,” Ruckus pointed out, “his risk will be worth it.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Tilda posed the question everyone was thinking. When no one immediately said anything, she set a pointed look on Delaney. “As much as you dislike it, there’s nothing we can do until we hear from either the Zane, or his father. Our best option is to proceed with what we do know to be fact. We need to find a link between the Rex and the Tars.



“I CAN HAVE the research delivered to you, back in the rooms,” Tilda continued, pulling open a drawer to remove a shing. She fiddled with it for a moment and then turned it around and held it out toward Delaney. “If you could press your palm to the center, please.”

She frowned, but did as asked, holding her hand there until the device beeped. She watched as the Basilissa clicked away at the screen for a few more seconds, and then took it once Tilda passed it back over.

“I trust the Ander can teach you how to use it,” Tilda said, and waved at Ruckus. “It’s fairly simple. The digital research files should be sent to you within the next fifteen minutes. I’m not sure if you’ll find anything useful, but you might. I’ll have the Tellers here retrieve any paper documents in the Ander’s office. Go over them, and we can reconvene tomorrow morning. In the meantime, I’ll continue to try to reach the Zane, as well as attempt to gather more information myself.”

“If you were the Rex,” Delaney prompted, “how would you do it? He knows Olena is dead, and therefore his hold over Vakar is in jeopardy. If you were him, how would you ensure you didn’t lose control?”

Tilda stared at her a moment and then pulled back. There was a glimmer in her eyes that briefly reminded Delaney of the look Trystan got when he was scheming.

It wasn’t like she’d gone into this trusting the Basilissa—she hadn’t. After everything that had happened during her time here, Delaney knew better. But she was counting on Tilda’s anger over Olena, and her pride at wanting to keep her kingdom, to override any negative emotions she may or may not feel toward Delaney herself. Negative emotions she didn’t even have a reason to feel, considering it was partially her fault Delaney had been pulled into this in the first place.

“He’s yet to contact me directly about my daughter’s death,” she began. “My best guess is he’s preparing a lie, coming up with a way to put the news to me where the blame is placed solely on an outside force. Initially, I would have said you, but seeing as how everyone seems to believe you died out there as well, it’s probably going to be the Ander. Turn me against my own, promise to help me get justice for my daughter…” She lifted a single delicate shoulder. “That’s how I would do it, in any case. We’ll have to wait and see how the Rex chooses to handle it.”

“Do you think we’ll be waiting long?”

“There’s really no way to tell.”

“If we don’t hear from him soon, you’ll have to reach out to him. We can’t stay in the dark forever,” Ruckus said, causing the Basilissa to lift a brow.

“Oh, will I?” She clearly wasn’t pleased.

Delaney jumped in before things could get ugly. “Yes. We don’t have time for postulating. We’re all on the same team here.”

“But some of us still hold higher stations than others,” Tilda reminded them coolly. “Don’t forget how this all ends, Miss Grace.”

Ruckus sent her a questioning look, but she pretended not to notice. When and how she told him about the deal she made was her business. It was a decision she got to make. The Basilissa couldn’t take that from her.

So, instead of clarifying, she crossed her arms and turned to the three Tellers who still hovered on the sidelines, quietly watching.

“You two are going to get the rest of the files, while Julius helps us go through the digital information.”

“I’ll let Fawna know to send any information she retrieves from our allies to my shing,” Ruckus said. “I think it’s best that she still remain with the ship.”

“Already planning another speedy exit, Ander?” Tilda canted her head, watching him coyly.

The reaction was a bit surprising to Delaney. Could the Basilissa be upset that he’d chosen to go on his denzeration last minute? It made sense. He’d been the only one capable of controlling her daughter—for the most part—and he’d left to follow Delaney to Earth.

“Just trying to be prepared, Basilissa,” he replied curtly.

“To get the Lissa away, should anything happen.”

It wasn’t a question, but he answered anyway, straight-faced and pointedly. “Yes. She’s my top priority. If a threat were to arise, I’d do everything in my power, limited as that may be considering I’m only an Ander, to get her to safety.”

“Hmm.” It was impossible to tell if Tilda was annoyed by that statement. She wasn’t pleased, in any case. “How times have changed.”






 



CHAPTER 16


They’d parked the ship in the hangar, not bothering with subtlety since they were in an unmarked vessel that couldn’t be traced back to him.

Of course, if his father’s spies did take the time to investigate, it’d be simple enough for them to discover Trystan as he strolled through the palace with the Sutter close on his heels. They’d been met at the doors by a set of Vakar Tellers who’d taken one look at him and bowed their heads.

His father must not have labeled him a traitor yet, since they’d taken him to the Basilissa without hesitation once he’d ordered it. He’d been counting on the Rex being reluctant to admit his own son had betrayed him.

Tilda was in the middle of a meal, seated at the long table, in the same room where they’d once had breakfast with Delaney. Only, this time she was alone.

Trystan glanced at the empty place mats in front of all the other chairs, unable to stop the stray thought that it was sort of sad. Dwelling on that meant dealing with the fact he’d had a hand in her misery, so he dashed those thoughts away and straightened his spine.

“Where’s Delaney?”

The Basilissa lifted a brow at his tone, slowly easing the utensil she’d been eating with down onto the table.

“She’s currently unavailable, searching for information with the Ander,” Tilda said.

He was in no mood for this.

“Let me make myself perfectly clear,” he growled threateningly. “If you do not bring me to her right now, I’m—”

The doors at the left opened suddenly and there she was.

Trystan was already moving toward her before she’d even fully entered the room, sweeping her up into his arms. He pulled her off to the side, out of the way of the others still entering, so he could inspect her, make sure she was whole and unharmed.

Her hair was still that muddy brown, and she appeared to be exhausted, but aside from that, she seemed all right.

Relief hit him so hard, he actually forgot himself and exhaled, tightening his hold on her and urging her back against him in another embrace. He’d been so afraid that Tilda had done something to her, or that his father had somehow managed to, had already plotted out a dozen ways to get revenge if that had been the case.

“Trystan—”

“Wait.” He sent the plea through their fittings, refusing to budge when she went to pull away. “Just a moment longer. I need this.”

It looked like she might argue, but then she settled against him, resting her cheek on his chest and bringing her arms up around his waist. With a sigh, she practically melted into him, and he would have done anything to keep her there.

So of course the Ander had to ruin it by greeting the Sutter. Loudly.

At the sound of Gibus’s name, Delaney’s head whipped up, and she separated from him enough to glance around his body. Her eyes went wide and she broke out in a massive grin, which at first had another flare of jealousy going off inside him. Until she rested her smile on him.

“You found Gibus.” She sounded so happy, it was infectious.

He smirked at her. “Rescued him from an evil king and everything,” he joked. “If my knowledge of Earth lore is accurate, that’s the type of thing princesses go for.”

She laughed, pushing up onto her toes and planting a chaste kiss to his cheek so quickly, he couldn’t mask his surprise. Not that she noticed. As soon as her feet hit the ground once more, she was off, rushing to the Sutter. Gibus caught her when she leaped at him, and she laughed again.

Trystan was so busy watching her interact with Gibus, he didn’t notice Ruckus moving up to him until he was practically at his side.

“You saved Gibus.” The Ander took a breath and then held out his hand. “Thank you.”

It was on the tip of his tongue, to say that he hadn’t done it for him. To make another snide remark, and attempt to put him in his place. But something stopped him, and instead of saying anything at all, Trystan found himself accepting, pressing his palm quickly against Ruckus’s. They both pulled back as soon as it was done, clearing their throats uncomfortably.

A quick glance around showed no one had seen the exchange, at least.

“Have I missed much?” Trystan asked a second later, once the silence between them had grown too uncomfortable to withstand.

“Only absolutely nothing,” Ruckus told him with a chuckle, and it was such a Delaney-like thing to say, Trystan was forced to look back at him. “We’ve been combing through everything we have on the Tars, all the communications we’ve managed to intercept over the years, et cetera, but so far none of it implicates the Rex. What about you? Did you find anything useful? Aside from the Sutter, of course.”

“As it turns out,” Trystan said, lifting his voice a bit so that he could draw the attention of the rest of the room, “the Sutter can help speed things up for us.”

“What do you mean?”

Delaney pulled away from Gibus, dragging him after her as she moved closer to Trystan. She either didn’t notice that Tilda was moving over as well, or didn’t care. Whatever had taken place between the two of them in Trystan’s absence, obviously she didn’t fear for her life where the Basilissa was concerned.

“My father’s apparently been working on some type of new technology,” Trystan explained. “He had Gibus helping him.”

“I tried not to,” Gibus stated, “sincerely. It was difficult, however. The Kints have some … very interesting methods of torture I’d rather not revisit.” He shivered, forcing a half smile at Delaney when she touched his elbow comfortingly. “It isn’t really ‘new,’ not to the Rex. He’s got research going back years. Once I studied the progress they had made, the solution became fairly simple. It was impossible not to let on that I’d developed a theory.”

Ruckus frowned. “A theory about what? You were only with them for a few days. How did you manage to solve something in that short of time that they couldn’t?”

“I’m brilliant.” Gibus even went so far as to roll his eyes.

“Get to the point, Sutter,” Trystan ordered tersely. They’d had this conversation already, and he wasn’t interested in hearing the other man boast again. All he really wanted to do was sweep Delaney away, somewhere they could be alone. He wanted to know what she’d been doing, what had happened in his absence. If she really was all right or if she was just saying that in the presence of the Basilissa.

“The Rex knows he’s been slowly but surely losing the loyalty of his people to the Zane,” he began. “Since publicly choosing a human as his betrothed, this became even more apparent.”

“The Kint like that I’m not one of them?” Delaney frowned.

“Not exactly. They like that his willingness to bind himself to you, a human, implies he’s serious about wanting to avoid war. They’ve taken it as proof that Trystan won’t rule the same way his father has been. Obviously, this was the exact opposite reaction he’d expected, and the Rex took notice of this. His solution was to restart development on the Clean Slate project.”

“Which is?” Ruckus waved a hand, clearly losing patience now as well.

“A device that can completely wipe away a person’s memory. It’ll leave basic knowledge, like how to count, or how to shoot a fritz, what your name is … but actual memories of your life or your childhood, what you had for breakfast? That stuff gets erased.”

There was complete horrified silence for a moment, and then Delaney asked, “How is that even possible?”

“Our fittings.” Gibus tapped the back of his neck where the device was inserted.

“They’re already programmed to interface with the brain,” Ruckus mumbled, just loud enough for them to all hear as he worked it out in his mind. “They open passageways so we can communicate telepathically.”

“Exactly!” He snapped his fingers.

“But they only allow you to send messages,” Delaney said. “You can’t poke around somebody’s brain with it.”

“See, here’s the thing,” Gibus told them. “The Kints have a prototype in which you can. A person has to be hooked up to it, their fitting connected to the machine. Our brains are basically just computers: We have preprogrammed functions and controls. Clean Slate translates all our internal data and displays it on a computer monitor. After that, it’s as simple as copy and delete.”

“Simple, huh?” Delaney quirked a brow, not bothering to mask her disgust.

“Okay,” he conceded, nodding, “it’s a bit more complex, but there’s no point in my getting technical. You won’t understand anyway. You aren’t Sutters.”

“As mentioned,” Tilda spoke up, “you were only with him a short time. He couldn’t have tested it on many people in such a small period. Correct?”

“Yes,” Gibus agreed. “They were very close to completion on the machine by the time I was brought there. Because of that, it was an easily solved problem for me, so testing began the same night. Only about fifty initially joined the program. The first dozen or so died during experimentation. After that, there weren’t many volunteers left.”

“Be honest,” Trystan said. “How many of them were really volunteers to begin with?”

Gibus glanced at his feet. “I did what I could to refuse to help. I didn’t want to do it. The science behind the device was brilliant, but the results … all those people…”

“How many?” Ruckus asked. “How many people made it out?”

“We only had six subjects considered successful. They were taken away after I did a checkup. I don’t know where they are, or what’s being done to them.”

“He can’t just expect to go around erasing people’s minds without anyone noticing,” Delaney pointed out.

“I don’t think he intends to,” Gibus said. “My guess is he’d use it more sporadically, on the people who truly stood in the way of his goal.”

“Seizing complete control of Xenith.” Tilda sighed. “He plans to use this on me.”

“That seems most likely,” Trystan told them, “considering he knows that Olena is dead.”

“What about Delaney? Does he know about her?” Ruckus asked.

Gibus shook his head before Trystan could answer. “He thinks she’s dead.”

Ruckus thought it over and then glanced at Trystan, catching his gaze. “You believe that?”

He’d been playing with that since leaving Carnage, wondering the same thing. Knowing the cost if he was wrong. “He’s arrogant. Enough to believe Delaney must be dead in order for me to rebel against him the way I have. He probably thinks that both she and Olena died out there.”

“Good.” The Ander ran the backs of his fingers absently over his jawline and the hint of dark stubble growing there. Another reminder that they’d been on the run … and that Trystan didn’t look much better.

He barely resisted the urge to reach up and feel the shadow on his own face, already detesting the fact that it was there. It was unbecoming of a Zane to allow his appearance to be unkempt. He needed to remain distinctly polished at all times.

Which was all nonsense his father had ingrained in him. Yet, even knowing that, Trystan couldn’t help the anxiety that came whenever he thought about how he hadn’t shaved. How there was a scuff on the tip of his right boot, and how the tear at the bottom of his shirt seemed to be staring at him judgingly.

“He must have been planning out this Clean Slate program for a while now. Only, he’s just now putting it in motion, and we’ve given him a reason to use it on the Basilissa.” Delaney began pacing. “If the public found out—”

“There are very few of us working on this,” Gibus interrupted. “And from what I saw, I don’t think I was the only one who was a prisoner. If personal bodily harm didn’t work, threats were made against our families. No one on this project would dare risk leaking anything.”

“So we get the evidence ourselves.” When they all turned to her, Delaney shrugged a single shoulder like it was no big deal. “We’ve gone through practically all the information you guys have collected on the Tars the past few years and come up with nothing. Trystan wasn’t able to get his hands on anything in Carnage, and for all we know, proof of that doesn’t even exist. But this. We know where everything about Clean Slate is being held.”

Before any of them could speak for or against her suggestion, she was turning to the Sutter.

“Did the Rex mention anything about Earth?”

His father had started work on this long before discovering Olena was dead. Actually, even before he’d come up with the plan to betroth the two of them. Which meant he couldn’t have intended merely to use this as a last resort, should the betrothal not go through. No, he had to be planning on using it whether or not he kept control of Vakar.

Not for the first time since discovering all this, Trystan wondered how much his father had planned on revealing to him. Had he intended to keep it a secret up until the last possible moment? He’d never mentioned it before—that was for certain.

And how was that, even? He had more control over the Kint army than his father did. They trusted him, were loyal to him, more so than a Rex who never bothered fighting among their ranks. The army might not even make up half of the Kint population—meaning the majority of people would side with his father simply because he was the Rex, and Trystan was only Zane—but few civilians were allowed into Carnage Castle.

If there’d been any kind of word about this project, it should have found its way to Trystan’s ear. He’d always known that his hold wavered the closer to his father he got, but he’d still been foolishly under the assumption he’d held enough sway that the Tellers would have leaked the information, despite the Rex’s wanting it kept on lockdown.

Apparently he’d overestimated himself. Part of him had always avoided going back home because his father was surrounded by those most loyal to him, but still. Perhaps he’d disengaged with Carnage too much.

But he’d also never intended to overthrow his father. Even after finding out the Rex wanted to marry him off. Being that he was already the Zane, already held power, he’d just figured he’d wait it out. Once he was Rex, he could do as he pleased without having to worry about his father stepping in.

Because as much as he hated the man, he was still his father.

“He didn’t tell me anything specifically,” Gibus was answering Delaney’s question, and Trystan forced himself to concentrate and tune back in.

“It’s safe to assume he’ll find a way to use this to his advantage on your planet as well,” Tilda said.

“We should focus on stopping him on our planet first,” Trystan suggested. “If you only managed to get it working a few days ago, I don’t see how he could hope to use it on the Basilissa anytime soon. Let alone a political influence on Earth. He’d need to get ahold of them and implant fittings first. Besides, they don’t operate the same as we do; their planet isn’t run by merely two leaders. Even if he happened to get his hands on one, it wouldn’t matter. Our technology is more advanced, it’s true, but they have strong enough weapons that a full invasion would still take days, if not weeks, to accomplish. He wouldn’t attempt this so soon after gaining full rule over Xenith.”

“You’re giving us weeks now?” Delaney smirked. “How sweet.”

“I’ve realized humans have more tenacity than I previously gave them credit for,” he replied smoothly, shifting closer so their arms noticeably brushed.

“Well, that’s gross.” Gibus made a face at the two of them and then, before Trystan could get angry, took a quick glance around the room. “Where’s Pettus? I figured he’d have joined us by now. Do you have him out on some crazy errand or something?” This last part he directed to Ruckus, who was back to actively glaring at the Zane. “If so, please tell me it’s for food. We haven’t eaten since yesterday, and I’m starving.”

Delaney’s eyes went wide, but the Ander spoke before she got the chance.

“You didn’t tell him?” Ruckus’s tone was accusatory, and Trystan gritted his teeth.

“There wasn’t exactly a good opportunity for it while we were on the run, no.”

“Tell me what?” Gibus frowned, but the fear in his eyes was apparent.

Delaney stepped over to him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders to gently lead him off to the side of the room. Her voice was soft as she explained comfortingly, and even though they’d moved too far and were speaking too low for Trystan to make out the Sutter’s response, it was obvious when he deflated in her hold that he wasn’t okay.

She sunk down to the ground with him, easing onto her knees at his side as he sat. She whispered something, held him tightly, and let him cling to her.

The whole ordeal reminded Trystan of the night she’d held him like that, when he’d first told her about his mother. How odd the sensation had been at first, yet how welcome.

No one had ever comforted him like that until Delaney.

For some reason, that made him feel more alone than he ever had.






 



CHAPTER 17


Delaney and the others were participating in something that apparently Tellers did whenever they lost a comrade. A method of honor created during the war. It was a small remembrance ceremony, though probably only because their presence needed to be kept secret.

Pettus had been well-liked. There had to be a ton of people who wanted to honor his death. Maybe they already had, in their own way, when they’d found out the news.

The mourners moved to a private sitting room, one with a large floor-to-ceiling window that let in lots of light. It sparkled against the rich green carpet, and flickered off the gold paint on the walls.

Ruckus stood closest to the window, sunlight filtering in on him. In his hands, he held a piece of cloth. When he shifted it and began tearing strips off the bottom, Delaney recognized that it was from a Teller uniform. One of the thinner ones, which were sometimes worn beneath green vests or jackets.

Once he’d gotten a piece of cloth free, he handed the shirt over to Gibus, on his right, and then began tying the strip around his right wrist. He murmured something under his breath as he did, lost in the moment and far away.

Gibus followed suit, then handed the shirt to Verus. Julius and Shellus were next.

Trystan was standing between Shellus and Delaney, a guest appearance that seemed to catch the rest of the party off guard. His spine was straight and stiff as he took the shirt and ripped a strip free.

But when he brought the piece to his wrist, he hesitated. The Zane glanced up, over to Ruckus, and waited, silently seeking permission to continue.

After a quiet moment Ruckus gave a curt nod, watching as Trystan secured the two ends around his left wrist and tied them together. As he did, he spoke the same words, though a little louder than the rest had.

It wasn’t hard to catch on that it was for Delaney’s benefit.

“Though you have returned to the stars from which you fell, you will travel with me always.” Trystan finished and passed the tattered shirt over to Delaney, who took it tentatively.

“The words are a farewell.” Ruckus’s voice entered her head and she looked at him as she readied to rip a strip off. “We tie a strip of their clothing to the wrist of our nondominant hand, to avoid interfering with our fritzes, and after a week, wherever we are, we take it off and leave it. The extra days give us time to say good-bye, prepare for letting go.”

It was sweet in a sad way, and made sense. During the war, they didn’t exactly have time for a big flashy ceremony. But they could get their hands on a shirt, or something that belonged to the deceased. She wondered what they did if they couldn’t find a clothing item. And what people’s wrists looked like after a large battle, where many were killed instead of just one or two.

Were there other rules for that? A different way to honor the dead, or did they tie bits of material up to their elbows, carrying all those deaths with them?

She understood leaving it behind after a week, too; at least, she was pretty sure she did. The person traveled with them for seven more days, living on somehow that way, hopefully getting farther from the place their life was lost. Then they were given someplace new to rest in the form of a piece of them, or their old belonging in actuality, being left behind.

The always made sense, because even though they left behind the symbol, during their weeklong journey they’d somehow made peace. The memory of the person was carried on, as well as the memory of where that tiny bit of them had been left. A new memory, to wash away the recollection of their last dying moment.

Delaney repeated the words that Trystan, and the rest of them, had said as she tied the cloth off. Once she was done, she handed the shirt back to Ruckus, who placed it on an end table at his back.

“That’s it.” Ruckus sighed, but no one immediately broke away from the circle, all of them lost in their thoughts.

The room was silent for a long while. Gibus seemed to be taking it the worst, with bloodshot eyes and shaking hands. He kept crossing them over his chest, then uncrossing them, unsure how to stand and unable to hold still for longer than a few heartbeats.

The Rex had to pay for all the pain he’d caused.

Whatever it took to keep him from doing this to anyone else, Delaney would do it. There was so much more at stake here than her happiness, or even revenge for Pettus. The Rex needed to be stopped to protect all of those other people he’d had yet to hurt. The ones on Xenith and Earth alike.



AS BADLY AS they all wanted to pretend they could grieve forever, they couldn’t. The next morning Julius was sent to sneak Delaney and Ruckus through the hallway, and Sanzie met up with them on the way, with Shellus accompanying her. They were led to the study, where Tilda and Gibus were already waiting.

They both looked up when the door opened, and the first waved at them to hurry inside.

“The Sutter was filling me in on more details about this device,” the Basilissa said as soon as they were securely inside the room. “The Rex plans on creating a mobile one.”

“It would make the chair obsolete,” Gibus elaborated.

“How far away from that is he?” Ruckus asked, moving over to the desk where the two of them were standing. He crossed his arms, frowning at the possibility. He’d donned his old uniform this morning, the more formal of the two with the long sleeves, and the gold trim flashed a bit in the room’s bright lighting.

“It’s hard to say,” Gibus told them. “Longer than previously expected, since I’m not there to help build it anymore.”

“You’re just telling us about this now because…?” Trystan growled.

“I was too busy explaining to your feeble minds how the machine worked before,” he snapped back, then blanched a little. “Apologies, Basilissa.” He glanced at Ruckus. “Ander.” Then Delaney. “Lissa.”

When he pointedly left Trystan out, the Zane rolled his eyes. The move would have been laughable coming from him, under different circumstances.

“How would you like to proceed?” Tilda asked them.

“We should assume the Rex hasn’t yet done it.” Ruckus sighed. “But be cautious.”

“Even if he hasn’t found a way to do it yet,” Trystan said, “he will. If we let that happen, we’ll have no chance of overthrowing him.”

“We can’t wait around any longer,” Delaney agreed.

Ruckus quirked a dark brow. “I wasn’t aware that’s what we were doing.”

“You know what I mean.” She leaned her hip against the edge of the desk. “We’re out of time. We have to get into Carnage Castle now.”

“Yes, but,” the Sutter said, shaking his head, “wouldn’t he have moved everything? Knowing that I’d escaped, he wouldn’t risk leaving all of that in the same location. I could lead anyone straight to it.”

“Sure,” she agreed, “but this machine is huge, right? Too big to just move on a whim, especially now that his top Sutter has left the project. I think the risk of breaking or damaging it far outweighs the possibility that you’d be stupid enough to go back.”

Ruckus tapped his fingers against the side of his arm in thought. “The Rex does think we’re either dead or we’ve run.”

“Exactly,” Delaney said. “And the last place he’d expect you to go is here, when Kint still has control of the place.”

“Even if he did,” Trystan joined in, “there’s no way my father would suspect Tilda would help out. She might harbor a fugitive, but actually plot against him? His arrogance wouldn’t allow him to foresee that.”

“What about you?” Ruckus asked. “You rescued Gibus; I believe that qualifies as a statement. He knows you’re against him.”

“He knows I’m upset,” Trystan corrected. “I made sure he believes that it’s because of Delaney’s death. He’ll consider this a tantrum—rare, coming from me, but hardly surprising given the circumstances.”

“You don’t think he’s worried you’ll actually turn against him?” Delaney frowned. “He’s not taking you seriously.”

“He never does.” He sighed, then turned back to the Basilissa. “Has he contacted you yet about Olena?”

“No,” Tilda stated bitterly. “He has not sent a single word about it.”

“Which means he still doesn’t know there’s a leak at Carnage.” That could work for them. Delaney couldn’t think of anyone, other than those currently in this room and Fawna back on the ship, who would lie to protect her. Yet that was exactly what someone had done by telling the Rex they’d seen her dead body. “Do you know anything else about this person?”

“I don’t,” Tilda said. “I told you before, the message was encrypted. I don’t have any friends in Kint, especially not at the castle.”

“You have spies,” Trystan argued, though he put it plainly, not the least bit upset by the possibility.

Tilda held his gaze, but didn’t confirm anything.

“Seriously?” He glanced around at the others, settling on the Ander. “Is that really true? You don’t have even one spy in the capital?”

“We were in the middle of a peace treaty,” Ruckus said between gritted teeth.

He scoffed. “I’ve had several embedded in your ranks since the moment the war ended.”

“You—”

“Really not the time,” Delaney said, stopping them before it could turn into a full-blown fight. “Back to me and my idea, please. Thank you. Between Trystan and Gibus, we should be able to narrow down the device’s location. Anywhere you think your father might have moved it,” she said to Trystan, then to Gibus, “and where it was before, on the off chance he left it there.”

“All right,” Sanzie said from where she sat on the edge of the couch a bit farther from the rest of the group. “We’d still need a way to access it, and I doubt they’re going to let us walk through the front doors.”

“I assume you have a way to get us inside the castle and avoid detection, Delaney?” Trystan said. “Otherwise you would not have brought it up.”

“I do,” she agreed. “The largest threat is getting caught by your father, so, seems like the logical thing to do is get rid of the Rex first.”

“Isn’t that the whole reason behind the plan?” Gibus asked.

“She means remove him from the premises,” Tilda said, clearly picking up on what Delaney was thinking. “Preferably out of Carnage altogether.”

“Yeah,” Delaney said, crossing her arms, “and as far away from it as possible, in case we trip an alarm or something.”

“I can easily disable the alarm systems,” Trystan stated, and she didn’t bother explaining that wasn’t quite what she’d meant. Though it was good to know there would be legitimate alarms and that he could take care of them.

“You’ve got loyalists inside the castle, don’t you?” Ruckus questioned the Zane then.

“Not as many as I would like,” he admitted.

“He has plenty outside the castle walls, however,” Gibus said. “I met a few of them on our way here. They helped us get a ship so we could ditch the car and make it here in a timely manner.”

“My father is unaware of who stands by me,” Trystan continued, “but he does know I hold more sway over the army than he does. He’s careful about who he allows nearby, and that includes who he allows inside his home.”

“But he won’t be there,” Delaney pointed out, “not if we’re successful, in any case. Could you sneak in some of your people then?”

He cocked his head, thought it over. “I might be able to change the list—the one that contains all the Tellers’ names who work at the castle any given day of the week—to include a few extras. I can also easily hack into the system to allow them to enter from a side door. I’d need to get word out as soon as possible, though.”

“You have a way to do that?”

“I’ve ordered everyone to leave channels open and await my call,” he informed her, tapping the new shing in his back pocket for emphasis.

“We don’t need many people on the inside,” she said. “Just enough to help us out if we get spotted by the Tellers who work for your father.”

“Technically,” Ruckus reminded her, “they all work for his father.”

“You’ve been in battle,” Trystan told him. “You know firsthand how hard it is to respect a leader who refuses to get his hands dirty.”

“All the Rex ever does is get his hands dirty.”

“Touché.” He grunted. “But you’ve never, and will never, see my father out fighting alongside his Tellers. It did not go unnoticed during the war. Especially when he refused to visit a particularly nasty area after a legion of our own was slaughtered by yours.”

“Let me guess. You did?”

“I did.”

“Could you call him away?” Delaney addressed the Basilissa. “Get him to leave Carnage and meet you somewhere, anywhere that’ll give us enough time to get in and get out.”

“He won’t be summoned,” Tilda said. “I’d have to have something important to him in order to draw him out. Something more important than his pride.”

“Or something that plays into it,” Trystan speculated. “Tell him you know about your daughter’s death, and that you want to meet and renegotiate the terms of Kint’s hold over Vakar.”

Tilda pursed her lips. “That would certainly get his attention.”

“Make it clear that you aren’t interested in dissolving our … alliance, but that you insist on hearing about Olena’s assassination from him, and that you want to come up with new terms.”

“What exactly does she have to bargain with?” Ruckus asked. “There’s nothing to use against him to renegotiate. Her heirs, both the one by blood and the Uprisen one, are thought to be dead.”

“They can still proceed with a merger of the two houses,” Delaney stated, catching Tilda’s gaze in the process. She’d spent all night thinking the idea over, and had honestly felt stupid for not coming up with it sooner.

It took them all a second to catch on, and Trystan was the first to vehemently reject the idea.

“Absolutely not.” He held up a hand before she could say anything else. “I know you meant that Tilda would bond with my father, not me, but it still isn’t happening.”

“She wouldn’t really,” Ruckus tried to explain, obviously more on board with the idea, but the Zane shook his head hard enough that his perfectly smoothed hair fell out of place.

“And if we aren’t successful?” he asked. “If we fail to find proof, and he agrees to the merger? What then? He won’t wait like Olena and I had to, or even like Delaney and I. There’d be no cause to, not when they are both already rulers of the people. He’d insist on the ceremony being done immediately, before hold of Vakar could slip through his fingers a third time.”

“Careful, Zane,” Tilda said, far too lightly for someone in her current position. “It’s beginning to sound like you’re concerned for my well-being.”

He clamped his jaw shut so hard, Delaney actually heard his teeth snap against each other.

“Relax. This could work.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and sent her next comment through their fittings. “She won’t end up like your mother, Trystan.”

“I know that,” he said out loud, and only she knew that he meant it as a response to her last statement.

Tilda was watching them closely, but had yet to give away how she was feeling about the suggestion. Surely the irony wasn’t lost on her; she planned on forcing Delaney to marry the Zane, after all.

At the thought, Delaney inadvertently glanced at Ruckus. They’d yet to be alone since Trystan had gone to Carnage, always surrounded by the Tellers and Sanzie. When he’d asked her how she’d convinced Tilda to help them, she’d only had time to mumble something about the Basilissa understanding that doing so was best for her people. Then they’d been interrupted by the others.

Guilt over the partial lie had been eating away at her, but she’d been unable to tell him about it when they had company, considering she also planned on explaining she’d agreed that they’d still leave Xenith. She knew she’d have to find a way to talk to him in private. Especially since Trystan was back and could say something to give it away before she got the chance.

“It’s decided then,” Tilda said suddenly. “I’ll contact the Rex as soon as we’re ready to proceed.”

“You’ll need to pick a meeting place where you can contain him,” Trystan declared, though it was obvious he still didn’t like this part of the plan. “As soon as we’ve obtained proof of his treachery toward Kint, we’ll release it. He’s going to try to run. If he gets away, he’ll regroup with those loyal to him. And, as Rex, he’ll have access to weaponry I do not. I won’t be able to stop him from releasing the bombs.”

“The ones that destroyed that Vakar city years ago?” Delaney asked, ignoring the surprised look he sent her. Ruckus had told her about that during her first stay on Xenith. He’d also mentioned the possibility of something worse being created by the Kints. “Or the other ones?”

Trystan had the good sense to drop his gaze. “The other ones.”

“So our intel on that was true.” Ruckus cursed. “How bad is it?”

“Bad.” The Zane ran a hand through his hair, smoothing back the blond locks he’d shaken loose. “He could destroy the entire western coast if he chose to.”

“What?” Delaney wasn’t sure exactly how large that particular coast of Vakar was, or how many people lived there, but it sounded horrible enough that she was mostly positive she didn’t want to know.

“That’s absurd!” Tilda exclaimed almost at the same time, true fear entering her eyes.

“I assure you,” Trystan disagreed, “it is not. He’s been working on this for a while. His secrets have always been of the deadly variety. I only found out about these particular weapons last year”—he glanced at Ruckus—“maybe even around the same time you did. There was nothing I could do to stop their production.”

“Did you even try?” Ruckus chided him.

“If I’m being honest, not very hard. Our peace treaty was shaky at best, and despite how terrible those bombs are, they had the potential to protect my people. Unlike my father, that’s my top priority.”

Part of Delaney was horrified, but the other part understood. He was a Zane, and he had responsibilities she could only dream about in her worst nightmares. Besides, the fact that he’d brought it up now, that he was warning them about it, meant he had no intention to use them himself.

He was here, like the rest of them, to help avert a war and prevent bloodshed. Not cause more of it.

“You find proof and release it to the public,” Tilda told them, though she kept her eyes locked on the Zane’s, “and I’ll make sure the Rex doesn’t get away before he can be judged.”

“I’ll inform Fawna of our plans,” Ruckus said, but Delaney waved him off.

“Sanzie can do it.” She smiled at the Sworn, trying to lighten some of the blow that would no doubt cause.

From what Delaney had gathered, her issues weren’t just with Ruckus but Fawna as well. She and the Ander had sort of cleared the air, but for this plan to work, everyone needed to keep a clear head. Which meant Sanzie and Fawna couldn’t come to blows in the middle of it.

“Excuse me, Lissa?” Sanzie’s dark brows winged up.

“Is that going to be a problem?”

The Sworn glanced around, settling one final glare on Ruckus before she stood and gave a curt shake of her head. “No, Lissa. Not a problem at all. Our fittings aren’t connected. I’ll have to use a communicator.”

“I’m sure Julius won’t mind taking you to one.”

The Teller, not really understanding what was going on, shrugged and moved off to lead Sanzie out of the room.

As soon as they were gone, Delaney noticed the dry look Ruckus was giving her.

“What?” she said. “It’s not meddling if I’ve given an order, right? Isn’t that your alien logic? Certainly got me to do all kinds of stuff I would have rather not.”

He opened his mouth, but ended up closing it again and sighing instead. It was hard to argue with the truth.

“Looks like she’s getting the hang of being Lissa, Ander.” Trystan chuckled. Without waiting for a reply, he started away, heading after Julius and Sanzie without so much as a glance back at the rest of them.

“Well,” Gibus drawled, rocking on his heels, “I guess that means we’re finished?”

“We’ve got our tasks,” Tilda stated matter-of-factly, as if excusing the Zane’s abrupt departure.

Delaney was barely listening to them, too caught up in Trystan’s parting words. He’d always believed she was going to continue being Lissa at the end of all this, had made that assumption and hadn’t bothered keeping it a secret. From anyone.

She really needed to talk to Ruckus.

“Once you’ve contacted the Rex,” Ruckus was saying to the Basilissa, not noticing Delaney’s sudden discomfort, “let us know the meeting time so we can plan accordingly. We want to get this done as soon as possible, but who knows when he’ll claim to be available next?”

“He’s not usually one to make time for anyone,” Tilda agreed. “I’ll set up a communication with him now. You’re right: The sooner we do this, the sooner we can eliminate the threat and move on with our lives.”






 



CHAPTER 18


Ruckus and Delaney had left the study to allow the Basilissa time to prepare for her call with the Rex, but once they’d gotten to the room, Delaney had gone straight for the Tar information to resume going through it.

Ruckus spent the first hour packing up a few of his personal items for the eventual trip back to Earth. He’d had to leave a lot behind the last time, especially since he’d thought it’d been for his denzeration, but now that he knew better, there were a lot of things of significant value he wanted to take.

It was crazy to think about how he didn’t intend to return.

Delaney was still typing away at the shing when he’d finished, having not glanced his way once during the entire process. She hadn’t even wondered what he was doing.

“Delaney?” He dropped one of the bags onto the end of the bed and moved closer to the couch where she was sitting. “Delaney?”

She made a noncommittal sound from the back of her throat, but it wasn’t good enough for him.

“Delaney!” He sent it through their fitting, keeping his face schooled so she wouldn’t see his guilt when doing so caused her to jump a little. “I called you, but it was like you didn’t hear me.”

“Sorry.” She clutched the device in her lap, only relaxing her grip when she noticed his gaze immediately drawn there. “What’s up?”

Moving over, he dropped down next to her and took the shing away. He placed it on the end table at his back and then he settled closer to her, crowding her space some so that she’d have to give him her full attention. “What’s wrong?”

She frowned at him, feigning ignorance. “Um, the fate of the worlds as we know it literally rests in our hands? Just for starters.”

“That’s not it.” He brought his knee up so it pressed against her thigh, needing contact to settle the odd feeling in his gut. “We never got the chance to talk about what you overheard between Sanzie and me, not at length.”

She paused for a moment and then shook her head. “I’m still a little upset that you kept it from me, but honestly that’s slightly hypocritical at this point.”

Ruckus stiffened. “So it’s about Trystan. This thing that’s bothering you.”

He hated having to bring the Zane up as much as he hated how bitter he sounded when he did.

“What? No. Well, sort of, I guess. But it isn’t just about him. I didn’t tell you the truth when you woke up. Tilda was there, and I didn’t think it was a good idea to say anything in front of her, especially since I’m hoping there’s a way around it.”

“Around what?” She’d completely lost him now.

“Tilda thinks I’m staying once this is over,” she confessed.

For a second he was sure he’d misheard, but when she didn’t take the words back, he slowly stood.

“Explain,” he whispered intensely, done leaving room for interpretation. “Delaney, explain.”

She dropped her head in her hands and groaned, then brushed them back through her hair, stalling. Which was something she’d apparently been doing this whole time. How long had she known she wasn’t going back to Earth? Or, more aptly, how long had she believed she wasn’t?

No one was going to force her into anything she didn’t want. Never again. As angry and confused as he was right now, he knew he’d never let that happen.

“It was the only way Tilda was willing to take the risk and help us,” she said. “I had to agree to stay on as Lissa.”

He swore and spun away.

“You were unconscious and there were fritzes pointed at us,” she rushed to explain. “We’d come all that way, and without Tilda’s help we stand no chance of stopping the Rex, ever. She needs an heir, and I’m already Uprisen so … as much as I hate it, her forcing the issue made sense.”

A humorless chuckle slipped its way past his lips and he turned to her. “That’s not what you thought over a month ago when Trystan fed you the same bullshit line.”

“I didn’t have a choice,” she reiterated. “It was the only way to get her to not shoot Trystan and me as well.”

“And we couldn’t let the poor Zane get hurt, now could we?”

“That isn’t fair.” Her expression darkened.

“Neither is you staying here, Delaney! I’ll get you off the planet,” he said, his mind racing over the possible ways he could do it. “All we really need is the opportunity to do it when Tilda and Trystan aren’t looking. Fawna will pick us up. We just have to make sure we’re quick about it, so that by the time anyone notices, it’s too late to stop us.”

Delaney was quiet a moment and then asked, “What about when we get back to Earth? Originally I figured we’d just make a run for it, too, but … they know where I live, Ruckus.”

It was the “I” part of that statement that had him freezing, lifting his head to look at her. Because wasn’t it where they lived? Together?

“We’d have to leave everything behind,” she continued, either not noticing his stricken look, or believing it was still because of her promise to Tilda. “Go on the run. Do you want to live that way? I know you like Earth because it’s simple. Running … that won’t be. We wouldn’t be returning to the same life we left. You know better than anyone, they won’t let us get away that easily.”

“Trystan won’t, you mean.”

“It wasn’t his call,” she insisted. “Tilda is the one who put me in this position.”

“And I suppose the Zane fought for your right to choose, huh?” He was so upset, he didn’t even consider taking the harsh words back when she noticeably flinched, unable to stop himself from continuing. “Why are you even defending him right now? Have you forgotten what he’s done? He’s half the reason you’re here, Delaney! He kidnapped you! He threw me in a cell!”

“I know.” Delaney took a shaky breath. “But he’s on our side now.”

“He’s not on our anything!” He stopped, another thought hitting him. “If you’re going to pick up being the Lissa, that means you’ll have to go through with being his bondmate, too, doesn’t it?”

She stood from the couch, but he threw both hands up to stave her off. There was too much going on in his head right now, and her touching him wasn’t going to make any of this easier for either of them.

“I’m not saying no to the two of us leaving,” Delaney said. “I’m just pointing out that things will be different if we do. Are you sure that’s what you want?”

“Isn’t being together what you want?” he asked.

“This is your home, Ruckus. If you left with me this time, you really would be marked a traitor. You could never come back. Never see your friends again … Before, you had the option to return to your life here, to pick up being an Ander—”

“Tell me this conversation really is all about me,” he cut her off. He didn’t want to, but another reason was niggling at the back of his mind, one he could no longer ignore. “That it has nothing to do with the Zane. I’m not the only one who’ll have to say good-bye to people here, Delaney. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you look at him: It’s different. Maybe you’re the one who doesn’t want to go on the run.”

“Stop bringing him into this. You’re the one who keeps bringing him up. If I don’t want to run, it’s only because I don’t want to abandon the people here, and I didn’t think you would want to, either.”

He stared at her pointedly, waited for her to realize how ridiculous her words were. He’d given up everything, walked away from responsibility, once before already. For her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “That’s not … Look, I just want to make sure we don’t leave a huge mess behind. If I were to go, we’d need there to be a reason for Trystan and Tilda not to follow. And, come on, you can’t honestly tell me you’d be fine with leaving your planet in chaos? You’d need to see that Vakar is safe just as much as I do.”

Did he want anything bad to happen here? No, of course not. But he hadn’t felt a connection to Vakar for a while now, maybe even before meeting Delaney. As Ander, he’d been forced to watch over a spoiled Olena like some babysitter. Needed to follow orders and regulations dictated by others.

He’d felt more at home on Earth than he had on his planet in a long, long time. Fawna, Gibus, and Delaney, those were his people. As long as he knew they were safe … He could leave. He’d do it with little more than a brief glance in the rearview mirror.

Apparently, she wasn’t the only one who’d changed these past few weeks.

“The thing is, Delaney, I wouldn’t.” He took a step back, toward the door, ignoring the voice screaming in his head not to. The one telling him to move to her, not away from her, despite it all. But she wasn’t the only one who didn’t deserve to have their choices taken from them.

He also had every right to choose what he wanted.

“Ruckus.”

“When this is over, and we’ve stopped the Rex, I’m leaving. Earth is where I belong. And I think you need to figure out exactly where it is you belong before we continue this conversation. Until then…” He couldn’t keep the disbelief over his own words from slipping into his tone. “I think we need to take a step back from each other.”

She froze.

Part of him wanted to recant, but he ignored that impulse. He refused to stay here, on a planet that was no longer his, watching as she slipped further away. Already, he was seeing her become someone else, the girl she’d been on the ship when he’d first taken her slowly but surely fading away.

“Are you … breaking up with me?” she whispered, and it was clear it was a struggle for her to do so.

He squeezed his eyes shut in a poor attempt to avoid seeing the tears he’d spotted in hers. “I think, until we stop the Rex, it’s for the best.”

“And after that?”

He opened his eyes to look at her again, held her gaze, and forced himself to say, “After that, we see where we stand.”

No matter what she chose, his feet would be planted firmly on Earth soil and he knew it.



DELANEY SQUEEZED HER hands into tight fists in her lap, trying to calm her racing heart. Ruckus had gone some time ago, quietly shutting the door behind him like he hadn’t just shattered her. Like he was fine.

No, that wasn’t fair. He had every right to be upset after what she’d kept from him. Of course she should have told him sooner, should have found the time to do so despite everything going on. Part of her hadn’t wanted to, though, knowing it would result in an argument. But she’d never …

He’d really just broken up with her.

Recalling his parting words caused her breath to hitch, and she dropped her head into her hands. It was a breakup, but with the possibility of reconciliation. All they had to do was stop the Rex, and then the two of them could talk about their relationship and where to go from there.

For Ruckus, that was obviously back to Earth.

For her … Stopping the Rex wouldn’t magically solve all of Xenith’s problems, would it? There would be things that needed to be dealt with, like putting Trystan on the throne in his father’s place, and making sure Tilda accepted that, even without Delaney around to ensure it. She’d meant it when she’d told Ruckus she couldn’t just leave knowing everyone here might still be in trouble.

Though, he also had a point. This wasn’t her planet, and she didn’t really belong no matter what kind of alien ceremony she partook in. Why shouldn’t she run back to Earth with him once they’d dealt with the Rex? Especially if that was the only way she didn’t lose Ruckus?

Had she already lost him?

A light knocking sounded then, and the door opened a second later. Her head whipped up, but her chest tightened when she saw it wasn’t Ruckus. Of course it wasn’t. He never made a decision lightly; he wouldn’t change his mind and come back so soon after.

“Delaney?” Trystan was in the room and on his knees in front of her a second later, reaching for her.

“Don’t.” She pulled away, blinking through the tears in a poor attempt to stop them.

He sat back on his heels, dropping his arms at his sides. “You’re crying.”

She’d only just realized that herself. Wondered how long she had been. If Ruckus had seen. If he’d still …

“Did you need something, Trystan?”

“Delaney.” His voice was low, soothing. “If there’s something the matter—”

“Did you need something or not?” she snapped, instantly regretting it. Ruckus said she was different around Trystan, and maybe he was right. But that didn’t mean she had to take what was going on between her and the Ander out on him. “I’m sorry. Sorry.”

He hesitated, as if waiting to see if she’d continue. When she didn’t, he shifted on his knees, getting back to his feet. “I came to ask you to attend something with me. I see that perhaps now is not a good time.”

“No, it’s fine.” In actuality, she wanted to curl into a ball and cry for a week straight, but that wasn’t possible.

The only thing she could do right now was keep going, moving forward. Ruckus wouldn’t talk to her about their relationship, past or future, until they took care of the Rex, just as he’d said. Dwelling on it in this moment made no difference, would in fact only make her more miserable. She could use a distraction, and no one was better at being that for her than the Zane.

Delaney rubbed the tears out of her eyes, took a shaky breath, and stood. She knew he didn’t buy the forced smile she gave him, but he didn’t press the issue. “What did you have in mind?”






 



CHAPTER 19


Trystan couldn’t help but stare as he and Delaney stood off the side of the square, watching as other masked citizens wandered through the festival grounds. A few already held various food items he’d heard about, but had yet to try himself, and others were clutching prizes won from games that had been set around the area.

Everyone wore a mask in either black or gold, and there were booths set up at every exit and entrance, distributing them to those who came without one. Knowing it’d be unwise for them to be seen outside the palace, Trystan had procured masks for himself and Delaney prior to their leaving.

“This is a festival?” Delaney drew his attention back her way, and he glanced down to find her taking in their surroundings with as much interest as he’d just been.

Some of the tension he’d been feeling dissipated, and he let out a small sigh. She’d been in a terrible mood an hour ago when he’d gone to ask her to come out with him. She’d yet to mention why, but he assumed it had something to do with the Ander, as he’d been absent from the room.

Trystan hated seeing her cry, wanted to press the issue, but he knew better. She wouldn’t appreciate him prying, and to be honest, he didn’t want to think about her and the Ander in any case. Not today. Really not ever, but especially not today.

“They put it on every year around this time, to celebrate what you witnessed in Zephra Viya. People travel from all over to experience both the market and the accompanying festival. Is it very different from your Earth ones?” He took another look around, tried to picture how things might be done on her planet, but couldn’t. It’d been hard enough for him to imagine what a true Vakar Viya festival would be like.

A large part of the public grounds that attached to those of the palace had been given over to the event, with high walls made of gold tarp stretched around the area to create a sort of enclosure filled with all kinds of frivolous oddities. The space was huge—it would probably take them hours to see everything—but they’d yet to move far from the main entrance.

This had been his idea, but now that they were here, it was a bit daunting, and he couldn’t really decide which way to go first. On the right, it appeared as though a path led through an area selling edible items, while the one on the left led toward fair games—most of which he’d never played. He wanted them to enjoy themselves, not force her to watch him struggle to understand some frivolous game involving fake fritzes and water.

“Well, at a fair there are typically more colors,” Delaney said, pointing toward one of the game setups and the onyx-and-yellow tarps that made up its walls. “But I’ve never been to an official festival before.”

“It’ll be a true first for both of us, then.” He smiled when she finally glanced up at him.

“It’s not my first time wearing one of these.” She tapped the gold mask that he’d tied securely to her head before leaving the palace. It covered the top half of her face, and was a dull gold, instead of flashy and eye-catching, chosen in the hope it would help them avoid drawing attention. “We had a masquerade once at my boarding school. It was fun.”

“You were upset when I arrived at the room earlier,” he said, unable to hold it in any longer, inwardly cursing himself when that had her immediately looking away. “We don’t have to talk about it. Just reassure me you’re all right.”

The corner of her mouth tipped up, but he could tell it was forced. “I’ll be fine. Why did you want to come here so badly, anyway?”

Allowing the change in topic, he took a step forward, opting to head down the wider middle path that led deeper into the festival. Once she’d fallen into step at his side, her eyes on him while she clearly waited for a response, he blurted out, “It’s my birthday.”

Delaney came to an abrupt halt, forcing him to follow suit. “Today?”

“Yes.” He nodded and turned to face her. “Even though it’s Kint tradition, I don’t typically get to choose what my new experience is. In the past, my birthdays were either spent wherever the war took me, or wherever my father needed me to be. As I’ve never been to the Viya festival before, I thought it’d be something nice for us to do together.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been very good company.” Determination raced across her face and she straightened her spine. “If this is for your birthday, we have to do it right. So, what did you want to see first? Was there anything specific? How”—she twisted on her heel to take in the various paths—“do we even find anything amid all this?”

Her sudden change in mood, the fact that she was so clearly going to try to enjoy herself for his benefit, had him grinning.

“There is one thing I believe we’ll both enjoy.” He motioned her forward once more. “I asked around before we left the palace, and was told it was usually placed somewhere near the center. I was leading us that way, but if you’re hungry, we can eat first.”

“No, let’s go.” She waved him onward, and the two of them started making their way through the crowds again.

Some people were dressed more causally than others, the flashiest thing on them their gold or shiny black masks. Others wore elaborate outfits, with more metallic trim than Trystan had ever seen, or deemed necessary, and his relief at finding plain outfits for both Delaney and himself was renewed.

Even with their faces covered, going out dressed as Kint Tellers would have drawn unwanted attention, so he’d ordered basic sets of black clothing delivered to their rooms. Since black and gold was the theme here, it seemed appropriate, and they fit in perfectly, so he knew it’d been a smart choice.

“I think—” He stopped abruptly when Delaney’s hand suddenly clutched at his arm. Instinctually, he followed her line of sight, expecting a threat, so was surprised when he noticed the two young boys she was staring at.

They couldn’t be older than eight or so. Both wore gold from head to toe and held bags no doubt filled with treats from the stalls. He couldn’t figure out what about them had caught her attention, until he noticed the way they huddled together.

A Kint Teller wearing his uniform was standing nearby, purchasing a small plush toy, probably for his own child. The two Vakar boys were watching him and whispering, their fear made more apparent when the Teller turned to pass them and they noticeably flinched.

Of course, the Teller saw it, too, picking up the pace so he wasn’t near them for long. The man hung his head as he did so, clutching the stuffed toy tightly at his side.

“They hurt his feelings,” Delaney said, though the words were clearly meant for herself.

Trystan watched the retreating Teller, noting it was true. The stares and whispers had never personally bothered him before, but he knew it was hard on some of the Kints who’d been stationed in Vakar.

“Children don’t know any better.” He rested a hand over hers where she still touched his arm, causing her to realize and pull away. Trying not to let it bother him too much, he motioned them forward. “Our destination hopefully isn’t much farther.”

She was worrying her bottom lip, turning once to glance over her shoulder back where the boys had been. But they were gone now.

“You seem upset again,” he pointed out, and she quickly shook her head.

“Explain why masks are traditionally worn to this.”

“Isn’t it fortunate?” He’d thought so earlier when he’d been trying to think up something new and possibly exciting they could do. “Everyone who enters is required to keep their face covered, so there’s no chance anyone will ask us to remove the masks and discover our identities. Because the festival is celebrating the falling of stardust, the masks are meant to symbolize that, like the stars in the sky, we’re all merely pieces of a grander puzzle. That one day we’ll fall and turn to dust as well.”

“That’s kind of morbid,” she said.

“I don’t think so.” He shrugged. “There’s comfort in getting to forget who you are for a bit. People can set aside their daily worries and be whatever they want for a change at this festival. Like…” He leaned in closer and discreetly pointed toward a man across from them in a black mask. “He might be an ex–war hero who is recognized wherever he goes, and constantly reminded of his past. But here, with his face covered, he doesn’t have to be that.”

He pulled back and shrugged. “People travel from all over Xenith to experience this with their friends and family, to dress up and relax. I think it’s more romantic than morbid.”

“Did the big, bad Zane actually just call something romantic?” She mock gasped, making sure to keep her voice down even as she continued to tease him. “How mushy of you. Although, it does happen to be an event meant to remind people they’ll one day die, so I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised.”

“That isn’t the point of it at all,” he said. “Sure, centuries ago, when this festival was first created, it focused more on that aspect. But over the years things have changed, so that this is more a celebration of life and all its possibilities, than of death.”

“Cherish the good times even if there are eventually bad,” she murmured, and if he’d been farther away from her, he wouldn’t have caught it.

“Exactly. This whole thing is meant to be done with people you care about—to make new good memories to recall later during darker times. Keeping your identity a secret is more a choice now than an actual rule. You still have to cover your face, but most people don’t really take the hidden identity thing seriously anymore. Couples even wear matching masks now, to openly show others that they’re together.”

He frowned when he realized she was looking at him oddly now, couldn’t understand why at first until he remembered. When he’d ordered two masks brought to him, he’d insisted they be, if not identical, at least as similar as possible.

The unpolished gold one he wore tied around his head practically matched hers perfectly.

“We’re here,” he said as they turned the corner, grateful for the distraction. It was stupid to feel embarrassed; he’d made his stance on their relationship clear. She knew how he felt, so revealing he’d wanted to experience this with her as a couple shouldn’t make him uncomfortable. And yet … “What do you think?”

She blinked at him, and then thankfully turned to take in the giant black tent they stood in front of. It was covered in gold glitter that looked a lot like the actual stuff from the Dust Market, and the center flap had been left open only a few inches to expose a swath of darkness within. There was a sign painted to the side, but of course she couldn’t read it, and he didn’t want to translate.

“What is it?” she asked after a moment.

“Would you like to go find out?” He reached for the side of the opening, gently easing the material away so she could enter.

Delaney only hesitated for a split second, then stepped forward so they could walk through together. Inside, the main tent connected with another, leading straight back, and they passed through the dark space, unable to see much of anything.

“Apparently, they’re light sensitive,” Trystan told her, unable to see her expression, but he felt it when she eased a bit closer to him.

“What are we talking about here?”

Already in the process of pulling the next slit in the tarp open, he didn’t bother answering. Once he’d gotten it back enough that they could both see within, the two of them simultaneously sucked in a breath.

“What is that?” Delaney moved the rest of the way into the room, leaving him behind.

Glass enclosures lined the walls, leading down to the end of the tent where the exit was. Each unit housed one to three tiny animals, the only light source in the room being a pale white globe set in the very center of the ceiling. There were a decent amount of other people crammed inside the tent, but everyone kept their voices hushed respectfully, knowing that the animals had a sensitivity to noise as well as to light.

The animals weren’t very big—he could easily hold one in the palms of both hands—and they had inky black fur that glimmered silver every time the animal turned and caught the white light. In the wild, the effect would resemble moonlight bouncing off the surface of water sources or waxy leaves. The animal’s four long, pointy ears, two on either side, sat at the top of its head, with two long antlers between.

“Those look like the stems of roses,” Delaney said, pointing to them. “Dark green with deep red-tipped thorns. Is that for camouflage?”

“Yes.”

“And the tail?” It was long and thin, almost three times the length of the small creature. “Climbing?”

“In the wild, they live in trees during the day. At night they come down to roam the forest grounds and hunt,” he explained.

“I want to know everything.” It was impossible to miss the enthralled note in her voice.

“It’s called a luxvia.” Trystan went to stand next to Delaney, bending down to get a closer look at the sleeping creature on the other side of the glass. “I’ve never seen one in person before.”

When he neared the creature, it blinked slowly, opening its dark red eyes to meet his gaze before stretching a bit and then instantly going back to sleep.

He clucked his tongue. “Well, I feel wholly dismissed.”

Delaney laughed and sidestepped so she was in front of one of the more awake luxvias instead, watching as it used its claws to climb up the side of a small tilted branch. A few had been added to each enclosure for that very purpose.

“We don’t have felines on this planet, but I recalled that these looked somewhat similar. Is that accurate?” he asked, worried he’d said something wrong when she gave him an odd look.

“Why were you looking for something feline?”

“When we first met,” he reminded her, “you expressed an interest in cats.”

Her eyes widened. “I … That’s true. I do like cats.” She cleared her throat. “And these do sort of look like tiny ones. Just, you know, with thorn antlers and shimmery fur and four ears instead of two.”

“So,” he drawled, “nothing like an Earth cat at all, actually.”

“Not even a little.” She laughed and reached over to rest a hand on his arm. “But these are really cool, and I’m glad you got to see them for the first time on your birthday, since you’re so interested in animals, too.”

“I’m what?” Now he was the one confused.

“You know.” She waved absently at him with her free hand, her attention already back on the luxvias. “All those creature statues and figurines you’ve got at Inkwell. They’re, like, the only items other than books you have in your room, Trystan.”

She’d only ever been in his private room once, and it hadn’t been for very long. He’d known she was looking around, but he hadn’t considered that she’d actually been paying attention to his things. Sadly, with how casually she’d just spoken about it, he got the feeling neither had she.

He was about to point that out when a laugh on the other side of the room had her looking for the source.

A Vakar woman was showing her young daughter one of the luxvias, her green-and-gold uniform making it clear that she was a Teller, probably off duty just in time to take her child to the festival, but not change her clothes.

“Trystan.” Delaney’s voice had lowered, and he glanced back at her quickly to find she was still distracted by the mother and daughter. “Those kids outside … they were too young to have been old enough to remember the war, right?”

“That’s probably true,” he said, instantly knowing where she was going with this. Why it’d bothered her.

“Yet they were afraid of that Kint Teller. Really afraid.”

He sighed, eased a step closer to her. “I’m sure they’ve heard stories, from their parents or from friends. We haven’t been at peace for long; you know that.”

“Are Kint children just as afraid of the Vakar?”

“I’m honestly not sure,” he was forced to admit. The only child he’d been around was Dom, and aside from his one visit to the palace, he’d been kept away from most Vakar people. “That bothers you?”

“Doesn’t it bother you?” she asked. “You’ve got a peace treaty, but everyone is still afraid of everyone else.”

“It’ll take time to overcome the past,” he said. “And unfortunately, we haven’t had the best rulers around to help with that. My father is hardly a comforting figurehead, as you’ve witnessed firsthand.”

“Magnus wasn’t much better in that regard,” she replied.

“No, he wasn’t.”

She was quiet for a long moment, watching right up until the mother and daughter finally pulled away from the cages and disappeared through the exit at the other end of the room.

“Delaney—” Trystan reached for her, but she seemed to snap out of it just before his hand could make contact, spinning away so she could walk backward toward the door the pair had just gone through.

“It’s your birthday,” she said, plastering a smile on her face. “Let’s go have fun. Knowing you, you have an entire itinerary planed out, so we should get moving. What did you want to see next?”

He wanted to press her on what had just happened, on the cause of her sudden change in mood, but she was still smiling at him, clearly trying hard to appear excited about all this. He couldn’t bring himself to ruin that for her. Later, if the opportunity arose, he’d ask then, but for now, if she wanted to forget about whatever had been troubling her, he could go along with that.

“Actually,” he said, following her, the two of them turning toward the door once he’d reached her, “there’s this festival dessert I’ve always wanted to try.”

She laughed, the sound loud and unforced, catching him off guard with how real it was. “Of course there is.”

Delaney shoved the tarp opening to the side, exposing the bustling festival grounds once more, and then reached back with her free hand to take his. Because she was already turned away, she missed his shocked expression, which only grew when she tugged him out of the tent, keeping their palms tightly pressed together.

“Which way?” she asked once they were standing among the crowd again, tilting her head in every direction as if she’d figure it out on her own. When it took him too long to respond, she glanced at him and quirked a brow.

The look snapped him out of it, and he cleared his throat, glancing around their surroundings now as well. After a moment, however, he was forced to confess, “I don’t know.”

“Well then.” She tugged him to the left, taking off at a brisk pace. “Guess we’re just going to have to walk around until we find it.”






 



CHAPTER 20


The Rex had agreed to the meeting with Tilda, but had insisted it be today, despite the fact that she’d only made the call yesterday. When she’d tried to set the meeting place, he’d firmly demanded that he come to her in Vakar.

They were scheduled to meet at the palace in just under three hours, so Delaney and the others were on their way to Carnage Castle. To avoid the risk of flying past the Rex’s ship while headed there, they’d had to take a detour, extending their trip by a good seventy minutes or so.

Which shouldn’t have been too much of a problem, as Trystan had assured them that Ruckus’s ship was faster than the Rex’s preferred mode of transportation. Once he’d described how flashy his father’s model was, it’d made sense. Of course the Rex’s ego wouldn’t allow him to arrive anywhere in a dull metal craft like the Ander’s, no matter how much faster said craft would get him to his destination.

No, instead he’d had a ship custom-made with chrome paint, flashing blue lights on the descending ramp, and the Kint symbol painted in navy on the side. Pretty much the opposite of discreet, but then, that seemed in character as well.

He was the Rex. He wouldn’t expect anyone to dare attack him, in the sky or otherwise.

They’d timed it so they’d arrive near Carnage Castle only five minutes or so after the Rex had gotten to the Vakar palace. If Trystan was correct, his father should have taken most of the Tellers along with him. They’d act more as a show of strength than in any guard capacity—the Rex was apparently physically capable of defending himself. Either way, that worked in their favor. Fewer of them at the castle meant an easier time sneaking through it; they’d chosen to dress in Kint colors to appear less conspicuous if spotted, though the hope was to avoid it.

Delaney took a glance around the room at the others. They were packed in front of the ship. Ruckus was currently leaning over Fawna, giving instructions. Gibus was seated in front of a separate computer panel, doing something with a row of keys and buttons Delaney couldn’t follow, and the Zane was by the entrance.

He had a shoulder propped against the open archway, his arms crossed over his chest. He turned his head slightly when Julius and Verus approached from behind, walking up the ramp, but he didn’t bother turning to look at them.

Even though Ruckus had many other loyal Tellers, they’d opted to only bring two—Julius and Verus—and had left Shellus with the Basilissa. If something were to go wrong, he’d been instructed to contact them immediately. It wasn’t a very strong fail-safe, but it was the best they could do. Especially under such short notice.

Delaney glanced at Ruckus. They’d caught each other’s eye once or twice already, and each time had been awkward. She just wasn’t sure what to say, or how to act around him, especially not on a crowded ship. It was hard to tell if he was having the same problem, or merely keeping his distance.

Sanzie, who was standing off to the side with her, tightened the strap of her pack, cinching it at her waist with a huff. The entire time, her face remained impassive.

Delaney sort of envied that about her. That her poker face was so good. She’d been struggling to contain her own tumultuous emotions. Ruckus had barely spoken two words to her, and Trystan had been busy listing all the possible places the Rex could be hiding the device.

Trystan’s distraction was something she should actually be grateful for, since she’d been trying so hard not to think about his birthday.

The festival yesterday had been an amazing experience, and aside from a few uncomfortable moments, she’d actually had a lot of fun. With Trystan, specifically. Which wasn’t something she wanted, or had the time, to dwell on. Especially since she hadn’t been able to shake the fear she’d seen in those Vakar children.

Of course she’d known about the unrest between Xenith’s people, but hearing about it and seeing it firsthand were completely different. Watching those kids, scared simply because that Teller was Kint, had made her realize that stopping the Rex wasn’t the end-all to Xenith’s problems. There was still so much trust to build between the kingdoms, laws and rules and compromises to iron out. How long would all of that take?

More important … Could she really sneak off knowing the kind of mess she’d be leaving behind?

“We never got the chance to speak, Lissa,” Sanzie said then, breaking through the quiet and pulling Delaney from her thoughts.

Delaney sighed. “Why didn’t you just tell me about you and Ruckus?”

“I didn’t think it was my place.”

“We’re friends, aren’t we?” She wasn’t sure when exactly she’d started viewing the Sworn as such, and not just as Trystan’s second-in-command, but she did.

“I…” For a moment Sanzie looked taken aback, then she licked her lips and nodded. “Yes. I would like for us to be.”

“Good.” Delaney smiled, but before she could say anything else, the Sutter leaped up from his chair.

“Finished!” Gibus exclaimed. In his hands was a black metal band, which he brought over and passed to the Zane. “I’ve programmed it to your specifications. This should allow you easier access to the mainframe computer.”

“Should is not a comforting word, Sutter.” Trystan inspected the band, flipping back and forth the clear glass piece that attached to one end. He brought it up to his head, securing the two ends around the tops of his ears. When he flipped the glass panel again, it was directly over his right eye. He pressed at a spot directly behind his ear, and a row of lights lit up on the inside of the glass.

“What exactly does that thing do?” Delaney asked, curiosity getting the best of her. She moved closer, watching as the lights changed and fuzzy images took their place.

“Hey!” Fawna yelled from her seat. “Get out of my systems, Zane!”

Trystan didn’t reply, merely tapped the same spot a second time, shutting the band off. The lights disappeared and he shifted the glass off to the side. “Everything seems to be in working order.”

“Seems is sort of like should,” Gibus said. “Don’t you think?”

“The gorud connects remotely to computer systems and devices nearby,” Sanzie began explaining, much to Delaney’s relief. “He can control it by interfacing his fitting with it first, allowing him to communicate with it.”

“We’re approaching Carnage now,” Ruckus told them, coming up on her side. Then he turned to Sanzie. “You have the recorder?”

“Right here.” She patted the straps of her bag.

The plan was to split up into two teams once they got to the castle, in the hopes that one of them could successfully discover the location of Clean Slate. One team would follow Gibus to its last known location, while the other would go with Trystan to search areas he thought his father might hide something.

A member of each team would carry a video recorder, no bigger than an iPhone back home, so that they could record what they found. Once they’d all reconvened on the ship, and were safe, they’d broadcast the footage across Kint.

“For this to work,” Ruckus reminded them, “we need unwavering proof. It can’t just be a video of some strange-looking machine that we claim has the ability to wipe people’s minds. Gibus said there were test subjects—search through the computers for footage. While you’re at it, keep an eye out for anything that looks like it can connect the Rex to the Tars.”

They’d agreed that finding and destroying the device was their top priority—they couldn’t let the Rex keep something so dangerous—but that finding proof to use against him, and ultimately to prevent him from rebuilding the device, was also important. If they could just get their hands on something, whether it be legitimate evidence on the Clean Slate project, or on his involvement with the Tars, that was all they’d need.

Having convinced herself this would work as much as she was able, Delaney relaxed her shoulders and took a deep, calming breath. She could do this; they all could. Her gaze trailed to the left, landing on the Ander.

And once it was done, she could finally figure the rest out.

“My men on the ground have the side hangar secured,” Trystan said. “We should be able to land undetected.”

“There’s that word again.” Gibus wagged his finger until the Zane shot a glare at him. Then he immediately dropped his hand and suddenly became interested in a speck of dirt on his shoe.

“Don’t linger,” Trystan called over to Fawna. “As soon as we’re off, get the ship back in the air. You remember where I instructed you to land? That’s the only safe location. My Tellers will keep others from stumbling upon you. With any luck, we’ll be able to take a few cars once we have what we need, and then meet you there within two hours. Three, at most.”

“I know where to go,” Fawna confirmed. “You should all prepare for landing. We’re about to be over the castle … now.”

She kept the ship as steady as possible, but they wavered on their feet anyway. Delaney ended up bumping into Ruckus, who grabbed her, stilling her against his side. As soon as the ship evened out again, he let her go and stepped away.

It stung, but now wasn’t the time to dwell on boy drama.

The ground shook once more as the ship landed, the engine roaring loudly before dying down to a soft purr filling the air. Fawna flicked a few controls, activating the cameras on the outside of the craft so they could take a look at the hangar first.

“All clear,” she announced a second later. “You guys better get to the loading bay. I don’t want to rely on Trystan’s contacts being able to keep us under the radar for long.”

They began departing, heading down the ramp quickly and then through the corridors. Sanzie was the only one who hesitated, glancing back over Delaney toward where Fawna still sat, prepared to fly back out.

“Be careful,” she stated.

Fawna seemed surprised for a moment, only able to nod silently.

It must have been enough, because the Sworn left. She didn’t explain as Delaney followed her down to meet with the others.

As soon as they turned the corner and entered, Ruckus reached out and pressed his palm to the panel at the side of the doors. They opened and a staircase formed, leading down into a hangar.

The one back in Inkwell and Vakar had been larger, Delaney noted as she descended the steps. Which made sense. Trystan had planned on having them enter here because there was less space for his Tellers on the inside to keep covered. He had people messing with security camera feeds, as well as the detection systems on the roof of the castle.

Julius was the last to exit the ship, and as soon as his booted feet touched the ground, the stairs caved in on themselves and retracted. The ship didn’t linger, lifting back into the air once they were all clear.

They’d decided who would go with whom before leaving Vakar. Since Gibus and Trystan each had to lead their own search party, the rest of them had to be divvied up accordingly. The Zane had refused to go anywhere without Delaney, and despite the fact that he wasn’t really speaking to her, Ruckus had said the same. Verus was joining them.

That left Sanzie, Julius, and a Kint Teller who Trystan claimed they could trust. Seeing as how the Teller was one of the ones who’d helped keep them hidden when Fawna had flown the ship in, that seemed legitimate.

Still, when someone suddenly entered the hangar, Delaney acted on instinct. She pushed Trystan out of the way and had her fritz in hand and aimed at the intruder before anyone else had even noticed his arrival.

“Hold,” Trystan ordered, gripping her shoulder.

She lowered her weapon, watching the Kint Teller as he approached.

His hair was a darker shade of blond than the Zane’s, and a little longer. When he was close enough for her to make out his eyes, she noted they were an odd olive green rimmed in fuchsia. He was wearing the traditional long-sleeved Kint uniform, like the rest of them.

“Zane.” He angled his head toward Delaney, making a partial bow. “Lissa. The others are still in position. I’ve been informed that they’ll only be able to keep the cameras in this room occupied for another seven minutes before detection that they’ve been tampered with becomes a high risk.”

“This is Warran,” Trystan said. Then to the Teller: “You’ll be on Sanzie’s team.”

“Sworn.” Warran nodded at Sanzie. “It’s good to see you again.”

“We should get moving,” Ruckus pointed out. “Everyone, make sure to keep your fitting channels open. The first team to find something should immediately alert the others. And remember, no one comes back here. We’re meeting in the garage on the other side of the castle. Once we’re all together again, we’ll make our way to where Fawna has hidden the ship nearby.”

At the exit to the hangar, Delaney paused and glanced at the other team members. They were already headed to the right, down a long corridor that stretched to the South Wing, the opposite direction of where they were going. That was where Gibus had last seen the device, so it was the best place to check first.

“Come on.” Ruckus nudged her to the left. “The faster we do this, the faster we can get everyone out safely.”

She turned back to find that Trystan was already at the end of the other hall, and had slid the gorud’s glass panel over his eye. At his side, Verus had his fritz activated, his back pressed against the wall in preparation to move.

Lights flickered across the screen and then Trystan motioned to them with two fingers. “I’m in the system. Shutting off the hallway cameras now. All right, let’s move.”

They passed down the corridor on their right as quickly and as silently as possible. He stopped them with a raised hand when they were close to the end, clearly taking care of the next camera with the gorud. After a beat, he had them moving again. The process repeated itself a few times, moving them deeper into the heart of the castle.

Even though they were moving slowly enough, Delaney didn’t really have time to look around. She processed that most of the floors they were treading over were made of white marble with streaks of silver, and that a lot of the walls were various shades of blue, but that was about it. She was concentrating on her next step too much to pay attention to anything else, let alone home decor.

It would have been nice, though, if she’d had the chance to explore, get to see the place Trystan had grown up. It was strange, trying to picture a younger version of him sneaking through the halls the same way they were now. Coming up with ways to avoid his father.

“Is this how you got Gibus out?” she asked after twenty minutes of silence had passed. Unsurprisingly, she wasn’t the only one extremely focused on the task at hand.

“It is,” Trystan said, then waved to the left, indicating it was clear for them to head that way. They were halfway down the hall when his arm shot out, simultaneously stopping her and just about knocking the wind out of her. “Tellers are heading down the other hall.”

Their group stilled, the tension so thick, it was like a heavy weight pressing down on all of them.

After what felt like forever, but was really only a minute at best, Trystan let out a breath. “They turned down the corridor adjacent to us. We need to hurry.”

They moved, slipping back into that anxious silence as he navigated them through the castle. The place seemed to go on endlessly, and it was a while before they even reached their first checkpoint.

It was a room hidden within another that appeared to be a plain old sitting area. The door was set into the wall, a hidden panel made to look like just another piece of it. Trystan had it opened easily enough, and they entered cautiously.

“There’s nothing here,” Verus was the first to announce as they took stock of the room. It was slightly larger than a supply closet, with a couple of different outlets on the walls. But aside from some dusty old machines that clearly hadn’t been touched in years, it was empty.

“Let’s head to the next possible location,” Ruckus said, and they slipped back out, shut the hidden door behind them, and continued on.

The next two places Trystan thought to look were fruitless as well, and they’d yet to hear anything from the other team. Everyone was starting to grow impatient. There were only a couple other rooms the Zane thought might be capable of housing the device. If they didn’t find it in either of those, plan B was to go straight to his father’s study and search for a link to the Tars.

Apparently, the security level surrounding that area had been heightened since Trystan had been there last, and he assumed it’d only gotten worse once he’d broken Gibus out, proving to his father he wasn’t on his side. Because of that, it had to be the last thing they did, in order to avoid setting off some kind of alarm and giving them away.

“At least we haven’t been shot at yet,” Verus mused as they traveled down yet another blue, white, and silver hall, obviously trying to lighten the mood. “The Rex really must have taken the bulk of the Tellers usually stationed here with him. Lucky for us.”

Delaney turned to reply, but Trystan came to an abrupt stop, causing whatever she’d been about to say to die on her lips.

He tapped the button on the back of the gorud, his movements becoming more frustrated with each passing second. It became apparent why he was annoyed when she realized the screen in front of his eye was no longer lit up.

“What’s the problem?” Ruckus asked, keeping his attention locked on the end of the hall. They’d stopped pretty close to it, not leaving much escape room.

“There’s a glitch,” Trystan growled back, still trying to get the gorud to work. His free hand reached for his back pocket, where he’d slipped a shing earlier. “Keep watch. I’ve brought the handheld, but it’ll take me a moment to switch over to it.”

The whole reason they’d decided to use the gorud was so that the Zane’s hands could remain free, saving them precious time. He was the only one who could activate the palm scanners at every door, after all, and he was also one of their best shots. Having to hold the device meant they’d be at yet another disadvantage.

And no matter how slight that disadvantage might seem, Delaney was smart enough to know it could make all the difference.

“How is that even possible?” Verus questioned, facing away from them so he could watch their backs. “Gibus said he worked on it. He doesn’t make technical mistakes.”

“Well,” Trystan drawled, already working on the handheld, “he did this time.”

“Has it powered off?” Ruckus risked a quick glance over his shoulder at the Zane before returning his gaze to the end of the hall.

“That’s the odd part. It hasn’t. It’s just not wor—” Trystan’s body jolted, his jaw clenching shut hard as his shoulders rocked forward with so much force, he ended up slamming into the wall. The device in his hands clattered to the floor loudly, his fingers shaking rapidly.

It looked almost like he was being electrocuted, and Delaney rushed to him, catching the back of his head in her palm just as he was about to slam into the wall. His large form slipped down until he was sitting on the ground, still shaking.

It had happened so fast, the others had only just turned around to see what was going on. They both emitted sounds of surprise, but Delaney’s only concern was the Zane.

His eyes kept blinking, and he was twitching, like spasms were still racing through him.

Acting on impulse, she reached up and tore the gorud off his head, tossing it to the other side of the hall.

As soon as the device was off, he went still, sagging so that she had to press against his shoulders in order to keep him from curling in on himself. His eyes had closed, and his body was limp in her hold.

“Trystan!” She shook him, momentarily forgetting they were supposed to stay quiet. It was like being in that cave all over again, and she couldn’t hold back the sudden onslaught of fear.

“What just happened?” Verus had both hands in his hair and was staring wild-eyed down at the unconscious Zane. “I’ve never seen a gorud do that before!”

Ruckus grimaced, kneeling next to Delaney so that he could help her hold Trystan up. He felt for a pulse, pressing his fingers to the side of the Zane’s neck. “He’s breathing, in any case. So whatever happened, it didn’t kill him.”

“What are we going to do now?” The Teller glanced up and down the corridor. “If we’re caught here, the Rex will be alerted immediately.”

“If he wasn’t already.” Ruckus frowned, staring down at the Zane as he contemplated something.

“Help me get him—” The sound of skittering metal had Delaney quickly turning to the end of the hall. A gray circular object was rolling toward them, too far away for them to do anything about what was coming.

She had just enough time to grab on to both Trystan and Ruckus before the orb stopped moving and instantly exploded in a blinding rush of bright white light.






 



CHAPTER 21


If someone knocked her unconscious one more time, so help her …

Delaney came to, angry. Unlike most other times she’d awoken, she recalled with perfect clarity exactly what had happened just before she’d passed out. There was so much for her to be pissed about here, not least of all the fact that she was currently being dragged across the ground like a bag of garbage.

Two people were holding her by the wrists, tugging her down the hall. Her arms were burning, giving her the impression they’d been at this for a little while. Overhead, the lights blared down, momentarily making it difficult to really see the Tellers and their uniforms.

She allowed her head to sag backward, trying to make it seem like it was slumping naturally—not that anyone was looking—and caught sight of the others being handled by their own sets of Kint Tellers.

The ones who had Verus were at the lead, with Ruckus and his captors close behind. There was no sign of Trystan, which renewed her panic. He must have been taken somewhere else, but why? If anything happened— She cut off that train of thought, forcing her racing heart to calm down. Being frantic right now wouldn’t help anyone. No one was speaking, all the Tellers moving down the corridors as if in a trance. She tested the hold on her wrists, carefully flexing them a little to see if doing so would elicit a reaction. Squinting, she risked staring up at the Tellers holding her, feeling an inkling of hope when they didn’t react to her minor movements.

First things first, getting away from these guys. Then get the others and figure out what the hell went wrong. Obviously the gorud had malfunctioned, somehow electrocuting Trystan, but …

She frowned to herself.

Kind of convenient that these Tellers had been waiting just around the corner from them. There was the chance her loud exclamations had alerted them to her and the others’ presence, but she somehow doubted it. It seemed too coincidental, for one. Besides, Trystan had kept a careful monitor of the halls, and would have said if they’d had company nearby.

Unless they’d arrived after the gorud had shut down on him…?

There were too many variables to work through, and she certainly wasn’t going to get any answers in her current condition. She brought her attention back to the matter at hand: how to get out of this.

She could easily break the hold of the Tellers dragging her, but that would leave the other four to deal with. She’d taken on more than six soldiers before, but that had been with distance, and either Trystan or Ruckus, aiding her. Aiming and firing her fritz would be too difficult in these close quarters, especially with her friends still unconscious and unable to get out of the way of loose shots.

Tipping her head back once more, she watched as the ones dragging Verus approached the end of the hall. She and her captors were a good four or five feet away from Ruckus. If she could wait until the rest of them had turned the corner, she might stand a better chance.

If she was quiet about it.

How the hell was she supposed to silently break away and take out two Kints?

Delaney inhaled slowly between her teeth, still watching ahead. With no idea where they were being taken, this might be her only opportunity.

Verus disappeared first, the tips of his boots scraping against the marble. It was difficult for her not to tense up in preparation, but she somehow managed, counting the seconds to distract herself as, little by little, Ruckus’s body slid around the bend as well.

She waited ten seconds after he’d disappeared out of sight, and then shot into action before she could second-guess herself. With one hard yank, she had both of her wrists free, and had already twisted onto her knees by the time the two Tellers sprung around. Dropping onto her butt, she kicked with all her strength, delivering blows to each of their guts.

They stumbled back a step, and she leaped for them before either could slam into a wall and give her away. Wrapping her arms tightly around the neck of the one on her left, she used his body to boost herself up, tightening her legs around the waist of the other. Then she pulled all of her weight backward, so that she toppled and brought them with her.

They fell forward, and she just barely maneuvered her body into the space between them at the last second, avoiding being crushed. Still, the one on the right landed on her shoulder and she bit her lip hard to keep from crying out.

Quickly, she got to her feet, activating her fritz in the process. They were still on their stomachs, but were making to get up. Before they had the chance, the weapon formed and her finger found the trigger. She shot them in their backs with a stun round, pausing for a beat to make sure they’d stay down.

When she didn’t hear the sound of approaching footsteps, the breath she’d been holding eased past her lips.

She moved to the end of the hall and peered around the corner. There was no sign of the others. Glancing up, she tried to catch sight of some of the security cameras, but they were well hidden in this part of the castle.

Not having any choice but to risk it, she darted down the connecting hall, popping around to check down the other.

They weren’t there, either.

Delaney swore. She’d not only lost Trystan, but now Ruckus as well. What if one or both of them got hurt? What would she do then? She could either keep going and risk not finding them and getting more lost—or running into more Tellers—or … With another curse she backtracked, entering the hall where she’d left the two unconscious men. Slowing when she got to them, she realized she probably shouldn’t leave them out in the open.

There were doors at either side of her a few paces away, and after randomly selecting one, she began to drag them each into the room. It cost her a few precious minutes, and her arms hurt even more once she was done, but hopefully it’d prevent anyone from stumbling upon them in the hall and also buy her more time to find the others in the long run. Heaving slightly, she forced herself to continue on, trying to find her way back to where she had been knocked out. It took her two wrong turns, but surprisingly they hadn’t been taken as far as she’d initially believed when she’d woken.

Her eyes scanned the hall as she entered, catching sight of the discarded gray ball, which she assumed was no longer a threat, until finally she spotted the gorud where she’d tossed it earlier.

It was up against the wall, clearly out of the way; the Tellers obviously hadn’t seen it. Rushing over, she snatched it up, fiddling with the screen before she’d even fully looked at it.

Pressing the button on the side caused the lights to flicker back to life, a row of blue dots trailing across the screen before a different pattern appeared with a row of tiny boxes.

She was already lifting it over her head when she hesitated.

Why was it working now when it’d shut off on Trystan earlier? Also, after seeing what it’d done to him, was it even safe for her to use? Maybe the fact that it was on was only a further malfunction. It was a risk; if she got knocked out again, she doubted she’d wake up in time to help anybody. And if she was found here alone in the halls, who knew what someone might do to her.

But what if it’d done more than merely knock Trystan out, and he was in serious pain somewhere? And there was no telling where those Tellers had been taking Ruckus and the others. They could be getting tortured or some other horrible thing she didn’t want to think too hard on, for fear she’d lose it.

Delaney steeled herself, determination pushing its way past the rest. Same as before with the Tellers, she didn’t really have a choice here, even if it could all backfire. She’d already wasted so much time finding the damn thing, it couldn’t be just so she’d chicken out at the last second and not use it.

Delaney settled the band around the back of her skull, securing the ends over the tops of her ears. Her finger pressed against the button at the side once more, and she braced herself for the worst.

There was an odd tingling at the base of her head, sort of the same sensation as the one she’d felt when her fitting had first been implanted. It didn’t hurt, exactly, and was over rather quickly. A second later she propped the screen over her right eye and watched as the boxes lit up, waiting for her instruction.

The others had described the device as being a hands-off computer, taking its commands from her fitting. She didn’t understand the written language the gorud used, but she could easily picture the symbols of the code Ruckus had had her memorize. The one that would contact Fawna.

Hopefully.

Delaney focused all her energy on the first empty box on the screen, envisioning the first symbol of the code. She broke out in a huge grin when the image actually appeared and the second box began blinking in its place. Three more to go.

Her excitement died when all the boxes were filled and nothing seemed to be happening. She waited, holding her breath, and after a few moments, deflated. It must still be damaged from before. She was lucky she hadn’t been electrocuted like Trystan.

She was about to rip the thing off her head when suddenly it beeped at her ear. Almost immediately after, a string of words began playing across the screen, heading left as the sentence formed. It appeared to be in Kint, though for all she knew, it could have been Vakar.

Having come too far to give up now, Delaney accessed her fitting, forcing her next thought into the device the same way she would if she were trying to talk with Ruckus through it. The only difference was, she tried picturing what she was trying to say, sending a message stating that it was her.

No sooner had she finished the thought, the words began changing on the screen, first dissolving, then replaced with new ones.

Ones in English.

Delaney? It’s Fawna. Where are the others?

She sagged forward, the relief hitting her hard enough that she had to rest her palms on her knees. She couldn’t believe that’d actually worked.

Taken, she thought, hoping it would send. Can you help me find them?

A moment passed where she assumed Fawna was attempting to try, then:

Can’t. Can only access the gorud from this distance, not the computer’s mainframe in the castle.

Delaney sighed, then ordered, Do that then.

Another pause, followed by the message: Done. I can now see everything you do.

Great. At least she wasn’t alone, but still. The hope had been that Fawna could use the gorud the same way Trystan had. She’d managed to figure out how to turn it on and type a message, but Delaney doubted she’d be able to learn how to hack into some high-tech supercomputer in time to help the others.

Nope. She needed a new plan. But what?

I’m going to go looking, she sent to Fawna, then started back the way she’d come. Stand by.

Standing by, came the quick response.

Delaney went silent and, aside from a small row of lights indicating it was still on at the top, the screen cleared. It was easy enough to backtrack to where she’d woken up, and she silently sped through the halls. Once she was at the turn where she’d lost them, she slowed a little, debating which way to go.

The path forked to the right and left, and she had no idea where either way led.

The gorud beeped quietly at her ear again, and then a message scrolled across.

Blueprints Zane sent earlier indicate kitchens to the left, labs to the right.

Unless they planned on cooking Ruckus and Verus dinner, she doubted that was the way they’d go.

Sending a thanks to Fawna, she went right. At the end of that hall, she received another message, this one telling her which way led to the lab rooms. Apparently they were on the same page, both deciding that was the most likely place for them to be taken.

Following Fawna’s leads, Delaney swiftly made her way through the castle, losing track of time as she did. She didn’t run into anyone as she traveled, though that could also mean she was going in the wrong direction. Wouldn’t they want to keep prisoners secure?

She was about to turn the next corner when Fawna sent a message for her to stop. She halted, waiting for an explanation.

Lab rooms are down that hall. Move with caution.

She settled her nerves and then peered around the edge of the wall.

A single Sutter was headed down the other direction, away from her. They went around the far corner, and after waiting to see if the person would return, Delaney entered the hall.

Moving down the center, she kept low, noticing all the windows set into the doors lining either side. When she came to one, she popped her head up enough to catch a glance inside, and then kept going. All of them seemed to be empty.

She’d come to the end, with only three rooms left, when she heard the sound of a chair scraping against the floor. It’d come from the room closest to her, and she eased up to it and took a quick peek.

The room was rather large, with the first half by the door empty. On the other side, farther down, were two Sutters and three Tellers, all staring at the same man trapped between them.

Gibus.



DELANEY WATCHED AS Gibus was roughly shaken by the closest Teller, then shoved toward the other two Sutters, who moved out of the way to avoid being bumped into. He hit the edge of a table with enough force that the metal clanked against the floor. It was hard not to notice him shaking when he righted himself.

The door had to be soundproof, because they were talking to him now but she couldn’t hear a thing. Gibus was clearly agitated. He was waving his hand in the air, indicating something on the rectangular black device one of them was holding. It sort of reminded her of an old walkie-talkie.

Which is when she noticed the cell in the way back of the room.

It was hard to make out the people inside from this distance, but she didn’t have to get a good look to know who had to be in there.

They must be threatening the others to get him to help them, she sent to Fawna. That would explain why he wasn’t in the cell with them.

Delaney took another glance at the other occupants in the room, noting that none of them seemed to be watching the entrance—or even facing it, for that matter. She searched for a control panel on the wall, then blinked when she realized there wasn’t one.

Taking a chance, she lifted a hand to the doorknob, twisting slowly so as not to make any noise. When it clicked open, she held her breath, easing it toward her a crack. No one immediately sounded an alarm, and it didn’t sound like the ebb and flow of conversation within the room had altered in the least.

Confidence growing, she opened it a little wider, so there was just enough room for her to slip inside. Then she eased the door shut at her back and, hunched over, rushed behind a large counter. There were some odd machines on top of it, but she didn’t bother inspecting them, all her attention riveted on the prisoners in the cell.

It wasn’t just Ruckus and Verus, either. Sanzie was there, propped against the stone wall, breathing unevenly, as well as one other person who had his back to her.

The Sworn looked terrible, and was clutching at her right side with a hand that had fingers bent at odd angles. There were bruises forming along her jaw and beneath her eyes, and a thin trail of blood had trickled and dried at the corner of her mouth. Whatever had happened, she hadn’t gone down easily.

A quick perusal of the rest of the space showed there weren’t any others. No Trystan, and either no Julius or no Warran—assuming the man whose face she couldn’t see was one of them.

On your right!

Delaney had been so caught up trying to see if Ruckus was hurt, she hadn’t been paying enough attention to the others in the room. She sprang to the side, tucking herself out of sight against the counter just in time to avoid being seen by one of the Tellers.

The man crossed the room, opened the door, and disappeared without once glancing back. Which was good, because if he had, he would have spotted her for sure.

She sent a quick thank-you to Fawna for the heads-up, and then shifted back around to face the rest of the room again. Even with one fewer Teller to deal with, she doubted she could attack and take them all out before at least one managed to sound the alarm.

Ideas? As she waited for Fawna to reply, she took stock of the rest of the supplies in the room. There were two computer systems set up at either side, each flashing and emitting strange noises. No one seemed to be paying any mind to them, so she figured they must be unimportant.

Instead they were still talking around that weird walkie-talkie, one of them even vigorously shaking his head at something Gibus had just suggested.

Get the Ander’s attention, Fawna suggested.

Duh. In her rush to stay hidden, she’d completely forgotten that the gorud still allowed her to use her fitting the same way she usually would. The only remaining problem was it appeared as though Ruckus was still unconscious. If only she’d had her frequencies linked with Sanzie’s, this would all run so much smoother.

She could either wait for him to wake up—which could be forever—or she could try to wake him herself.

Settling on the latter, she began calling his name in her mind, directing the thought at him as loudly as possible. She was practically screaming it internally, and somehow hoped she wasn’t also sending it to Fawna and the ship. Though it probably would just come up as symbols on the pilot’s computer screen.

After the third time calling him, she saw his leg twitch, and increased her efforts. Her head was actually starting to hurt from the strain by the time he shook himself and sat up. She watched him blink in confusion and then glance around himself. A second later panic filled his eyes and he scrambled to his feet.

“Delaney?” his voice sounded frantic in her mind, and he ran his gaze around first the cell and then the rest of the room.

“I’m here,” she told him then, “but don’t look. They don’t know. We need to create a distraction. Can you do that?”

He hesitated but then gave a swift nod. Realizing he didn’t know where she was or if she could see him, he sent back, “Yes.”

“Good. In three … two … one!”

Ruckus slammed himself against the front of the cell hard enough that the glass rattled. Before Delaney could ponder too long why they weren’t using an electric cell like the ones back on Inkwell, he began screaming at the Tellers.

“What the hell is going on here?” He brought his palms up to the wall loudly. “Let me out of here! Gibus!”

“Quiet,” one of the Tellers snapped. “As long as Sutter Gibus continues his work on the portable version of Clean Slate, none of you will be harmed.”

“It was a trap,” Sanzie told the Ander. “They knew we were coming.”

They’d hoped Trystan’s dad would assume—and smartly so—that Tilda wanted nothing to do with the Zane, considering the death of Olena was partially his fault. But he must have reconsidered the alliance when the Basilissa had called him to set the meeting so soon after Gibus had been freed by his son.

Knowing they wouldn’t be able to stall for long, Delaney made sure the rest of the people in the room were also watching the cell, and then stood from her hiding place. Moving as quietly as possible, she darted past other counters and machines, making her way toward where the remaining two Tellers stood off to the side.

They obviously weren’t part of the science party going on with the Sutters and were only there as guards. That worked out nicely for Delaney, because it meant they were already slightly separated from the herd.

The room was large, but it was still just a room, so right when she was about to reach the Tellers, one of the Sutters on the other side turned his head and caught sight of her. He lifted an arm and let out a warning.

Fortunately, she’d spotted him as well, and already had her fritz aimed. She took the first Teller down before he could get his weapon out, but the second sent off a round of zees that she only barely escaped from. She felt the heat sear her right arm as she dove out of the way, rolling on the ground toward the center of the room.

Back on her feet, she fired again, taking the last Teller out. Not waiting for him to fall, she turned her weapon on the two Sutters, just in time to catch one of them headed toward a control panel on the wall.

Delaney shot her in the back with a stun round, then hit the last remaining obstacle in the shoulder.

Gibus let out a long, drawn-out breath, his shoulders slumping forward. “Thank the stars.”

“Can you get this door unlocked?” she asked, motioning toward the cell.

“It might take me a minute,” he said, rushing over to one of the computers. “Hold on.”

“You don’t look very good.” She eyed Sanzie, biting her tongue when Ruckus immediately spun around and dropped to his knees next to the Sworn.

The worry on his face was palpable.

“You’re bleeding,” Ruckus said to Sanzie, reaching out to wipe a smear off her chin.

“They’re just flesh wounds,” the Sworn grunted. But she didn’t pull away.

Delaney forced herself to turn around, step closer to Gibus. “How much longer?”

Gibus grunted something about not being sure, his fingers rushing over the keys as his eyes scanned the screen. More Tellers could arrive at any moment, and they needed to get out of there before they did.

“There’s no use,” Sanzie told her. “Leave us. Go find the Zane.”

“We have no idea what we’re dealing with here,” Ruckus argued.

“All of us remaining in this room hardly helps anyone,” she snapped back.

“Wait.” Gibus drew their attention his way and then slammed a button before grinning up at them. “Got it.”

The door emitted a slight hiss and then clicked open, the Ander shoving it out of the way before Delaney could even think about reaching for the handle. A second later his arms were around her, holding her close as he breathed a sigh of relief against the side of her head.






 



CHAPTER 22


“What happened? Are you hurt?” Ruckus asked, his arms tightening around her.

“I’m fine.” This was the most contact they’d had since they’d broken up, and selfishly she wanted the moment to last a little longer. Knowing she’d found him, that he was safe, was a relief, and she wanted them all to get the hell out of there before anything else bad happened.

But not before they also found Trystan.

Which meant, as nice as this was, they didn’t have time for it.

Delaney pulled away and turned to help the others out of the cell, frowning when she realized the unconscious Teller facing the wall wasn’t Julius or Warran.

Sanzie had thrown Verus’s arm around her shoulders and was in the process of hefting him up when she noticed Delaney’s look. She dropped her gaze and explained, “They didn’t make it. They died fighting back.”

Verus was starting to come to, blinking rapidly.

Leaving him to the Sworn, Delaney motioned at the single person still in the cell. “Who is that, then?”

“Ezran,” Sanzie said, right before the man in question moaned and rolled onto his back. “Apparently he’s been in Carnage a long time. Like, since before we ever reached the Vakar palace. Presumably, he’s how the Rex found out about Olena’s death.”

“Lot of good that did him,” Ruckus mused, “considering his current state. Some reward for being honest.”

“It’s because I wasn’t honest enough.” Ezran’s voice was rough, and he coughed after speaking. Twisting onto his stomach, he groaned and painfully lifted himself onto his hands and knees. He was clearly injured, though aside from a few scrapes and bruises, it was hard to tell where or how badly.

“What should we do about them?” Sanzie asked, pointing toward the Sutters and Tellers littering the ground. “We should do something before we start listening to Ezran’s excuses.”

“They are not—”

Delaney held up a hand, silencing him when he went to argue. “Tie them up, and make sure there’s no chance of any of them getting loose.”

“Is that thing turned on?” Ruckus tapped his forehead, indicating the gorud Delaney still wore. “If so, I could try tapping into it from here, using one of these computers. Though”—he glanced around—“I doubt any of this constitutes actual evidence.”

“All raw data is stored on the Clean Slate’s main computer,” Gibus told them. “However, some of the device’s blueprint was copied here so that work on the handheld version could be done. It’s protected behind a ton of passwords and firewalls, but I might be able to access it.”

“First, get into the security feeds and find Trystan.” Delaney ignored the look Ruckus gave her. She understood how important uncovering this information was; she did. But so was finding the Zane.

Gibus went about following that order, while the others began moving the bodies out of the way.

Delaney guarded the door to the cell, making sure Ezran didn’t try to escape—not that he appeared physically capable of doing so—while the other three hurried to secure the Kints. As soon as it was done, she crossed her arms and glared down at him where he still sat on the ground.

“Explain what you’re doing here, Teller,” she ordered, trying to emulate the cold way Trystan spoke whenever he wanted someone to spill their secrets as quickly as possible.

“I was the one who informed the Rex of Olena Ond’s demise,” he acknowledged, “but only because his men were going to kill us otherwise. The group that’d been out delivering messages to the people to stay indoors survived, as well as those who’d boarded the Zane’s ship. But those of us within the castle walls …

“I told the Rex what I could to avoid the same fate.” He at least had the decency to sound ashamed by that fact. “Only, I kept the truth of the Lissa a secret. It was simple enough to convince the Rex’s Tellers that Delaney’s body had been destroyed by the elements. They’d arrived late in the day, and temperatures had already plummeted to dangerous levels. No one wanted to bother risking their life for a dead girl.”

“So the Rex really does think I’m dead?” That was something.

“He did.” He licked his lips and sighed. “But that’s why I’m in this cell now. One of his spies discovered otherwise. As soon as the Rex realized I’d lied to him, he had me beaten and tossed in here.”

If his father knew that Delaney wasn’t dead, Trystan was in bigger trouble than she’d feared.

“Why didn’t he just kill you?” Ruckus asked.

“He hoped I still had information about your group, and the Zane. Especially with his forces currently on the way to Varasow.”

Delaney stilled. “What do you mean by forces? He took the Tellers who are usually stationed in this castle—that’s it, right?”

“Well, yes, but that’s not enough to stop the attack, so I assume he’s calling in more of the Kint army to provide backup.” He glanced between her and the Ander, clearly confused by their frowns. “You two do know about the Tar attack, correct? The Rex received word that they were planning to attack the Vakar capital.”

“What?” Ruckus shot forward. “When?”

“Now.”

“The Tars are under the Rex’s influence,” Delaney explained to Ezran before he could say anything else. “Why send them to Varasow? And why bring his own men after them?”

The Rex had demanded the meeting be at the Vakar palace; they should have guessed it was because he had something up his sleeve.

Sanzie had been busily typing away at one of the main computers during their talk with Ezran, and now she let out an excited sound and tapped the screen in front of her hard enough that her nail made a clicking sound against the glass.

“I’ve found him!”

Delaney darted to her side, bending to stare at the screen herself. It was footage from a hallway security camera, and showed an unconscious Zane on a stretcher. Four Tellers were carrying him, and she watched as they turned a corner and disappeared.

Before she could ask where they’d gone, Sanzie tapped more keys, and a second later a new hallway flashed across the screen. The angle was different this time, showing them heading toward the camera before vanishing out of sight. The Sworn traced their path through another five feeds, until finally the men came to a room with double doors, entering with the Zane.

They didn’t come out again.

“There aren’t any cameras in that room.” Sanzie cursed, even going so far as to slam her palm against the tabletop. “None of what we just saw was in real time, either. This all happened a half hour ago. Who knows what’s been done to him in that time frame?”

“Do you know where that is?” Delaney pointed to the now closed doors they’d gone through, trying not to allow the same panic the Sworn was feeling to infiltrate her defenses. Clearheaded, that was what the guys were always telling her. The one constant in both Ruckus’s and Trystan’s lessons.

She couldn’t allow herself to lose focus, or allow fear to get in the way. That was how people got killed. That was how she’d let people get killed. And there were way too many people counting on them right now for her to do that.

“In the far corner of the North Wing,” Sanzie read off the screen. “About fifteen minutes from here, give or take.” She stood, fast enough that the chair shot back a few inches.

Delaney stopped her from moving farther from the computer. “You’re not coming.”

Sanzie opened her mouth to argue, but snapped it shut again when she received a pointed stare.

“I need you to stay here and work on getting a message out to Vakar. We need to warn Tilda in Varasow,” Delaney said.

“They could be there already,” Ezran reminded her, but she ignored him.

It didn’t matter. If there was even a slight chance the attack hadn’t started yet, then they needed to try to get word to Vakar before it was too late.

“You can’t go out there.” Ruckus grabbed her by the elbow, not roughly, but firmly enough to convey how he really felt about the idea. “It’s too dangerous. For all we know there are Tellers everywhere.”

“And if I run into any,” she reassured him, “I’ll handle them. We know where Trystan is. I can’t just leave him.”

“You don’t even know how to use that thing.” He motioned to the gorud.

“Connection’s down anyway,” she said. “I haven’t been able to access the computer’s mainframe.” At his frown she elaborated. “Fawna’s been helping me. She’ll help me now.”

“If it’s not connected, she can only see what you see,” he stated. “How is that helpful?”

“You’d be surprised. Besides, we haven’t gotten what we need. I’m sure there’s a record button on this thing she can show me. We can still complete the mission.”

“No way. Gibus will look here and copy any information on the device’s development. It’s not a lot, but it’s what we can get.”

“Ruckus—”

“Then I’m coming with you,” he said, changing tactics determinedly.

She took his hand, squeezed once. “You know you can’t. You have to stay here and help get ahold of Tilda. Vakar needs you.”

“You need me more,” he argued.

“We don’t know that. Could be the only thing waiting for me is an unconscious Zane. Maybe they just put him in there until the Rex gets back. We all know he’d want to deal with his son himself. It’s probably nothing.”

“We don’t know that,” he fed back stubbornly, and she sighed. “I’ve already lost Pettus. I’m not about to lose you, too. Besides, I don’t recall putting you in charge.”

“Don’t you?” She quirked a brow, waiting for him to catch her meaning. She felt a little bad when guilt flashed quickly over his face, but she didn’t take the words back or offer an apology.

“You all made me Lissa,” she continued when he didn’t say anything, tightening her hold on his hand. “Now let me do my job.”

His hands were suddenly in her hair, guiding her to him, even as he bent to meet her halfway. When he pressed his mouth against hers, her eyes shut of their own accord, and a rush of warmth flowed through everywhere they touched.

“I’m not trying to stop you,” he said stubbornly, pulling away in the process, “but if you’re the Lissa, I’m your Ander, which means I’m coming with whether you like it or not. We can stand here arguing all day, or you can just get onboard.”

For a moment she was blank, not sure what to say or feel. Then she took a shaky breath and gave a curt nod. He was right, after all: It was safer if the two of them went together, and the others could handle contacting Varasow without him.

“We get Trystan, and then we get out.” Steeling her shoulders, Delaney tapped the side of the gorud, making sure it was still on, and then headed for the door across the room.

You still with me, Fawna? she asked, visualizing the words.

A second later Fawna’s response came through, actually making Delaney smile a bit despite what she was about to do.

Yes, and next time, remember that before you make out?






 



CHAPTER 23


He felt like he was dying.

Trystan woke with a sharp ache at the front of his skull. Before he’d even opened his eyes, he was squeezing them tighter, instinctually trying to avoid more pain. It felt as if someone had been rummaging through his head, an altogether unpleasant thing to wake up to.

Once the pounding had abated, he risked movement, shifting slightly. He was sitting in a chair, the material beneath him uncomfortable and rather solid. The details of what had happened were a bit fuzzy, and he struggled to sort through them as he flexed his arms and legs.

And realized they were bound.

His eyes popped open and he swore, tugging at his wrists even though it was clear he wasn’t going to be able to get loose. Metal bands secured them to the arms of the chair, and another band stretched across his chest, preventing him from leaning forward to check his legs. Not that he needed to. He could feel the ties on his ankles.

“You have got to be kidding,” he stated, giving one final tug for good measure.

The events leading up to his obvious capture filtered back, causing him to grit his teeth. He’d been in one of the halls with Delaney and the others when the gorud had suddenly stopped functioning. Then … He thought it might have electrocuted him, which was puzzling, because he’d never heard of that happening to anyone before.

The Rex chose that moment to appear, entering from the opposite side of the room, directly across from where Trystan was being contained. His dark blond hair was perfectly smoothed back, and there wasn’t so much as a wrinkle anywhere on his uniform. The only thing not impeccable about him was his scowl.

A Sutter entered directly behind him, keeping a pace back. She was one of the heads of the Kint bioengineering department.

“What did you do?” Trystan growled, giving one final tug on his restraints before forcing himself to settle down.

“Used the gorud to overload your fitting just enough to knock you unconscious without causing permanent damage. It must have slipped your mind that I have access to your frequency. I’m disappointed in you, son,” the Rex finally said, when he was only a few feet away. It’d taken him a while, since the room was actually pretty large.

There were multiple projects set up in different corners, and even a few placed oddly at the center of the room. Trystan didn’t recognize any of it, but that only meant it was probably more dangerous, not less so. Some of the various machines were recognizable, yet he couldn’t even begin to guess what his father’s Sutters had been working on in here. The space was all whites and silvers, with specks of color in the forms of wires sticking out from within machines, poking from behind some foreign objects.

He’d been placed in a section surrounded by computer towers, stretching at his sides and, he assumed, behind his back. When he tipped his head, he could just make out the top of a few of them, and the flashing lights they emitted.

Despite the size, however, they were the only three there. A quick assessment told him the room had been cleared rather quickly, everyone else made to drop what they were doing and exit without the time to properly put things away or shut things off. The Rex had made this all happen in a rush.

Whatever happened next, it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

“Likewise, Father,” Trystan drawled, slipping into his nonchalant Zane persona with ease. “You’re moving against the people’s best interests. I was told your ship left for Vakar. You must have gone through some trouble to ensure no one realized you weren’t actually on it.”

The Rex snorted. “Their best interests? Honestly, what’s come over you? What’s best for them is what I say is best for them. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“How is working with a terrorist group good for them?” he asked, watching as his father ambled toward one of the computers attached to the tower on his left. “Your subjects have always been loyal. There’s no reason for you to have done this.”

“Oh, they’ve been loyal, all right,” he agreed, then lifted his steely gaze. “But not necessarily to me. You think I haven’t known about your little side projects? Haven’t noticed you lurking, always sneaking off at odd hours, returning in a better mood than when you left? I’ll admit, for a couple years I actually thought you were seeing a woman, someone I wouldn’t approve of, sure, but still, just a woman. Nothing to be concerned about.”

Trystan struggled not to let on that he knew exactly what his father was talking about, and where this conversation was leading. He’d believed himself so careful, all this time, going to speak with the army members on his side. Keeping them hidden, and out of the Rex’s notice.

Until he’d brought Gibus straight to them, that was.

He clenched his hands into tight fists but kept his expression blank. Whether or not his father was telling the truth now—and he really had already known about Trystan’s loyalists—didn’t matter. He’d exposed them, confirmed their existence, when he’d asked for their help getting him and the Sutter out of Kint.

“But,” his father continued, “you’ve been plotting against me for some time now, haven’t you, son? Why else would you need a bunch of secret networks? A hidden communications link within my own systems?” He clucked his tongue. “Clever. I’d be proud if its purpose hadn’t been to be used against me.”

“That was never its intention,” Trystan said. It was most likely futile, but if there was a chance he could convince the Rex he had it wrong, he had to try.

“Are you trying to protect them?” His father canted his head. “There’s no need. They’ve already been dealt with, right before my men headed off to deal with that lecherous Basilissa. She’s unworthy to wear a crown, so you and I are going to take it from her, like we’ve always planned.”

“You’re lying.” There’s no way the Rex could have done what he claimed, not unless he’d taken out more than half of the Kint army. But that didn’t rule out the group who’d aided Trystan and Gibus.

There was little doubt in his mind that those were the people who’d been “dealt with.” Anger warred with disgust, but he banked those emotions down, still intent to come off cold and disinterested. Showing he cared about something was only going to further his father’s attempts to destroy it. He might not have been able to protect those men already dead, but he could try to keep the Rex’s interest from trailing toward the others.

“I’m not the liar here, son,” he sneered, a spark of fury entering his eyes. “Or did you forget?”

The Rex entered a sequence into the computer, and one of the screens a little ways away from Trystan came to life. Across it, an image of an unconscious Delaney being dragged down the hallway greeted him in bright Technicolor.

“You reported she was dead,” the Rex stated, watching closely as Trystan felt his defenses begin to crack. “She doesn’t look dead to me. Not yet, anyway.”

His gaze shot to his father’s before he could stop himself, and he tugged at the bindings around his wrists hard enough to shake the chair beneath him.

With a laugh, the Rex flicked another button, and the image on the screen changed. This time, it was an aerial shot of Varasow—Trystan recognized the streets he’d walked with Delaney and the Ander. Instead of the calm, bustling city they’d been in, however, there was chaos. People were screaming and running in every direction, causing cars to crash into one another, or veer off sharply and slam into buildings.

The reason for their panic became apparent when the camera swept down a different street, immediately highlighting the mass of Tellers swarming the place.

Tars didn’t have a uniform, no designating symbol or marker. They’d avoided it in part because most of them were Kint, but mostly to avoid detection. Being that they were a secret terrorist organization.

Which was why it was so strange that the people attacking the city were carrying flags with their name scrawled across it in big bold letters. It was impossible not to realize they were Tars, and not just because of the signs, either. They’d all worn the same color, a rich purple with a navy capital T stitched over the left pectoral.

They were shooting people in the streets, firing their fritzes at anything that moved, including a few holograms. It wasn’t hard for Trystan to figure out their plan, that they’d surrounded the city, creating a barrier preventing anyone from leaving, and were now moving inward.

Toward the Vakar palace.

“What have you done?” The words slipped past his lips, shock making him unable to hold them back. As the capital city, Varasow was home to a fifth of Vakar’s population. Thousands of people lived there, and now every single one of them was about to die. This was exactly the type of thing he’d always tried to avoid, even during the war.

He’d known his father was capable of great horrors, but this … This was surprising, and that only pissed Trystan off because, really, he shouldn’t be surprised. There’d only been one other occasion when the Rex had done something this drastic and awful—when he’d chosen to drop that bomb, demolishing an entire Vakar town in under six seconds.

Trystan had been disgusted then, excusing himself as soon as he’d been able. He hadn’t told anyone, but he’d gone straight to the bathroom and thrown up.

“Me?” The Rex glanced pointedly at the screen, feigning ignorance. “Those are clearly Tars attacking. I have nothing to do with them. All of Xenith knows that. But don’t fret, son; I’ll send help.” He grinned. “As soon as they’ve reached the palace and taken care of the Basilissa for us.”

“There is no us,” Trystan growled. Absolutely no part of him wanted to be linked to this, not even in conversation.

“Ever since that human got involved,” he stated, “I agree. She’s done something to you, made you forget your place. Your purpose.”

“I’m the Zane.” He couldn’t lean forward with the bar across his chest, but he tried. “I’m meant to protect the people!”

“No!” His father’s voice boomed across the room, causing everyone—including Trystan—to jump a little. “You are meant to do as you’re told. Always have been. Why else do you think I bothered with offspring? I reared you to help me achieve greatness, and that is what you’re going to do, whether it damn well pleases you or not!

“Now.” As quickly as he’d snapped, he pulled himself back together, smoothing a hand over his hair and adjusting the bottom of his shirt. “Back to the matter at hand.”

Trystan shook his head vehemently. “I am not helping you destroy a city, Father. You’ve gone too far.” He angled his chin toward the screen. “You think too little of them. They’ll figure out it was you, that you’re the one who sent the Tars to Varasow.”

“Oh? And how is that?” He grunted arrogantly. “My own son couldn’t figure it out, and he had years to do so. I’ll give you one better; they didn’t even know. I formed the Tars, gave them purpose, and not a single member of that organization had the slightest clue who was the master of their creation.”

Trystan stilled. That wasn’t possible.… Though, the more he thought about it, the more it actually made sense.

They’d been winning the war, but not nearly fast enough to appease the Rex. So he’d decided to test out a new weapon, bomb one of the smaller towns on the coast of Vakar. The test had been successful—so much so, the Basileus had been open to peace negotiations without hesitation.

Which must have been his father’s real goal the entire time. He hadn’t used that weapon to help end the war and save lives. He’d done it to manipulate the Vakar royal family into making a deal—binding Trystan and Olena to combine the two houses.

He’d already admitted to Delaney back in Inkwell that even that had been a half-truth. His intentions hadn’t been equal rule, but an easy takeover. The plan had been to blindside Vakar once Trystan was bound to their heir. An untimely demise for the old Basileus and Basilissa, an event that would force Trystan and Olena into the roles far sooner than anyone expected. After that, the Rex would use his son’s forces, combining the armies of Xenith, and invade Earth.

Trystan had promised Delaney that he’d talk to his father, work out a way Earth could remain as it was, in peace. What a fool he’d been. All of this playing out right in front of his eyes, and he’d been blind to it.

But then, that had been part of the plan, too, hadn’t it?

“You knew the idea of bonding with Olena would keep me distracted.” Bile rose up the back of his throat and he swallowed it down. The screams coming from the still-playing screen were faint, the volume turned low, but he wasn’t looking at that anymore. His father had his full and undivided attention.

“To the rest of the world you might be a conundrum,” the Rex began, “the mysterious, aloof Zane. But a father knows his son. I knew you’d find tying your life to that spoiled girl beneath you, that you’d focus all your efforts on finding a way to avoid having to go through with it. The Tars were an out you could detach yourself from.”

“There wasn’t meant to be an actual out, though,” Trystan said, and received a bitter look in return.

“No, there was not. You were meant to keep distracted, miss all the signs, not see my true intentions. Until, of course, it was too late and you and Olena were already bound. Then, what choice would you have but to join your forces with mine?” His expression darkened further, like he had a bad taste in his mouth. “That disgusting human came along and ruined everything. Well, almost. I’ve gotten us back on track, mind you. Possibly ahead of my initial schedule. Part of me even thinks I should be thanking her.”

“That’s the new plan, then? Pretend Kint Tellers save Varasow from the wicked Tars?”

“Sneer at it all you like. Sometimes the simplest strategies are the most effective.”

“Say it does work,” Trystan offered. “How do you intend to get ahold of Vakar without having me bound to anyone? Olena is dead, and the Uprisen heir is currently in holding. Do you just expect Vakar to be so grateful, they roll over and pronounce you their new king?”

He’d slipped that bit about Delaney in there, unable to resist attempting to find out something. She just had to be alive. If she was, he could still figure a way out of this and get to her.

He almost slumped in his chair when his father didn’t react to his phrasing, or jump to correct him. That was a good sign he hadn’t killed her.

“Of course not.” The Rex waved him off, stepping back over to the main computer, where the Sutter had been working for the past five minutes. “I only need them to let their guard down. Just a few weeks, days if we’re lucky, and I’ll have them all begging me to take over if that’s what I please.”

“By using the device?” He made a big show of rolling his eyes, grinning on the inside when he saw how negatively it affected his father.

“This device is a work of genius,” the Rex ground out past clenched teeth. “Proof is right before you. Don’t you recognize any of the Tars on that screen? You should. You’re the one who procured them for me in Kilma.”

Trystan frowned, turning back to watch the mayhem still unfolding, despite how badly he didn’t want to. He couldn’t make out any of their faces; the camera was too far away for that. He wasn’t really supposed to, anyway. It was just another point his father was trying to make. And he’d made it.

“You said you formed them—why?” There were a few reasons he could think of, but he wanted to know the whole story. “Just to further my distraction?”

“Things aren’t always about you, son.” He tsked in disparagement. “No, they served a greater purpose in the long run. A group for the world to hate more than they hated us. Somewhere else for them to look while I worked tirelessly on getting us right where we are now. Close, so close, to our final goal.”

The Rex might have set the Tars in motion, but he hadn’t been their actual leader. Once they’d served their purpose, distracted the world with attacks, drawing attention away from all the horrible things Hortan End had done during the war, he’d found a new use. Having met some of them in that warehouse, Trystan knew firsthand they believed they were working for the good of the entire planet. They wanted to protect the integrity of the royal families and the thrones. That was why they hadn’t wanted a twit like Olena having a say in Kint politics. Why they’d later rallied against Delaney, a human. They’d been labeled terrorists, sure, and they’d executed attacks, had tried to kill.

But not whole cities.

The people of Varasow were innocent; it was out of character for the Tars to attack the way they were, same as wearing a uniform was.

“You used the device on them, didn’t you?” Trystan’s gaze roamed across the screen, counting. There were way more Tars invading than he’d arrested in that warehouse. His father must have used them to get the rest of their numbers, trapped them. “All of them?”

“Only on the handful of leaders you’d procured for me,” the Rex said, pride apparent in his tone. “Took a few rounds of trial and error, we lost a couple, but it was worth it, wouldn’t you say? Look at them go.” His eyes glazed over a bit. “Doing exactly what I instructed them to do. The final task I created them for. The genius of Clean Slate is, I can strip away a person’s sense of self, but leave behind basic knowledge and information. The Tar leaders who survived the tests recalled they were Tars, and what their purpose was. They just didn’t remember they never took direct orders from me before.”

“You’re a monster.” Trystan couldn’t play the game anymore, couldn’t pretend like he was unaffected or like he cared at all for the man standing before him. “If I weren’t tied down right now, I’d kill you myself.”

The Rex’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment it looked like he was going to activate the fritz around his wrist and shoot him. Then the storm in his eyes settled and he motioned toward the Sutter. “We’ll proceed now.”

Trystan tensed up when the woman approached him, not liking where he thought this was heading. After that major confession, there was really only one way this could go, and it wasn’t with the two of them shaking hands and letting bygones be bygones.

“Once this is through,” the Rex said, moving in front of him so that he was hovering over his son while the Sutter began plugging things into the computer at his back, “everything will return to the way it was. I’ll have the dutiful son I deserve, and you will no longer have disgraceful feelings for a human.”

The Sutter reached over the back of the chair, pressing Trystan’s head forward. He struggled against her hold, but the binds kept him from being successful. There was a prick at the base of his skull, and a slight burning sensation as something thin and metal was placed over the spot his fitting had been implanted.

“I’ll wipe your memories, all those ideas about rebellion and that misplaced animosity, and we’ll start fresh. I’ll have to take more than I did with the Tars, of course. There’s a lot you’ll need to be reminded of, but I can’t risk leaving something behind and having you turn against me a second time, now can I?” The Rex grinned.

“Father.” Trystan wasn’t sure if he was pleading with or cursing the man.

“Don’t worry.” The Rex bent down so that he was in the Zane’s line of sight. “The technology is flawless now. No nasty side effects. I wouldn’t murder my only heir. Even unbound to a Vakar Lissa, you’re still far too useful for that. After all,” he said, leaning a little closer so that Trystan could see the cruelty flicker in his eyes, “you’ve got more sway over the Kint army than I do. That’ll come in handy when it’s time to order them to prepare for invasion.”

He tried not to let the words sting, but it was impossible.

His father didn’t care about him any more than he did the computer he was currently hooking Trystan up to. Hell, since he’d spent years trying to perfect the device, he probably cared about the damn thing more.

“We are ready to proceed, Rex,” the Sutter said, and Trystan squeezed his eyes shut, bracing himself.

“Unless this part was important.” Delaney’s bold voice suddenly filled the room.

The Sutter was shocked enough that her hold faltered, and Trystan was able to lift his head to see Delaney standing there between two computers, one of which was still playing the attack on Varasow.

She was holding her hand up, waving something in the air. It took a moment for him to realize it was a set of wires with a port at the end.

His Lissa glanced at it, then at the Rex, and said fearlessly, “It sure looks important, don’t you think?”






 



CHAPTER 24


What the hell was she doing?

As far as bad plans went, this one totally took the cake. Even as she stood there, painstakingly keeping the grin plastered to her face, she knew it. This was a horrible, terrible idea.

She was supposed to wait for Ruckus. They’d separated when they’d entered the wing, and were going to come from either side of the hall, taking out any Tellers they met on the way, so they wouldn’t be hit with any surprises.

But of course, when she’d gotten to the door, the biggest surprise of all was standing over Trystan, gloating. The Rex was supposed to be gone, yet there he was.… And seeing what he clearly intended for his son, Delaney knew that unless she was willing to watch Trystan get his mind erased—which she definitely wasn’t—she needed a new plan.

Sending one last command to Fawna, she’d taken off the gorud and hidden it from sight. Fortunately, as per usual, Trystan was holding everyone’s attention, making it easy for her to slink her way into the room.

Once she was close enough, all she’d had to do was wait for the Sutter to turn her back, and then she quickly snuck around to the other side of the supercomputer behind the Zane. She’d spent a good minute trying to figure out what looked most important—partially wishing she hadn’t taken off the gorud, so Fawna could help her—and then had just started pulling. Most of it she’d left on the ground back there, but the wires in her hand she’d kept.

Slipping back around to the head of the room without getting noticed was just as easy. Something told her everything from here on out wouldn’t be.

“Miss Grace,” the Rex said as he spun on her, glowering. “Always turning up at the most inopportune times. Imagine my surprise when I heard you’d somehow cheated death. Again.”

She lifted a single shoulder. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“I’m going to need that returned”—he angled his chin toward the wires—“immediately. Afterward, since you’re here already, you can watch.”

“You hurt your son?” She shook her head. “No, thanks.”

“No.” He chuckled. “I meant you can watch him kill you. That’ll be the first order I give him. A test, if you will, to ensure the device has worked and erased all memory of who you are. I’ll tell him you’re the enemy, and recalling that I am the Rex, and he is the Zane, he’ll attack without hesitation.”

“How many people did you murder trying to get this thing to work?” she asked. “Don’t they count for anything? Weren’t they your people?”

He waved his hand in the air, seemingly unthreatened, though she caught the step he slid closer. “Fodder. They served their purpose, and their Rex.”

“And their families?”

“Delaney.” Trystan’s voice entered her mind, sounding strained. “What are you doing?”

“Trust me,” she sent back. Now that she’d momentarily saved him from the machine, the rest of her plan required getting the Rex to play along, without letting on that that was what he was doing.

“Do you have a way of getting us both out of here unscathed?” he asked, and when put that way, she was forced to tell him the truth.

“Nope. But Ruckus is coming. Eventually.” She held her ground. “Just give me a minute.”

“I don’t believe we have that kind of time, Lissa.”

“Working on it.” Kind of.

“Their families should be honored that I gave meaning to their loved ones’ pathetic lives,” the Rex said then, cutting into their private conversation. “Everyone on this planet has one purpose, and one purpose only: serve me. They did their jobs, and now the rest of my Tellers will do theirs.”

Delaney heard the sound of the doors opening behind her and felt a shiver skitter up her spine. Without even having to turn to see for herself, she knew it wasn’t Ruckus entering. Things had just gone from bad to worse.

“Shoot the Rex!” Trystan demanded, tugging at his bonds. His struggles only caused the chair to shake a bit. There was no way he was going to get himself out of that.

“Can’t,” she returned. “I don’t think we got enough!”

“Enough what? Damn it, Delaney!”

She wanted to explain, but there was no time for that.

Tightening her grip on the wires, she activated her fritz and spun on her heel, already aiming for the entryway. Her stomach clenched painfully when she realized there were at least a dozen Kints flooding the room, spreading out to block the only exit.

It wasn’t like she could leave anyway, with Trystan still in that chair, but that didn’t make it any less frightening being trapped.

They’d come in prepared, with their own weapons drawn. Not wanting to give them the chance to open fire, she began shooting as she dove for cover behind the computer next to the large screen still displaying the attack on Varasow. Zees pinged against the metal, ricocheting off, and for a moment she was so distracted by the obvious threat, she forgot all about the others.

The Sutter darted across the room, headed straight for her. The woman didn’t have a fritz, however, so had no way of defending herself when Delaney finally caught sight of her and lifted her own.

She pulled the trigger quickly, watching as the Sutter’s body jerked and then dropped forward. Her forehead whacked sharply against the solid ground.

“Delaney!” Trystan’s warning came too late.

She glanced up to find that she was surrounded, with twelve fritzes aimed directly at her head. Her mind raced to come up with a way out, but as far as she could tell, there wasn’t one. If she tried to fire, they’d kill her.

“You’ve been bested, Miss Grace,” the Rex drawled, almost like he’d read her mind and wanted to rid her of that final thread of resistance. “Deactivate your weapon and place the wires on the ground, carefully.”

“If I do that,” she said slowly, eyeing the end of the fritz closest to her face, “you’ll use that thing on Trystan.”

“If you don’t,” he stated, clearly losing patience, “I’ll simply have them shoot you, and use it on him anyway. Do you really want the last memory my son has to be of your death?”

“Are you seriously trying to play on my compassionate nature right now?” It’d been pretty stupid, thinking she could waltz in here and solve everything on her own. Especially considering the only part of her plan that had so far run smoothly relied heavily on Fawna.

Barely resisting the urge to glance at where she’d placed the gorud earlier, Delaney began doing as the Rex said. Her fritz caved in on itself with a wave of her middle finger over the sensor at the bottom of the metal band. As it did, she lowered her palm until it was pressed flat to the ground.

“Just because you don’t have a heart,” she added as she forced herself to let go of the wires, “doesn’t mean you have to take advantage of those of us who do.” She canted her head at him, pretending to think. “Or maybe it’s the opposite. Maybe the reason you’re going through all this trouble is because you’re jealous.”

“Excuse me?” His eyes narrowed.

“What’s wrong?” She tsked. “Jealous of your own son? It’s gotta suck, huh, finding out that your army would rather follow him. That it’s his name they whisper in the dark, chant on the battlefield. How many of them, do you think, are just waiting for the day he can take the throne and they can all be done with you?”

“Delaney…” Trystan was glaring at her now as well, though she only risked sparing him a glance, unwilling to take her eyes off the Rex for long. “Whatever this supposed plan is, I do not approve.”

“Duly noted. Next time, when I’m the one tied to a chair, you can come up with the plan. Deal?” She didn’t give him a chance to respond, and opened her mouth with the intent to lay it on the Rex some more.

An explosion at the doors forced her jaw shut, the blast practically knocking the Tellers closest to it off their feet, and they stumbled and slipped. Two of them accidentally pulled their triggers, sending off rounds of zees pinging against the surrounding computers and metal contraptions.

One sailed straight toward Delaney, and she only had enough time to curl in on herself to avoid a direct hit. It grazed the side of her leg, just above her knee, and she let out a startled cry at the sharp pain. The last time she’d been shot with a legitimate alien bullet, she’d been on Earth.

After, she’d passed out. Now she couldn’t afford to.

A cloud of pink smoke flooded the room directly after the doors exploded, engulfing half the Tellers in less time than it took to blink. Sounds of a struggle soon followed, though it was impossible to see what was going on through the thickness of the smog.

To avoid getting caught up in it herself, Delaney abandoned her position against the computer, clenching her jaw against the pain in her leg as she put pressure on it. A tendril of the pink cloud drifted closer, and she accidentally breathed it in. The coughing started immediately, her throat suddenly on fire as she stumbled forward, away from the rest of it and toward Trystan.

The burning was so intense, she almost didn’t notice when strong arms banded around her waist, lifting her into the air. She had a split second to register it was not a friendly hold, before whoever had her threw her like she weighed nothing. Her body spiraled, and she closed her eyes, already knowing what was coming.

When she landed, it was on her right shoulder, and the momentum sent her rolling until she slammed back into one of the computers at Trystan’s right. Her skull whacked back against it, dazing her, but that was nothing compared to the sensation still going on in her throat.

She struggled onto her hands and knees, hacking, barely able to see through the tears in her eyes. Trystan was screaming her name, but she couldn’t tell if it was through their fittings or aloud. Her hands clawed at the collar of her shirt, not that it would do any good, and she’d just sat back on her heels when a shadow stopped in front of her.

Through blurry vision, she saw the Rex lift a fist, and she braced herself a second before he brought it down across her cheek.

If it’d been difficult for her to see before, it was impossible now. The world momentarily winked in and out. Her face was pressed to the floor, the chilled surface surprisingly soothing to her skin, while the rest of her felt like it’d been completely doused in kerosene and set ablaze.

When she finally managed to peel her eyes open again, it was to find three Kints pulling the Rex away. He struggled for only a second, glaring down at her furiously, before he twisted and followed of his own volition. They ran directly into the pink cloud, which was just starting to dissipate around the edges.

Delaney was wheezing, her throat not just burning anymore but closing up as well. She tried moving once, not sure if she’d managed to even twitch her finger, and then gave up.

Because she was already facing that direction, she saw the single figure step from the cloud, though it took her mind longer than it should have to process it wasn’t one of the Rex’s men coming back to finish the job.

The guy was wearing a black mask over his face, similar to a gas mask, though with flashing lights and strange circular buttons running up the right side, from chin to brow. He was dressed in Kint colors, but the way he moved was familiar, so she didn’t even consider attempting to fight him off when he rushed to her side.

He dragged her hurriedly onto his lap, tugging something small from his pocket and shoving the end of it past her lips. Without explanation, he pressed down on the side, tightening his arm around her when she jerked as a burst of icy air shot down her throat.

The racking coughs started again, and he shifted so that now she was bent over his other arm, staring at the floor as her body shook. It didn’t last nearly as long as the first time, and the pain eased away and then disappeared altogether.

“I trust you had a good reason for not waiting for me as planned?” Ruckus said then, and she twisted her head around to watch him pull the mask off and toss it to the side.

“If what I did worked, then yeah.”

“Well, we’re just lucky I happened to stumble upon a room filled with weapons. These certainly came in handy.” Helping her to her feet, he glanced over toward the doorway, where the pink smoke had all but disappeared.

Discarded on the ground were the twelve Tellers who’d been about to shoot her.

Ruckus let her go and rushed toward the same computer console the Sutter had been using. After he inputed something Delaney couldn’t follow, the chair holding the Zane emitted a loud beep.

The metal bands holding him down slid away, disappearing into the arms, legs, and sides of the black metal chair, exposing raw welts and cuts on his wrists from his struggles.

Trystan heaved himself out of the chair, wavering. Once he’d gotten his balance, he pushed back the Ander, grabbing on to Delaney. His hold was hard enough that she almost had trouble breathing a second time, but he let go before that became an actual issue.

“What the hell was all that about?” he demanded, pulling away enough to openly glare down at her. “If the Ander hadn’t shown up just in time, my father would have shot you for the things you’d said to him! It was reckless, and uncalled—”

“Actually,” she cut him off, and then quickly disentangled herself from his hold. She’d planted the gorud between two of the main computer towers, and went to retrieve it. In order to fit, she’d had to squeeze it in at an angle, but even with the device on its side, what had just happened should be clear on camera.

Before explaining to them what she was doing, she settled the gorud back on her head and sent a message to Fawna, holding her breath while she waited for a reply.

“Delaney—” Ruckus sighed when she held up a finger, silencing him.

As planned. It was a brief return message, but it was all Fawna had to say for an all-consuming relief to sweep through Delaney.

She dropped her hands to her knees and let out a breath, wincing when it caused her shoulder—and really, the rest of her as well—to twinge in pain. When she straightened again, the guys were staring at her, their impatience clear.

Right.

“We got it all on tape,” she told them, still trying to catch her breath after all of that. “I had Fawna record everything after I entered the room. It’s on record.”

“Proof.” Ruckus looked a bit awed.

“But how much of it?” Trystan asked. “How much did you catch?”

“Enough, hopefully.” She shook her head and planted her hands on her hips. “We aren’t done, though. Varasow is still under attack, and we need—”

“To stop my father,” he finished for her with a growl. Without waiting, he headed toward the door, propelling himself forward. “Leave him to me. This ends tonight.”

She sent Ruckus a pointed look, and then the two of them rushed after him. They caught him at the entrance, just in time to push through into the hall with him. The three Tellers she’d shot earlier were still there, unconscious, and she paid them little mind as she stepped over their bodies.

“Do you even know where you’re going?” she demanded when the Zane didn’t say anything.

“He’ll retreat to the hangar,” Trystan explained, clearly positive in his assumption. “Board a ship and go. He isn’t aware that you recorded his confession. For now he’ll attempt to carry out his plan.”

“Which is?” Ruckus asked, moving briskly at their sides. He had his shing out, and was probably conveying all of this to Sanzie and the others.

“Arrive at the Vakar palace just in time to save the day.” Trystan clenched his hands into tight fists at his sides. If flexing his wrists like that hurt, he didn’t show it, though Delaney couldn’t imagine how it wouldn’t. Some of his wounds were bleeding.

“We don’t have enough men on the ground to cut him off,” Ruckus stated. “If the Rex makes it to a ship—”

“We won’t be able to stop him.” The Zane nodded curtly. “I’m aware.”

“He got a head start.” Delaney didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news, but she wasn’t really sure how they hoped to catch up in time. “There’s also the issue that he’s got a ton of Tellers with him, and we don’t.”

“Survivors?” Trystan directed his question to the Ander.

“We’re down two.”

“Brilliant.”

“We should focus on destroying Clean Slate,” Delaney said, waiting until they’d both paused to frown at her. Under different circumstances, she might have teased them over the fact that they wore the exact same expression and had the same pissed-off military poses. As it were, she kept that little gem to herself.

“Think about it,” she continued. “We’re too late to stop the Rex from leaving. But we can ensure no one gets to use this device on anyone else.”

Trystan shifted angrily on his feet. “My father almost killed you. He almost turned me into a slave. I let him get away now, and he’s only going to try it again. Proof be damned. You really think he’s going to let the rest of the world stop him? No, I can still—”

She grabbed his arm when he went to turn away, tightening her grip when he would have stubbornly yanked himself out of her hold.

“Protect the people.” She held his gaze, unwavering. She’d caught that part of his speech to his father. Hoped he understood she was referencing it now, using it as a reminder. “Do your job, Zane.”

He let out a low growl in the back of his throat and tore his gaze from hers, only to look back a second later. His shoulders were still stiff, and there was so much rage coming off him, she could practically taste it. But when he spoke, all of that was contained, tucked back beneath the icy demeanor he’d always been so perfect at projecting.

“Of course, Lissa,” he said coolly, and then began heading back the way they’d come. It didn’t take long, since they hadn’t gotten very far in the first place, and the room was exactly as they’d left it, complete with downed Teller bodies everywhere.

“Any chance they’re going to wake up soon?” Delaney asked, toeing one of them in the side as she passed. She’d had more than enough surprises for one day. Having enemy Tellers suddenly spring out of a deep sleep and attack so wasn’t in her cards.

“That smoke is lethal without the antidote. I didn’t see another way to stop them all at once,” Ruckus confessed.

Not wanting to dwell on that, Delaney turned away, easing up to Trystan’s side where he was already typing on one of the main computers. The keyboard didn’t look anything like the ones on Earth, and she hardly recognized the symbols, so she didn’t bother trying to be useful there. The weird sentences and patterns flowing across the screen were just as foreign.

“I’m hacking into the mainframe,” he explained, understanding she’d want to know without her having to ask. “The device has been kept on a different server, cut off from the castle’s main systems, so I wasn’t able to do this remotely.”

Ruckus, who’d been watching the attack on Varasow, which was still playing on the screen, turned away. He went to the computer at the other side of the chair, flicking his fingers over the keys. After a moment he cursed and pulled back.

“We’ve been cut off from the outside,” he said. “All communications are down.”

Delaney tapped the button at the side of the gorud she was still wearing. The lights hadn’t gone away, so she’d been under the impression everything was still running smoothly. Now she sent the question to Fawna, waiting to see if they’d lost the connection to her as well.

Still here, played across the screen over her eye, and she glanced between the two of them.

“We’ve still got Fawna.”

“Unless the lovely pilot can access these particular computers,” Trystan stated, not breaking from his work, “I don’t see how that’s very helpful.”

“What about the others?” Delaney asked Ruckus. “We’re still getting feedback from them, right?”

“Looks like,” he replied, checking his shing.

“We should be able to meet up with them soon, Ander.” Trystan smirked devilishly and pressed one last button before leaning back to stare at the screen. “Done.”

“With?”

“I’ve just written in a virus to ensure all data on the Clean Slate project is unrecoverable. It should only be a few minutes before everything is erased for good.”

“Just like that?” Delaney had to admit, she’d expected it to be a bit more complex.

He scowled. “I’ll have you know this was actually quite difficult. I just happen to be very skilled.”

“We still have a problem,” Ruckus said. There was a dire look on his face that neither of them liked seeing. “Sanzie was unable to get a direct message to the Basilissa before outside communications were shut down.”

“I don’t see why that matters.” Trystan motioned to the screen playing the attack. “Clearly she’s aware now.”

“Yeah, but…” Delaney shook her head. “That means she doesn’t know the Rex is coming…”

“Specifically to kill her.” Trystan caught on, and swore for the millionth time that hour alone.






 



CHAPTER 25


“I’ll tell the others to get to the garage,” Ruckus told them as they entered the hallway. They’d waited to be sure the data on the computer had been erased, and were now on the move again. “We’ll meet them there and head to the ship as fast as possible. We might still be able to make it to the Basilissa before the Rex does, considering how fast my model is.”

Before anyone could comment on that, Trystan slowed a step, cocking his head. A second later he grunted and continued at a quicker pace, leading them through the castle determinedly.

“It appears Sanzie is attempting to get the communications systems back online,” he explained when Ruckus gave him a pointed look. “If she can, we’ll have access to the computer’s mainframe again, and the security feed from the cameras.”

“Here.” Delaney removed the gorud and handed it over. “You know what you’re doing with this thing, and you’ve got a better chance of keeping it safe. I had to get Fawna to help me do something as simple as hit record.”

“But it was your idea to do so in the first place,” Trystan said, taking the device anyway and slipping it over his head. After adjusting the screen in front of his eye, he tapped the side button and waited a moment before adding, “The pilot is very rude.”

“Fawna?” Delaney asked. “What’d she say?”

“Something about returning the gorud to you because I’m a…” He made a face, then shook his head curtly. “It doesn’t bear repeating.”

“If Sanzie can get the block down,” Ruckus began, “Fawna should be able to access the mainframe herself and do a wider check of the castle grounds. It’d be nice to know just how many Tellers are still in the building.”

“Agreed.”

Delaney blinked at both of them, then grinned when they frowned. “Look how much progress we’ve made. And all it took was the three of us almost dying. About four times.”

Trystan let out an annoyed sigh before turning to Ruckus. “I suppose I should thank you for showing up back there.”

Ruckus seemed surprised, but he nodded, a clear indicator that this was the only response he was going to give the Zane.

“How are you?” Delaney asked, carefully checking around a corner as they reached it.

“You mean considering my father just tried to wipe my memories?” Trystan shrugged.

“It’s all right to be upset about it,” she sent through their fittings, knowing she’d only make him feel more uncomfortable if she did so out loud in front of Ruckus. “What he was willing to do to you … That was absolutely awful. If it’d been my dad trying to do that to me, I’d be a mess right now.”

Trystan hesitated, and just when it seemed like he might respond, a light on the gorud flashed, distracting him from whatever he’d been about to say.

“Sanzie’s done it,” Ruckus said, staring at his shing. “She’s trying to access the cameras now.”

“I’m already on it.” Trystan’s eyes flickered from right to left as he half focused on the screen. He kept his pacing even and continued to lead them without difficulty as he did, obviously not having a problem multitasking. “The next two halls are empty. We should be able to make it straight to the garage without issue.”

“That’s because most of the Tellers have already gone, or are on their way, to Varasow.” Delaney hated that she was actually worried about Tilda. After everything the woman had put her through, she’d kind of hoped she’d hold more animosity toward her, and yet … “How much farther to the garage?”

“Just around the corner.”

Sanzie met them at the end of the hall, before the entrance to the garage. As soon as she spotted them, she disappeared into the room, and they picked up the pace, finding her working the controls for the large door at the other end.

“We’re all set to go,” she told them as they approached. “Gibus stored what information was on the computer about the Clean Slate project on a shing, then we destroyed the source.”

“He what?” Ruckus swore under his breath.

“In case there’s a way to reverse the process,” Sanzie said, coming to the Sutter’s defense, and for a moment the two of them glared at each other before Trystan cleared his throat.

“We need to get going. The Lissa and Ander stay with me,” he told the Sworn. “Your group leaves first. Head straight for the ship.”

“Yes, Zane.” She nodded once in a partial bow and then turned on her heel.

Verus and Gibus were already in the back of one of the cars, and Sanzie rounded to the driver’s side and practically jumped in. Before she even had the door fully closed, they were speeding off toward the garage exit. The metal gate was still down, but it began to lift as they approached.

“This way.” Trystan urged them forward to the second car, which was already running. It was sleek and silver, and would be cramped with the three of them, but it appeared to be fast.

At the side of the vehicle, the Zane tossed open the door, waiting for Ruckus to get into the back seat.

Delaney slid into the passenger seat without much thought, realizing what she’d done a second too late. It wasn’t like she’d actively chosen to sit next to one of them over the other. She just preferred the front of the car.

Ignoring the look Ruckus sent her, she tried to focus on what Trystan was doing instead as he entered the vehicle and began activating the controls with his nimble fingers. He worked quickly, having their destination programmed in and the car shooting forward in under a few seconds.

Just as they started moving, a handful of Tellers swarmed the garage, coming from the castle. Trystan glanced at them in the mirror, but he didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the controls and angled their vehicle through the still-parked cars, straight for the now open exit doors.

“Looks like they caught up with us,” Ruckus stated.

Of course the Rex was going to try to stop them from going after him. She glanced at the gorud. If anything happened to that before they got it to Fawna, all the evidence she’d just recorded would be gone.

“Hold on,” Trystan suddenly warned, then pressed a triangular button on the console. There was a loud buzzing right before an icy-blue force field formed over the outside of the vehicle.

Trystan swore, drawing their attention upward, and when Ruckus saw his narrowed gaze, he twisted around to check out the back.

Two cars were following, preparing to attack.

“Battle vehicles,” Trystan explained to Delaney, who was also staring back at their pursuers. “They come with built-in herri-fritzes on the sides that let off larger, faster, and therefore more effective rounds than the smaller handheld fritz weapons.”

“The force field won’t hold for long!” Ruckus warned.

Trystan twisted the car to the right, then the left, just as one of the enemy cars sped up to their side. The move had him slamming their vehicle into that one, and as soon as he’d righted the car, he did it again. Their force field buzzed upon contact, ripping paint from the other car and shocking it in defense every time they touched. By the third impact, the momentum was enough to send the enemy car flying off the road.

Delaney watched as it flipped, then rolled behind them, so that the second car had to jerk to the side to avoid a collision. As soon as it’d straightened out, however, the car started firing its herri once more.

One of the shots clipped the side of their vehicle, going straight through the force field, which flickered out before returning, weaker this time.

“We aren’t going to make it!” Ruckus said.

“Yes,” the Zane growled stubbornly, “we are!”

“Can Fawna meet us?” Delaney suggested, gripping the headrest tightly as the Zane took another sharp turn.

Ruckus cocked his head, clearly sending a message, and then clenched his jaw a second later. “The others are boarding right now. She can’t move until they’re safely inside.”

As if in reply, another zee smacked the back of their car, breaking through the force field. The zee connected with the metal bumper, tearing chunks away in the process. The glass of the back window cracked.

Bits and shards rained down, and Ruckus hissed as a few cut through his bare arms.

“Are you okay?” Delaney was about to hoist herself into the back seat, but he lifted a hand to stave her off.

“Don’t come back here; there’s too much glass.”

“Update, Ander!” the Zane demanded, his eyes still scanning ahead. “Brace!”

No sooner had the warning been delivered, another zee shot straight through the opening where the window had been. It sailed between the front seats, and ended up slamming directly into the side control panel. Sparks flew and there was a burst of bright light.

When Delaney opened her eyes, the Zane was putting out a small fire with his bare hand, hissing upon contact with the flames. Eventually he extinguished it, so that the only remainder was a smoky tendril twisting out of the now destroyed controls.

Fortunately, it hadn’t fried the entire system—they were still driving—but the rest of the force field that had somehow held up around the front and sides of their vehicle was gone.

“Incoming!” Trystan yelled.

Ruckus shifted and pulled his left arm free, twisting so he could take aim out the back. He planted his finger on the trigger of his fritz and began firing randomly.

“Not what I meant!” the Zane said, causing Ruckus to frown.

A high-pitched whistle sounded above them a second before a large object dropped from the sky, plummeting downward over the enemy car. They swerved in a desperate attempt to avoid getting hit, but there was no escaping one of those.

The missile hit the side of the car and exploded, the whole thing going up in a burst of white and yellow bright enough to blind someone. Delaney ducked and squeezed her eyes shut a second time, the residual blast rushing through the window, practically shoving her off the seat and out onto the ground.

When everything settled again, she risked a look back: She saw billowing smoke and the charred remains of the enemy car.

Trystan brought them to a stop, jerking them a second time with how quickly he slammed on the brakes. He was out and yanking open the passenger door without explanation, though the sight of the ship currently hovering nearby was answer enough.

Ruckus was only a step behind as the Zane tugged Delaney out of the vehicle and raced across the road, to the field where Fawna was lowering the ship for them.

The stairs dropped right as they reached the ship, and they rushed on, greeted by Sanzie in the cargo hold.

“We need to broadcast the video footage from that”—Delaney waved at the gorud while the doors sealed shut behind them—“now. Preferably everywhere.”

“The Ander and I can access Vakar and Kint media,” Trystan said, already moving toward the door.

“Tell Fawna to go as fast as she can,” Ruckus ordered Sanzie as he went to follow the Zane, touching the side of her arm gently as he passed. Without waiting for a response, the two men disappeared around the corner, leaving the Sworn and Delaney alone in the loading bay.

Sanzie stared off after the guys, an odd expression on her face.

They’d gone off together without hesitation, a far cry from how they usually were.

“Thank you for finding us earlier, Lissa,” Sanzie said. She waited until she had her attention before adding, “And for getting the Zane.”

“You don’t have to thank me. I wouldn’t have just left him behind.” Delaney wasn’t sure why she felt the need to clarify that, especially since the Sworn knew that well enough already. Maybe Sanzie had noticed how badly Delaney had wanted to stay with Ruckus when she’d found them earlier.

She’d also seen them kiss after.…

Just because they managed to get proof of the Rex’s crimes against Xenith didn’t mean they were in the clear. Delaney didn’t have time to dwell on that kiss with Ruckus, what it could mean or how she felt about it.

“Come on,” she said, motioning to the opposite hallway, which would lead them to the cockpit. “Hopefully we can still make it before the Rex reaches the Basilissa.”






 



CHAPTER 26


The palace was already under heavy fire by the time they arrived, and Fawna struggled to get the ship close enough to the back hangar of the palace. She’d already told them she wouldn’t be able to actually land, so they were getting ready to rush out of the loading bay as fast as possible.

“Are you sure he can do it?” Sanzie asked Ruckus, using her hand to support herself against the wall as the ship lurched for the tenth time in the past few minutes.

“The Zane got the proper Kint channels open, and Gibus understands Vakar systems better than I do. He’ll transfer the files from the gorud; it’s really just a matter of how long it’ll take him to do so.”

Apparently, the data was fairly hefty, and needed to be carefully copied from the gorud, since acting as an actual video camera hadn’t really been its intended purpose. The record button had only been added so users could take clips of blueprints and security feeds and transfer them onto their shings for shared access.

Not film a ten-minute confession.

The sooner they could get it out there, the better, but they had no way of knowing exactly how long it would take.

“Fawna says she’s lowering us into the hangar now,” Ruckus told them, reaching forward to hit the control panel for the doors. A gust of wind shot through the slowly opening gap, making it hard to hear his next comment. “Get ready to jump!”

The four of them moved closer together, and Delaney ended up between Ruckus and Trystan, her arms bumping against their sides as the ship descended. Since this wasn’t a frequently used section of the palace, and Fawna had been able to give the proper code to the Tellers who controlled the hangar’s access, it didn’t look like they’d be met with any hostility.

“Now!” Ruckus ordered once the ground was only ten or so feet beneath them. He grabbed Delaney’s hand and jumped with her. A second later the other two followed.

It was hard not to notice the Zane staring at their clasped hands, his gaze lingering even when Ruckus let go to ready his fritz. When Trystan glanced up and found her watching, she quickly looked away.

As soon as Delaney, Trystan, Ruckus, and Sanzie were on the ground, Fawna lifted back into the air with Gibus and Verus still in tow. The plan was that the Sutter would work on getting out the broadcast while they went to find the Basilissa and the Rex.

“Come on.” Ruckus gripped his fritz and took the lead, exiting into the hall and moving left without hesitation. Since his fitting was connected to the royal family, he was able to contact Tilda, and knowing that was the plan, the others followed silently.

“Seems like they haven’t broken in yet,” Trystan noted, sticking close to Delaney while Ruckus and Sanzie slipped ahead.

Delaney watched the Sworn lean toward the Ander; she could tell Sanzie was speaking, but she couldn’t make out the words, though they were only a few paces behind. It was good that she’d gotten a chance to clear the air with Sanzie before all of this, no matter how brief their talk had been, but she still needed to figure things out with Ruckus.

“Delaney?”

She glanced at the Zane, recalling what he’d just said. Outside, they could hear crashes and shouts, coupled with the occasional explosion. It was obvious the Tars were trying hard to get into the palace, but he was right: It didn’t seem like they’d succeeded yet.

“Hopefully we get to Tilda before they do,” she said. Then he called ahead to ask, “Tilda is still secure, right?”

“Yes,” Ruckus confirmed a moment later, probably having contacted the Basilissa to be sure. “She’s waiting for us in a safe location. We just need to keep moving.”

Their group slipped into silence the rest of the way. Right now getting to Tilda was the main goal. Just because they’d yet to see the enemy didn’t mean there wasn’t the chance the Rex was already inside, looking for her himself.

Finally they turned into what appeared to be a dead end and then came to a stop. There was a window overlooking the back of the palace, and a single small table pressed against the right wall.

Ruckus reached for the drawer there, twisting the golden knob to the right twice, and then once to the left, before his fingers dipped beneath it. There was a soft click, and he stepped back.

A section of the wall shifted free from the rest, retreating half an inch inward before sliding off to the left. As it disappeared, it exposed a fairly empty room within. There was a single chair in the corner and a monitor attached to the center of the wall. What appeared to be a news feed was playing across the screen, showing the attack still taking place in the city.

Tilda and two Vakar Tellers were the only occupants, and as soon as they spotted Ruckus they rushed toward them.

“Where’s Shellus?” Delaney asked, noting he wasn’t with them.

“After making sure I was secure,” Tilda explained, “he went to help defend the front entrance.”

“We need to get you to safety, Basilissa,” the Ander told her, already motioning her toward the other end of the hall.

“I’m not going to hide out while they break down my doors,” she argued, though she moved after him, same as the rest of them. “While my people are dying in the streets. I need to—”

“You’ve already called for reinforcements, I presume?” Trystan cut her off, lifting a fine brow when she turned to glare at him.

“Yes, but some of them are traveling from opposite coasts. It could take them hours to arrive. Something needs to be done in the immediate future.”

“And you have an idea for that?” he asked. “A suggestion?”

She obviously didn’t.

Delaney stepped in, not wanting to deal with a royal argument at a time like this. “Okay, I think the point’s been made. Tilda, we need to keep you safe. The Rex intends to kill you.”

“What could he possibly hope to gain from that?” she asked. “Vakar won’t follow him. He can try to take my people, will maybe even be successful where Varasow is concerned, but he’ll never get my throne. Especially if he murders me.”

“We’re pretty sure he plans on framing the Tars for that,” Delaney explained. “On the outside, he’s got his Kints fighting alongside your Tellers. As far as the populace will be concerned, he came to your rescue in your greatest time of need, but was too late to actually save you.”

“They’d hardly fall for it overnight,” Trystan added, obviously disgusted by the notion, “but you have to admit, it would be a solid plan.”

“Would be?” The Basilissa listened intently as they explained what Delaney had recorded back in Carnage. They were only halfway through the story when the sound of zee fire filled the opposite corridor.

Looked like the Tars had finally broken into the palace.

“You two,” Ruckus said, addressing the Vakar Tellers, “stay with the Basilissa.” Then to Tilda: “You and Delaney, head to the maze tunnels. Even if someone manages to follow, they’ll never be able to sort their way through that. Once there, wait for us.”

“Us?” Trystan scowled. “I’m not leaving Delaney alone.”

The sounds got closer, followed by shouts.

“We don’t have time to debate this,” Ruckus insisted. “You and I need to cut them off before they spot the Basilissa and inform the Rex of her location. That’s got to be why they’re this deep into the palace when the majority of the fighting is still going on outside. Unless you want Delaney to come do that with us?”

Trystan opened his mouth to argue, but Delaney stopped him with a hand at his elbow.

“It’s fine,” she said. “I’ll keep Tilda safe; you guys keep them off our trail. We’re a team, remember?” Logically, she agreed this was their best play: Split up to keep the Basilissa safe. But it wasn’t any easier for her to let them walk away, knowing they’d be going to fight and she wouldn’t be there to help.

“I’ll remain with the Lissa, Zane,” Sanzie put in when he didn’t respond fast enough.

“You’re injured,” he pointed out.

“Just some bruising. It’s nothing that will stop me from doing my job.”

Obviously, he still didn’t like this plan, but he nodded anyway. As soon as he’d turned, he seemed to think better of it, spinning back on his heel to reach for Delaney and draw her in. His lips pressed lightly to her forehead, lingered just a little too long.

“Zane.” Ruckus sounded angry, but he didn’t try to pull them apart.

“Be careful,” Trystan told her.

“You too.” She glanced up at him, and then over to Ruckus, who was watching their exchange with an enigmatic expression.

“Don’t do anything stupid, right?” she asked through their fittings. After a brief pause, Ruckus gave a single curt nod to her and then flicked a wrist at the Zane. “Let’s go.”

For a moment Delaney watched them head away, wrestling with the sinking feeling it caused. She didn’t like the idea of being separated from them any more than they did. Didn’t like the added worry it caused.

“They’re highly trained,” Tilda said, and Delaney was embarrassed to find her and the others all looking at her. Watching her stare after Trystan and Ruckus. “They can take care of themselves.”

“Of course,” she agreed, once she’d processed the Basilissa’s words. Clearing her throat, she deliberately turned to face the other direction.

“We’re heading to the same location we stayed in the last time the palace was under attack,” Tilda told her the second they’d started back into motion. “Do you remember?”

“Kind of hard to forget.” The halls even seemed familiar as they moved through them. Once they made it to the entrance, they’d enter a square room with a door on each of the four walls. Every side would appear identical, with no indication as to which one led to the center where the safe room actually was. Only the most highly stationed Tellers knew how to navigate through it, along with the Ander and the royal family.

If Delaney wasn’t mistaken, they had just entered the hallway where Trystan had stopped Ruckus and her the first time. The group moved swiftly, focused on making it to the door at the other end.

Maybe that was why none of them noticed the open door to their right until a string of zees shot out.

Delaney sucked in a breath as the two Vakar Tellers dropped, and quickly drew her own weapon up toward the opening, shooting without hesitation as three Kint Tellers emerged. She moved to step in front of the Basilissa at the same time Sanzie was repositioning herself in front of Delaney.

The Sworn took out two of the Tellers before a zee hit her in the side and she jolted, dropping to one knee from the force of it.

Delaney aimed and fired as she rushed forward, shooting the remaining Teller before he could get another shot in at the Sworn. She glanced down at Sanzie, sure to keep her fritz up and aimed at the open room in case anyone else was in there.

“Crap.” Her eyes widened when she noticed all the blood seeping through the material of Sanzie’s uniform. “That looks—”

“Worse than it is,” Sanzie cut her off, pressing her palms against the wound.

“You aren’t fooling anyone.” The Basilissa eased down next to the Sworn, gently moving her hands aside to check.

Delaney hesitated, knowing they weren’t yet safe but wanting to see for herself that Sanzie was going to be all right. Realizing she couldn’t waste more time, she forced her attention back to the open room, moving toward the doorway to check inside.

It was just a small space, maybe a storage closest or something, and from her view in the hall, it didn’t seem like there was anyone else within. Tentatively, Delaney took a step closer, eyes scanning the far corners, where stacks of boxes took up space. Just as she was about to call it all clear, a hand shot out from the side, latched onto the wrist with her fritz, and yanked.

Delaney stumbled, off-balance, and slammed forward into a solid body. She was pulled into the room and shoved around so she could face the hall. A second later she felt the cold press of metal against her forehead, and froze.

“I knew you couldn’t stay away, Miss Grace.” The words were hissed directly over her head, and though she knew who she’d find there, she still felt her heart plummet when she risked glancing up.

Directly at the Rex.

“And you brought me the Basilissa.” He leered at Tilda, who was standing just outside the door now, her eyes wide. “How very helpful of you.”

“Go,” Delaney said. At least if Tilda got to the end of the hall, she’d stand a chance of disappearing into the maze.

“Take a single step,” the Rex growled, tightening an arm around Delaney’s waist and pressing the end of his fritz more firmly against her forehead pointedly, “and I shoot her. You’ve already got me to contend with; I doubt you also want to make an enemy of my son.”

“Don’t listen to him. Trystan will understand.” Delaney wasn’t really sure she believed that herself, to be honest, but she wasn’t stupid. “He’ll shoot me anyway,” she added, changing tactics, but he slammed the end of his fritz against her skull, affectively shutting her up.

“You’re wasting your time, Rex,” Tilda said, holding up both hands. “Soon everyone is going to know you’re behind this attack; killing us won’t stop that.”

“What are you talking about?” He grunted. “The rest of my Kint reinforcements will arrive long before your Vakar do. They’ll fight the Tars, and the world will see me as a just ruler, more than an appropriate candidate for taking your late husband’s place.”

“And Trystan?” Delaney couldn’t help the rush of fear for the Zane.

“Has proven to be a failure, more unworthy of being Zane than I imagined, let alone a king. And after this year’s events? I’ve imagined it quite a bit. If only I’d had another son, but of course, Trystan’s mother was too weak for that. Useless.”

A growl came from the hall, and a second later Sanzie had twisted around on the ground to aim through the doorway, firing off a zee before anyone could react. It was aimed high enough that there was no chance it would accidentally hit Delaney. But pulling the trigger even that once with her injury seemed to take a lot out of the Sworn. She slumped back against the Basilissa’s legs almost immediately after.

The shot caused the Rex to retreat a step, distracting him enough that the press of the fritz on Delaney’s forehead eased up.

Without hesitation, she pulled back her elbow and jammed it into his side. The shock, more than anything, had his arm loosening around her waist, and she dropped to her knees just as his finger tightened around the trigger.

She felt the burst of heat overhead, knew that she’d just barely avoided being shot. Not having the time to dwell on that fact, she forced herself into further action. Twisting onto her butt, she brought her feet together and kicked out, landing a blow to the Rex’s gut.

He’d been about to aim for her again, but he ended up stumbling backward, the fritz suddenly pointed up at the ceiling.

She leaped for him before he could regain his footing, shoving him so that he hit the wall with a resounding thud that sent the contents of a metal shelf clanking. She’d barely had enough time to position her finger over the trigger of her own weapon before he’d recovered.

The Rex stretched out his leg and brought it around, knocking her off her feet. As she fell, he stood, turning so that his back was to her. He grabbed her left arm, pulling it over his shoulder, and then propelled her over him like she was a bag of flour.

Her body slammed into the ground, with him still gripping her wrist, and in one swift motion, he twisted, pulling her shoulder from its socket.

Delaney saw blinding white light, the pain excruciating, and might have even momentarily blacked out. When he let go, her arm dropped uselessly at her side, the burning made worse when she hit the ground, jarring the injury further. Unable to use the hand with the fritz, she panicked, quickly searching the room for any other kind of weapon as she forced herself to sit up and move away from the hovering Rex.

He looked on as she did, clearly finding her a non-threat, taking his time reactivating his fritz and adjusting the settings.

“I was really looking forward to having my son present to watch you die, Miss Grace.” He sighed heavily, like it was a real letdown that she’d ruined this for him. “But I suppose gifting him your corpse will have to do.”

Suddenly Tilda was there, flinging herself at the Rex in a blur of motion, momentarily blocking Delaney’s body from his line of fire.

It lasted only long enough for Delaney to struggle to her feet before she watched as the Basilissa’s body jolted and stilled.

A second later Delaney’s good arm came up instinctually to catch Tilda as she stumbled back. They both dropped to the ground, her doing her best to keep the Basilissa from taking much of the impact.

There was a wound at the center of Tilda’s abdomen, blood already leaking through the silky green material of her dress.

“What did you do?” Delaney didn’t bother keeping the horror from her tone. Her uninjured arm was keeping the Basilissa in place against her chest, but she couldn’t even move the other to try to help stanch the blood flow.

“I couldn’t save Olena.…” Tilda’s voice was weak, but the corner of her mouth turned up slightly. She let out a stuttered breath, and then the fingers over her wound noticeably relaxed a split second before her entire body did.

Delaney blinked down in shock, her arm tightening around the Basilissa’s shoulders as if that might somehow help. It’d happened so fast, her mind was still racing to put all the pieces together. Because there was no way Tilda had just sacrificed herself in order to protect Delaney, a human.

“She couldn’t save you, either.” The Rex’s sneer drew her attention from the deceased Basilissa. There were scratch marks down the right side of his face, huge welts already puffy and dripping crimson drops of blood. Unfortunately, he only seemed to be more pissed than he’d been a moment prior.

As much as she didn’t want to, Delaney forced herself to prepare to abandon Tilda’s body, searching for anything she could use to defend herself. Her eyes landed on a silver bucket only a foot away, and before she could overthink, she grabbed it and spun around, tossing it at the Rex with all the strength she could muster.

Which was arguably not much, but the object flying at his head caught him off guard enough for her to jump to her feet and dive behind one of the metal shelves. She pressed her good shoulder against it and shoved, watching as it toppled toward him.

He noticed it too early for it to be a real threat, stepping out of the way so that it clattered uselessly to the ground.

She’d gotten herself caught in a corner, with him and the fallen shelf blocking her path to the door. Stepping to the right brought her closer to the exit, but she’d still have to leap over the shelf, which would involve giving the Rex her back.

So not happening.

As her mind scrambled to come up with a way out, the Rex recovered from her pathetic attacks. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him raise his fritz, and by then it was already too late.

The shot hit her in the right thigh, the momentum forcing her back against the wall for the millionth time that day alone. She barely felt the impact, however, too distracted by the searing pain caused by the zee. She’d never taken a direct hit before, and the sensation was excruciating, easily bringing her to her knees.

Instinctually, her hand pressed against the wound, where blood was already starting to seep out of her.

“Originally,” the Rex said, taking a menacing step closer, “I planned on making this quick, but after all the trouble you’ve caused, you no longer deserve that mercy.”

The pain in her thigh was overshadowing the pain that still pulsed in her shoulder, and she desperately struggled to get her fingers working again. It was her only chance, activating her fritz and shooting him before he could get the kill shot off.

“How dare you come here and think yourself worthy of my son,” he stated, and for once she was actually glad that he was so loquacious. He was completely unaware his berating was buying her time. “That you, a human, could undo my plans. Really, Miss Grace, you’re hardly that clever at all.”

Finally her fingers twitched and she almost let a sound of joy slip past her lips. Her fritz appeared in her hand just as the Rex lifted his own, and she gritted her teeth against the pain and swung her arm around in front of her, pulling the trigger.

She hadn’t had time to aim properly, so her shot ended up going through his left arm. The hit caused him to jerk, throwing him off by a few inches so that when he fired, the zee ended up missing her heart, his intended target.

Not that it felt any better where it did land.

The zee pierced her flesh, only a few centimeters from her dislocated shoulder. If she hadn’t already used the last of her energy trying to shoot him that one time, she certainly would have lost it all now. Her arm dropped and she sagged back against the wall, her vision blurring. She could just make out that the fingers pressed to her thigh were stained red, as was the front of her shirt over where the new zee wound was.

She’d never suffered from blood loss before, but it wasn’t hard to figure that was what was happening to her now. Another thing that didn’t matter, because through her blurry vision she could make out the Rex furiously cursing her.

His next move seemed to come in slow motion, giving her ample time to think about how stupid she’d been taking him on in the first place. And how much she didn’t really regret it, not if it meant the others had enough time to get that damning video broadcast. As badly as she didn’t want to die, she’d rather he didn’t get away with all the horrible things he’d done.

And at least her death would mean he’d no longer have anything to use against either Trystan or Ruckus.

Thinking about them hurt in a different way, and her breath caught in her throat. She wished there was something else she could do, but she didn’t even have the energy left to open her fitting and send a message.

After what felt like a week, the Rex had his fritz on her one final time, and she debated whether or not she wanted to close her eyes, look away. Stubbornly, she kept them open, and lifted her chin, ignoring how even that tiny motion sent her whole body screaming in agony. How he seemed to flicker in and out as she struggled to fight off unconsciousness.

Yup, definitely suffering from blood loss.

Which is why she thought she might be seeing things when another blurry figure suddenly appeared in the doorway. The world winked in and out, and when she was able to focus again, it was to find Trystan standing next to his father, a hand pressed against his side. She frowned, and it took her a moment to figure out that he was holding a knife there.






 



CHAPTER 27


Trystan had expected for them to be safe in the maze rooms, so Sanzie’s unconscious body in the middle of the hallway had sent him into a panic.

When he’d rushed toward the room, and seen Delaney bleeding out, the fritz aimed at her head, he’d reacted without thought. The lizard-shaped knife came easily out of its hiding place in his boot, felt hot in his palm as he shifted it in his hold. One second he was in the doorway, and the next he had one hand wrapped around his father’s neck, the other gripping the knife he’d just buried in the Rex’s side.

He’d just stabbed his father.

He’d. Just. Stabbed. His father.

Sure, he’d secretly fantasized about doing something just like this before, but that was all it’d been. A daydream. This was … He had to glance down at the handle, prove this was real, that it’d really happened.

It was the Rex’s sudden movement that pulled him out of his shock.

Trystan’s hand was still at his father’s neck, but that did nothing to stop the Rex from lifting the fritz. Realizing that the Rex was going to try to shoot Delaney again, despite the fact that there was a knife between his ribs, the Zane quickly adjusted their positions. The Rex ended up shooting the wall across from the door, with Trystan now safely blocking her from his father’s view.

“Enough,” he growled when the Rex struggled to get loose.

“‘The Crown before the Common,’” his father sneered, grabbing at Trystan’s elbow. He tried to shove his arm, and therefore the knife, away, but only managed to budge both a centimeter at best.

It’d been a long time since either had bothered testing who was strongest. Since forcibly taking over had never seemed a legitimate solution in Trystan’s mind, he’d never considered who had more brute strength, especially when all his memories involved his father’s heavy hand.

Now, however, he used all his energy to keep the knife buried, catching the Rex’s furious look. Trystan leaned forward so his father wouldn’t miss his next words. Wanting him to understand. For once.

“She is my crown.”

The Rex didn’t bother verbally replying to that. Instead he pulled his arm back, and it was easy enough for Trystan to figure out that he was going to turn the weapon on him now.

Unceremoniously, he yanked the knife free of his father’s side, grabbing the Rex’s wrist so that he could redirect the fritz away from his head. That left his hand safely off his father’s neck, and without preamble, he drove the four-inch blade straight through it, directly beneath his jawline.

Blood sprayed across Trystan’s face as the Rex jerked violently in his hold, but Trystan refused to let go. He couldn’t stop thinking about everything his father had done. He’d driven his mother to taking her own life. Had made his childhood a living hell—when he’d bothered paying attention to him. Tried to erase his memory, tried to murder the woman he loved.

Turned that fritz on him.

His father had never cared about anything but power, not the people he was sworn to protect, and certainly not his own flesh and blood. Growing up, he’d gone out of his way to make Trystan feel inferior. Like he was never smart enough, strong enough, dressed well enough. He’d spent his entire life tiptoeing around the Rex, pretending like he wasn’t a pawn when that’s exactly what he’d always been.

He could see that now. It was in the way he couldn’t let a hair stay out of place longer than a heartbeat without feeling panic. In the way he used his size and his station to get what he wanted. The look he turned on people who tried to disobey him.

How he believed, with no uncertain wavering, that he had the right to take Delaney from her home world simply because he was a Zane.

Being the Rex’s son had almost cost him everything. But he was done.

Trystan forced himself to meet his father’s frantic gaze, watched as the fury there turned to panic and then pure, undiluted fear. Watched as all of that was swept away, replaced with nothingness.

He held on until the Rex’s gaze had dimmed, his body had gone lax, and the blood spurting from his neck had turned to just a trickle.

Then, leaving the knife where it was, he let go.

He let it all go.

Someone was calling his name.

Trystan’s father’s body was lying on the ground, motionless, and a numb feeling rushed through him. He took a moment, staring down at him, waiting for some kind of emotional reaction to flicker through the shock, but nothing came. When he heard the soft voice call for him again, he finally dragged his gaze away and over toward the sound.

Delaney was pressed against the wall, one hand covering her thigh, the other unmoving at her side.

He was kneeling next to her in a matter of seconds, reaching out to inspect her wounds. There was a significant amount of blood loss, but neither fritz shot seemed to be fatal, so long as they hurried and got her medical attention.

“I need to get you to the med wing,” he told her, trying to figure out a way to lift her while causing her the least amount of pain.

“Trystan,” she struggled to speak, “the Rex…”

“I don’t care about the Rex.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Stop it. Save your strength.”

“Should we just leave him?”

“I don’t care.” And he really didn’t. The only thing that mattered was making sure she was all right, and she most certainly wasn’t currently.

“And Tilda?”

“I’m going to pick you up,” he told her. “It’s going to hurt.”

She cried out when he lifted her, her head dropping against the curve of his shoulder. “Trystan—”

Someone was running down the hall, their steps reaching them and cutting off whatever she’d been about to say. Holding her the way he was, Trystan wasn’t able to easily access his fritz, and he was in the process of figuring out how to put her back down gently when the Ander raced around the corner.

The first thing he saw was Sanzie, and Ruckus dropped down next to her, the panic on his face apparent.

“She’s all right,” Trystan reassured him, watching as he reached to check for a pulse.

“It worked—” At the sound of Trystan’s voice, Ruckus finally turned to look into the room, blanching the second he noticed the blood on Delaney.

Trystan tightened the grip around his Lissa. “Grab Sanzie. We have to get them to the med wing.”

Surprisingly, Ruckus complied.



DELANEY WINCED AS she adjusted into a more comfortable sitting position on the bed. It’d been hours since the fight with the Rex, and her wounds had already been dealt with, but that didn’t stop them from hurting if she moved too suddenly.

The doctors had applied some strange balm to her fritz shots before securely wrapping them in bandages. No stitches or anything, which had admittedly worried her at first, before they’d explained their faster healing medications would work similarly on her human body as they did on theirs. Though the process might not be as swift, she was certainly no longer at risk of bleeding out.

Considering that still meant she’d heal faster than she would have on Earth, she wasn’t complaining.

“Easy.” Ruckus reached out to help steady her, slowly rising from his perch in the chair next to the bed. Aside from checking in on Sanzie once she’d woken up, he hadn’t left Delaney’s side.

Neither had Trystan, who was currently blocking the doorway, having a heated conversation with someone she couldn’t see.

The palace had been in complete chaos, everyone scrambling to deal with the aftermath of both the attack and the revelations about the Rex. Gibus had successfully hacked into all media stations, both in Vakar and Kint, and had broadcast the footage of Trystan’s father on a loop. It was still playing, even, but the news stations had regained control over their outlets and were now delivering the story themselves.

Delaney hadn’t bothered watching any of it, though she’d been given the option. There was a screen set in the far wall, and the device looked a lot like a regular television back home, only completely clear. She didn’t have the energy to relive what had happened just yet, or, if she was being honest, to see the Rex’s face again so soon after witnessing him murder Tilda.

Almost kill her …

The voices at the door rose higher, and she tapped Ruckus on the arm as she watched the Zane take a threatening step forward, careful not to actually leave the room.

“Tell him to just let them in,” she said. Whoever it was, clearly they weren’t going to take no for an answer, and really, she was already too exhausted from everything that had happened. There was so much she needed to sort through and deal with; wondering over who was in the hall wasn’t another thing she needed on her mind.

“Are you sure?” Ruckus asked, and once she nodded, called, “Zane. It’s fine.”

“It is not fine,” Trystan growled, swiveling his head to glare at the Ander. Until he noticed Delaney’s look. Though his jaw remained clenched, and he took a second to adjust his uniform, he ended up stepping aside.

Before any of the people standing in the hall could actually enter, however, Trystan flung an arm out against the doorframe, blocking their path a second time.

“If you upset her, you’ll have me to deal with.” Warning delivered, he moved away, heading over to take up the empty space on the other side of Delaney’s bed.

It took her a second to realize she recognized two out of the three who’d entered. She’d never met them in person, but they’d made a lasting impression.

“Ria and Corodonus,” she said, trying to keep her voice firm, but friendly. “Right?”

“Hello, Lissa.” Ria bowed her head, and then motioned toward the other man. “This is Remus.”

“They’re members of the Vakar council,” Ruckus told her.

“We’ve met before,” Delaney said, shrugging when he frowned questioningly at her. “Projection meeting in Inkwell.”

“Apologies for my actions during our first encounter, Lissa.” Ria bowed again.

“She doesn’t need you sucking up to her,” Trystan stated dryly.

“We’re actually here because of what the people need.” Corodonus took a step closer to the end of the bed, his eyes on Delaney. “What Vakar needs, now that Tilda Ond is no longer with us.”

Even though part of her had expected it, Delaney did not want to continue this conversation. Especially not when she was in a hospital bed, only hours after being shot and threatened. To say she was currently in a delicate emotional place would be an understatement. Making life-altering decisions? Not really a good idea.

But aside from letting Trystan toss them out—and she knew he would, despite the fact that he probably wanted this discussion to happen just as badly as they did—there really wasn’t anything she could do to stop them from continuing.

It was nice of Ruckus to try, though.

“You can’t be serious?” he snapped. “You’re going to do this right now?”

“Vakar is on a precipice,” Remus replied tightly, “right now. We’re still counting the numbers lost during the attack, but the civilian death rate is high. Homes and businesses have been destroyed, and our city is flooded with Kint Tellers and Tars who have yet to turn themselves in or be arrested. On top of that, to be told their Basilissa was lost as well?”

“We need a plan,” Corodonus said, “something to give to our people.”

“The Lissa is not a dish to be served on a silver platter,” Trystan told them.

“No,” he agreed, “but she is the Lissa, a role she agreed to.” He caught her gaze again, held it. “We’re here to know if you intend to honor that agreement, Delaney Grace.”

“You aren’t asking me to be Lissa,” she pointed out.

“You’d be made Basilissa as soon as you’re well enough to participate in the ceremony,” he confirmed. “We need leadership, and tradition dictates the Lissa is next in line for the throne. I’ll admit, it’s been a long time since death has been the cause of a Passing; however, speeding this process up is not only necessary, but critical to Vakar’s survival.”

She would have asked what he meant by that, but the side glance he sent to Trystan was answer enough. They believed, with no one standing in his way, the Zane would choose the same path as his father and attempt to take control of the entire planet. Tilda had thought that as well, so Delaney couldn’t really blame them for it.

Hell, she couldn’t really blame them for it because it was probably true.

“I don’t know how to be a Basilissa. Tilda”—she paused, took a shaky breath—“she never got the chance to teach me what I’d need to know.”

“The high council will help you,” Ria said. “As I’m sure will the Ander and the Zane.”

Trystan grunted.

“Apologies. The soon-to-be-named Rex.”

Which only brought to light the second part of what they were asking. Delaney would be expected to not only become Basilissa, but also to marry Trystan, which was … She didn’t know. She didn’t know how she felt about any of this anymore, and that was the real problem.

“You want me to answer you now?” she asked, holding out hope that they’d surprise her and say this was just a prequel to a later conversation they wished to have. A much, much later conversation.

“We need to deliver reassurances to the people,” Remus replied. “As soon as the video released, and the Tars saw that they’d been manipulated, they stopped attacking. They still need to be dealt with, though. They can’t be allowed to get away with what they’ve done, and the streets are rife with anger toward them. It isn’t safe for anyone, and won’t be until we can restore some semblance of balance.”

“The Kints have been helping you round the Tars up,” Trystan reminded them. “I’d hardly say you have no aid. Pressuring Delaney—”

“I’ll do it.” She was honestly almost as shocked as the rest of them were when the words rushed from her mouth. Still, she was sure to remain stoic, not wanting to let on how jumbled up she felt about both the prospect of staying and the idea of leaving them all to their fate. For now, saying she’d do it seemed like the best option, if only to get them to finally leave her alone and calm the city down.

There’d been enough bloodshed; if hearing they had a new Basilissa would help keep people from outright attacking others, then fine. Like her, they probably just needed time to settle, to come down from the emotional high the day’s events had created.

“Delaney—” Trystan began, but she cut him off.

“They’re right,” she said, chucking her chin out toward the council members. “Vakar needs to be told the situation is being handled, and that there’s some form of stabilization happening in their government. So, yeah, tell them I’ll do it. Tell them I’ll be the next Basilissa.”

Ruckus remained silent on her other side, and she tried not to give in to the urge to turn and try to figure out what he was thinking.

The Zane watched her for a moment, his eyes slowly narrowing. For a split second she thought he’d seen through her, knew that she wasn’t as certain about this as she was letting on, and was going to call her out on it. But then he simply pulled back, straightening to his full height, and nodded at the council members.

“You have your answer,” he said, motioning to the door. “Now leave her be. She needs to rest.”

The three of them stood their ground, pointedly turning to Delaney, silently awaiting confirmation—which she finally gave with a sigh and a small wave.

Once they were gone, Trystan turned to fully face her. “Delaney—”

“You were right.” She couldn’t handle talking about this with him, either. “I really should rest.”

He clearly wanted to argue but, like so many times before, dropped the issue instead. “Whatever you need, Lissa.”

Ruckus continued to say nothing at all.



“ANDER.”

Ruckus stood on the far side of the room, near the open door. At the sound of Trystan’s voice, he forced his gaze briefly away from Delaney, only long enough to acknowledge the Zane’s presence—with a glare.

“She just fell asleep,” he said. “She needs to rest.”

“I’m not here to disturb her.”

“Then why are you here?”

Trystan canted his head. “Presumably for the same reason you are.”

Ruckus wanted to disagree, but what would be the point? He wasn’t wrong.

The only reason the Zane had even left Delaney’s side in the first place had been because she’d asked him to. She’d wanted him to check on the council, make sure they were doing as they’d promised and helping to calm the city.

She’d been worried for the people. Like a real Lissa would be. Her injuries would heal, were already healing, but if Trystan had been even a few seconds later, his father would have killed her. Ruckus closed his eyes, inhaled slowly. All of this could have been avoided if he’d only left her alone in that club. If he’d stood up to the Basileus and Basilissa when they’d suggested putting Delaney through the Uprising ceremony.

The Zane sighed, the sound bordering on annoyed. “Blaming yourself won’t do anything to help the situation. Let your guilt go, Ander. It’s useless to everyone, especially to her.”

“And you’d know about guilt, wouldn’t you?” Ruckus scowled. “This is as much your fault as it is mine.”

“There’s no need to sugarcoat it,” Trystan said. “I’m more to blame here than you. I know it. I’ve accepted that.” He held his gaze. “You seemed upset earlier, when she told the council she’d stay and accept the position of Basilissa.”

Ruckus crossed his arms and glanced back into the room, not wanting the Zane to see his true feelings before he could get ahold of them.

Sure, it seemed like Delaney had agreed to stay here, but that brief conversation they’d had about leaving was still at the forefront of his mind. He’d told her he would get her off the planet, no matter what the regents wanted. Even with Tilda dead, he intended to keep that promise. If Delaney wanted to go, he’d make sure she had a way to do so.

“I can accept anything, if it’s what she wants,” he said quietly, settling into that realization himself. He turned back to the Zane. “After everything I’ve put her through, respecting her choice is the least I can do. Don’t you agree?”

Delaney stirred and then slowly eased up in bed, wincing a little. When both he and Trystan immediately stepped farther into the room, she rolled her eyes and waved them off. “I’m fine. What were you guys talking about that required you to stand practically in the hallway?”

Ruckus shook his head and smiled. “Nothing.”

“Do you need the doctor?” Trystan asked.

“I told you, I’m fine. Tell me how it went with the council.” Delaney shifted into a more comfortable position as the Zane began to speak, moving her legs over when Ruckus came to perch on the edge of the bed.

He watched the two of them as they talked about the council, like it was any other conversation.

Like it was normal.






 



CHAPTER 28


“Delaney.”

She groaned and tried to roll over, annoyed when a strong grip on her shoulder prevented her from doing so. It had to have only been a few minutes ago that she’d fallen asleep, and she really wasn’t in the mood to deal with anything or anyone in this particular moment.

Three days ago the Basilissa and the Rex had both been murdered and they’d barely gotten people to calm down, the aftereffects being too great. Announcing that they’d soon have a new Basilissa had helped ease some of the fear and the tension in Vakar, but the fact that Kints still freely roamed the streets of Varasow didn’t.

Both Trystan and Delaney had made it clear the planet was again at peace, that there was no fear of further attack from either side, and that this time, it had nothing to do with the Rex manipulating or blackmailing their leader into it.

Understandably, however, the fact that there’d been a peace treaty before, and yet the old Rex had still created the Tars in order to continue the bloodshed, made everyone wary.

“Delaney, wake up,” Ruckus urged. When she realized it was him, her eyes popped open.

“What’s wrong?” She sat up, tossing off the blankets and already getting to her feet before he’d even opened his mouth to answer. Horrible possibilities raced through her mind, especially since the last time he’d woken her up in this palace, they’d been under attack.

“We have to move quickly and quietly,” he told her, keeping his voice down. Linking their fingers, he began leading her toward the door to the bedroom she’d been given once she’d been well enough to leave the med wing. “I’ve instructed the Tellers who usually guard your hall to do a general sweep of the area. It’ll only buy us so much time.”

“For what?” she asked, even as she allowed him to tug her into the corridor, and to the right. Sure enough, they were alone, a rarity these past few days. Typically, there was always someone else around, whether it was a random Teller or the Zane. “Where’s Trystan?”

“Being handled.”

“What?” She forced him to an abrupt stop, then felt a rush of guilt when he glanced back at her and rolled his eyes.

“He’s fine, Delaney. Gibus is just distracting him, that’s all.” He took them down another turn, peering around the corner before moving them forward. “We were going to do this yesterday, but when Trystan arrived earlier than expected, he threw the whole plan off. I’ve accounted for him this time.”

“Do what?”

Trystan had only been able to put off returning to Kint for a little over a day before his council had insisted he come home at least long enough to undergo his Passing. While the actual attack had happened in Varasow, his people were just as affected by the events that had taken place. Their king had lied to them, after all.

He’d wanted Delaney to go with him, attend the ceremony, but her council had worried if she left, the people’s fragile trust in this peace agreement would waver further.

As the future Basilissa, she’d had to do what was best for her people, and he’d had to do what was best for his. Amazingly, it’d only taken an hour or so to convince Trystan to go without her, with the promise that she’d at least watch the ceremony on their version of the television, like the rest of the world was doing.

They hadn’t expected him back until sometime today, but he’d returned yesterday evening, surprising them all.

And apparently ruining whatever Ruckus had planned.

“Fawna has the ship ready to go in the hangar,” the Ander told her. “By the time anyone notices we’re missing, we’ll be in the air and it’ll be too late to stop us.”

Delaney’s fingers tightened around his and he shot her another look over his shoulder.

“Don’t worry. This will work,” he said.

That was why he’d been so quiet lately. He’d been planning this, planning to keep the promise he’d made her. Get her off planet before she had to go through with becoming the Basilissa.

“But what about … when we get there?” That was still a problem. “I wasn’t overreacting before. You know they’ll come after us.”

Or maybe only Trystan would, now that Tilda was gone. Delaney’s stomach clenched. Now that Tilda had sacrificed herself to protect her. She was still surprised that the Basilissa had done it, and she had tried to convince herself it’d only been one final “screw you” to the Rex.

She knew better, though.

“Let them.” The doors to the hangar were visible at the other end of the hall now, and he picked up the pace. “We’ll disappear, travel. Once things calm down here and they get used to having Trystan in charge, they’ll stop looking.”

“You’ve thought this through.”

“It’s all I’ve been thinking about since you told me what Tilda made you agree to,” he said. “Obviously, it isn’t ironclad; maybe they won’t give up and it’s just wishful thinking. But if that’s the case, I’m fine with staying in motion. Exploring Earth, with you.”

Delaney was still stuck on that first part. Because, truthfully, with everything that had been going on, she hadn’t thought about what they’d do. At least, not to the lengths he clearly had. She’d always just assumed they’d figure it out eventually, and go from there, but she had been too caught up in taking down the Rex, and then dealing with the aftermath.… It hadn’t even occurred to her that this was Ruckus’s plan when he’d gotten her up a few minutes ago.

Their fight had been on her mind, obviously. Their breakup. How horrible she felt about it and her part in it. She should have told him about the agreement with Tilda right away, not kept it from him until the last minute. And she’d been genuinely worried he wouldn’t want to risk betraying his people by helping her escape to Earth, a planet that wasn’t even his.

Only … it didn’t really feel like hers now, either.

They’d entered the hangar, and the sight of his ship waiting for them should have given her a sense of urgency and relief. She felt the first, but not the latter.

Which didn’t make sense, because this was what she’d always wanted, right? She’d been dragged back to Xenith against her will, had been thrown into terrible situations with horrible people, and through it all the thought of going back home had kept her sane.

But it hadn’t been the only thing to do so, had it?

“Wait.” Halfway to the ship, Delaney forced them to a stop, unable to meet his gaze as her mind raced to catch up with what she was feeling.

Going home should make her happy.

Yet all she felt was this twisting knot in her gut. All she could picture was the Basilissa’s body, bleeding and lifeless in her arms. Going now didn’t just mean leaving Xenith anymore. If they went on the run, it meant they couldn’t contact their friends, either, not without putting everyone at risk. They’d never get to talk to Mariana or Gibus or Fawna or Sanzie again.

Trystan wouldn’t hurt them, she knew that. But what about the Vakar council? They were trusting her to help restore their kingdom, to help keep Vakar Vakar. They wouldn’t easily accept a Kint Rex as their ruler, even if Trystan was the only viable option left to them.

“Delaney.” Ruckus took her other hand, tried to tug her forward. “We have to go. Now.”

Tilda had thrown herself at the Rex without hesitation, just to protect her. She’d sacrificed her life, risked everything she cared about, for Delaney. The only thing she’d had left was Vakar, and she’d entrusted that to a girl she hardly knew, who’d come from another planet.

“I can’t,” she whispered, the realization hitting her just as hard as it apparently did him, though Ruckus was the only one of them to openly flinch.

“What do you mean?” He tightened his hold, pulled her close so they were only half a foot apart. “If this is because you feel guilty, don’t. You don’t owe this planet anything, Delaney.”

“They’re counting on me,” she pointed out.

“They created their own problems,” he said. “Let them sort it out. We can go—right now. No one can stop us. This was never what you wanted.”

“No, it wasn’t,” she agreed. But before he could feel relief, she forced out, “Before.”

He pulled back as if she’d slapped him.

“What do I have to return to?” she asked, trying to make herself understand as much as make him. Having only come to this realization herself moments ago, she was still struggling with it. “I’ve never known what I wanted to do with my life. My parents are so busy, I see them maybe once or twice a year, and even when I do, they may as well be strangers. Not that it matters, because if I go back, I’ll have to leave those things behind anyway. To run. Again.”

He opened his mouth, but she didn’t let him speak.

“That’s all I’ve ever done, don’t you see? I ran from my family to boarding school. And I ran from my future by not even bothering to try to think of what I’d want to do. Did you know, I didn’t even look through the majors being offered at my college? Not once. I just clicked on ‘Undecided’ and let that be that. I didn’t think about it again.”

“Just because you’re good at being a Lissa doesn’t mean you have to spend your life being one.” He shook her a little. “Delaney, think this through. Tilda is gone. She can’t hold you to your promise. You don’t have to stay.”

“I know that.” It hurt, but she forced herself to pull away from him, drop his hands. “But I don’t have to leave, either. There’s no one left on this planet who’s going to take away my choices.”

“Are you forgetting about Trystan?” he demanded, a hint of anger slipping through.

“He won’t make me do anything I don’t want to. I trust that.”

“You can’t be serious? He’s made it pretty clear he fully intends to go through with the bonding ceremony and—” The stricken look that came over him then made her want to wrap her arms around him again, and it took all her strength to refrain from doing so.

“You say you want to be Basilissa because it gives you purpose,” he said after a moment, “but that’s not it, is it? That might be an added benefit, sure, but that’s not why you’re choosing to stay. Why you’re letting us go.”

“Ruckus.” She shook her head but he retreated.

“This isn’t my home anymore, Delaney. I can’t stay here. I don’t want to. I know what I want. Come with me.”

“I’m sorry.” She lifted her arms, then dropped them back at her sides. “I don’t know what else to say.”

“Tell me you’re not in love with him,” he demanded. “Even if all those other reasons you just gave are real, look me in the eye and tell me truthfully, you don’t actually want to stay because of Trystan.”

She stared at him, urging herself to do just that, to confirm that not wanting to abandon Vakar was her sole purpose for not going with him now.

But she couldn’t.

Never seeing Gibus or her other friends again would suck. Thinking about it hurt. So did the idea that she’d never get to see stellaperier light up at night, or get to experience something like the Dust Market. All those things made her feel a swell of disappointment the likes of which she’d never felt before.

Never seeing Trystan again, though? She sucked in a sharp breath. She wanted to be able to tell Ruckus what he needed to hear, because he looked gutted and she hated herself for being the cause of his pain.

But she couldn’t do that. Because it wouldn’t be fair.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, not bothering to stop the tears that came with that confession.

“That you fell in love with someone else,” he asked, “or that you only just now realized it?”

“Ruckus—”

“Don’t.” He held up a hand, took another step back. “I have to go.”

“Please, can we just talk about this?”

“There’s really nothing more to say, Delaney.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Part of me already knew, I think. I’ve been watching you and him together. The way you both act … I was just hoping I was wrong, but I wasn’t. I…” He licked his lips. “I want to say I understand, but I don’t, not yet. I need time.”

“I love you, too,” she rushed out, not wanting to hurt him more, but also unable to just let him leave on such horrible terms. Maybe it was selfish, but she didn’t want to lose him, either.

“I know you do.” He was back in front of her in an instant, one hand cupping the side of her face while the other brushed a strand of hair off to the side. “And I love you. But you won’t go because you love him enough to stay, and I can’t be here to see that.”

She reached up to touch his wrist, wishing there was something she could say. Something she could do to make up for what she was putting him through.

“You have to let me go, Delaney,” he told her softly. “Let me go.”

She didn’t want to. After everything they’d done together, being separated seemed insane. Part of her was thinking the same thing part of him clearly was. How could she be making this choice?

Trystan’s words from the cave repeated in her mind. He’d told her she had to decide, and subconsciously that must have been what she’d been doing, because for once she had the option to do what felt right for her, and not just act the way others ordered her to.

And when she thought about the Zane, it felt right.

“Tell Mariana hey for me.” Her voice cracked at the end, but she swallowed the lump in her throat and forced herself to smile at him.

“I will,” he said softly.

“Don’t hate me.”

His mouth crushed against hers, the kiss rough and over just as suddenly as it’d begun. She didn’t try to keep him when he pulled back, when he met her sad gaze with his own tortured one.

“Never,” he whispered, almost too low for her to hear. “Until again, Delaney.”

Then he was spinning on his heel and practically running toward his ship. He took the stairs so fast, she barely had time to blink before the doors were closing behind him. A few heartbeats later it lifted into the air, easing its way through the opening in the ceiling.

Delaney wasn’t sure how long she stood there, staring up at the sky, but it was long after he’d completely disappeared from sight.



“THINKING OF JUMPING?” She tried not to react when Trystan jolted a little at her arrival. She’d never managed to sneak up on him before, so he must have been pretty lost in thought to allow it to happen now. “Yeah, it wasn’t really funny that time you said it, either.”

“Delaney.”

“What are you doing here, anyway?” The past hour had been spent looking for him all over the palace, but she’d been surprised when she’d glanced into Olena’s old rooms and found him out on the balcony. She moved up to his side and glanced over the edge to the ground below.

He was silent for such a long time, she actually thought he wasn’t going to bother responding. She could feel him watching her, but she didn’t turn to meet his gaze, honestly not sure if she could handle that at the moment.

“Reminiscing,” he finally said, turning away to stare back over at the Vakar hills. The sun was just beginning to set, resting a golden hue over everything.

“About anything in particular?” She thrummed her fingers against the railing, nervous suddenly.

“About everything, actually.”

“Well, I guess congratulations are in order,” she said, after an awkward moment of silence. “Is there a specific way I’m supposed to greet a new Rex or…?”

He grunted. “There’s no need for formalities.”

She blinked at him, making sure the move was more obvious than it needed to be, in a teasing way. “I’m sorry, but the Trystan I know is obsessed with being formal. In fact, he probably would have scolded me three times by now for not having bowed or whatever in his presence.”

“You are as hilarious as ever, Delaney.”

“What’s it like?” she asked, trying to decide if that was the reason for his solemn mood. “Being king? Is it everything you hoped for?”

“It was never about hope for me. I was raised knowing that one day I would be Rex. There wasn’t a question involved, no doubts or room for me to decide I wanted something else.” He chuckled darkly. “I never even considered something else as an option. Don’t know what I would choose to do with my life other than lead my people into a better future.” He paused, waited for her to look at him again. “I know it’s not something you’ve ever wanted.”

This was it: She was just going to tell him and be done with it.

So of course he kept talking before she could.

“Did you come to say good-bye?”

All the words she’d carefully planned out in her head disappeared in a puff, replaced with confusion. “What?”

“This might not be my castle,” he told her, not meeting her gaze now, “but the Ander isn’t as subtle as he’d like to believe. I know about your plans; in truth, I thought you’d be gone by now.”

“You knew about Fawna flying us to Earth?” To say she was shocked would be an understatement.

“I’ll admit, sending the Sutter here to distract me was a smart move. But yes, I knew.” Finally he straightened, turning to fully face her. “I appreciate you coming to say good-bye, even if you weren’t going to actually say the words and risk me figuring it out. Thank you, Delaney.”

“We need to go back a step,” she said, twirling a finger in the air. “You’re saying you knew Ruckus and I were going to run off to Earth.”

“We’ve established that.” He frowned. “Are you feeling all right?”

“And you didn’t do anything to try to stop us?” Obviously he hadn’t; otherwise, she would have seen him racing after them in the hangar. “Why?”

“Why?” This time he was the one surprised. “Hadn’t I already taken enough from you? The last time we stood out here on this balcony, all I cared about was myself. Getting out of my father’s arrangement. Being freed from a situation I didn’t want. You called me a monster once, and you were right, because so was my father, and I was acting exactly like him. I wasn’t going to take away your choice again.”

She’d said as much to Ruckus, but truthfully, she’d only mostly believed it herself. Hearing him say the words now, confirming …

“What about being betrothed?”

“I want that, you do not, and this isn’t just about me, so—” He stopped abruptly when she took a deliberate step forward.

Slowly, she brought her hands to either side of his waist to steady herself, then lifted onto her toes so that they were only a breath away from each other.

The whole time he was as still as a statue, as if afraid to move, brow furrowed in confusion. He didn’t so much as flinch when she finally pressed her lips to his, tentatively at first, and then more persistently when he still didn’t budge.

She was actually starting to get a bit anxious by his complete lack of reaction, was just about to pull back when suddenly his hands were in her hair, cupping the base of her skull to keep her in place. She gasped when he responded to her kiss, lips parting against her own.

The first time they’d done this had been to an audience, because they’d had to, and she’d held back.

She didn’t want to do that anymore.

“Delaney.” He tore his mouth away suddenly, dropping his forehead against hers. His eyes were tightly closed and he looked like he was in agony.

“I’m not leaving,” she said quickly, knowing where his thoughts had taken him. That he believed she was doing this as a parting gift and not for the real reason she was.

He blinked. “But the Ander…”

“I let him go without me.”

“Why would you do that?”

She took a deep breath in a poor attempt to steady her shaky nerves. “I spent the past hour trying to figure out exactly what I’d say, and I’m still not sure it’s right. Honestly, I wasn’t expecting this. I wasn’t expecting to get kidnapped by aliens or brought to another planet or turned into royalty overnight. I was so focused on getting back home, on regaining control, that I buried what I was really feeling, and convinced myself that Earth was where I belonged. But it isn’t.”

Really, she shouldn’t be surprised that this was so hard. Things had never been easy between them. That sort of made it all a little more worth it.

“You can be so frustrating, and we have a really complicated past that involves some not-so-great decisions on your part, and some less-than-ideal reactions on mine. But you’ve always been honest with me. And it’s time that I be honest with you. You told me I had to decide, remember?”

She’d only ever said the words to one other person before, and she gave herself a split second to really be certain before she said them to someone else now. That feeling from earlier, however, the one screaming inside that this was right, didn’t dissipate.

“Trystan,” she said, “I’m in love with you.”

They’d been forced together twice before, the first time him stuck with her, the second her stuck with him. But neither of them were the same people they’d been at the start of this.

She didn’t know exactly how long she’d been carrying this secret, hiding it from even herself, but the truth of it was so clear now that she was amazed she hadn’t figured it out sooner. It felt really good getting it out, like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders and she could breathe again.

At least, until it hit her that he’d yet to respond, hadn’t even twitched a single muscle.

“Trystan, say something.” His feelings for her had been the only part of this she hadn’t been anxious about. Now … “I know this is a lot, and we have things to sort through—like the fact that I definitely do not want to get married anytime soon, not when there’s so much to be done in regard to successfully bridging our people, but—”

“Our people.” He seemed to snap out of it all at once, his arms banding around her waist to pull her as close as he could. “Tell me this is really happening, Delaney. Tell me I’m not dreaming or unconscious or some other horrible alternative to this being reality. Tell me this is real.”

He’d dropped the aloof mask he always wore when he was being Zane, the one that kept everyone at a safe distance from who he truly was inside. From the man she’d gotten to catch glimpses of in Inkwell, and later, here, every time he stepped back and let her make her own decisions, even when he didn’t agree.

The tangle of hope and dread making up his expression had her lifting a hand to press against the center of his chest.

“This is real,” she said.

He blinked. “Say that you love me again.”

She chuckled. “Not if you go back to being bossy and annoying.”

“Delaney,” he pleaded, cluing her in to just how desperate he actually was. How badly he really needed assurances.

“I love you,” she told him. Then she planted another quick kiss to his lips before pulling back to add, “Now say that you love me, too.”

He laughed and lifted her into his arms, ignoring her yelp of surprise.

Seeing him happy was a rarity, and it was infectious, washing away any of the lingering nervousness she’d been feeling about staying. Replacing those feelings with ones of confidence and excitement. Because she knew that from here on out, whatever they did, however they decided to handle what came their way, they’d do it together.

“I love nothing on either planet, on any planet,” he corrected, placing her feet back onto solid ground, “more than I love you.”






 



EPILOGUE


“Relax, Basilissa,” Trystan said at her side.

They were standing at the front of the hangar in the Vakar palace, their eyes turned up toward the open ceiling and the clear sky above it. Though they hadn’t been waiting long, the fact that their guest was running late made her edgy, and he knew it.

“Don’t tell me what to do, Rex.” Delaney shifted on her feet when the first telltale signs of an approaching ship came overhead. Instinctually, she reached for his hand, squeezing his palm as a mix of emotions rushed through her all at once.

“Apologies.” There was a hint of a smile in his voice, but she didn’t bother sparing him a glance as the familiar ship settled over the opening and began lowering.

A pang of old guilt slipped through the excitement and nerves at the sight of Ruckus’s ship, even though she knew he wouldn’t be on it. Though they hadn’t spoken directly in the two months since he’d been gone, Mariana had helped exchange a few messages between them.

Fawna had remained in Earth’s atmosphere all this time, making it possible for Delaney and her best friend to talk to each other. With learning her new role as the Basilissa of Vakar, getting the people acquainted with all the changes she and Trystan hoped to enact, this had been the first opportunity they could find for Mariana to visit.

“You’re going to like her,” Delaney practically screamed at Trystan as the ship came to a stop, the sound of the engines nearly drowning out her voice.

“I’m sure I will,” he agreed.

“She might not like you.” Finally she tore her gaze off the ship’s doors long enough to send him a teasing half grin, taken straight out of his playbook. “Not right away, anyway.”

His eyes narrowed in mock offense, and he opened his mouth to retort when the steps to the ship began lowering, abruptly stealing her attention away. He didn’t bother trying to stop her when she dropped his hand and stepped forward.

They’d kept the area pretty clear, not wanting to overwhelm Mariana with a welcoming committee of Tellers. Aside from a few guards in the hall, Sanzie was the only other person there with them.

“This place is huge!” Mariana’s voice reached them before the sight of her did, her head popping out of the still-opening ship door. When she spotted Delaney, she smiled wide and began waving her hands. The second she was able, she slipped out onto the stairs, rushing down them to meet Delaney halfway.

Behind her, Fawna descended the steps, taking her time to give them space.

Delaney wrapped her arms tightly around Mariana and squeezed, but she didn’t get to hold her long before her friend was pulling back to stare at their surroundings.

“Holy crap!” She bounced on her feet and grabbed both of Delaney’s hands in a death grip. “Holy crap! I’m on another planet! I am on an alien planet! And I was brought here, by an alien! And look!” She thrust a finger at Trystan, who’d remained by the doors. “Real alien royalty!”

“Hey,” Delaney said, laughing, “I’m alien royalty, too, remember?”

“Eh.” She waved dismissingly, her gaze still shooting around, as if she couldn’t stay focused on any one thing for fear of missing out on something else. “You don’t really count, though.”

“Tell that to the entire planet.”

“Speaking of…” Suddenly Trystan was approaching, his eyes on Mariana. “There’s much more to Xenith than this one dusty room. I assume you’d like to see it?”

“An entire galaxy of yes!” She shot forward, grasping his hand and giving it a hard shake. “I am Mariana, and you are very attractive.”

He seemed taken aback by that, but when he sent a glance to Delaney over the top of the other girl’s head, she merely shrugged. Her best friend had always been blunt; she really shouldn’t have expected her to be anything else, even on a foreign world.

“Anyway.” Mariana returned to her side, linking their arms. “I really wanted to say something witty like, ‘Take me to your leader,’ but you kind of made that no fun, considering…”

“I am the leader,” Delaney filled in.

“Yeah. That.” She rolled her eyes dramatically, then winked.

“She’s going to be a lot, isn’t she?” Trystan sent through their fittings, stepping to the side to allow Mariana to steer Delaney past him toward the open doors leading into the rest of the palace.

Delaney grinned at him over her shoulder. “Afraid you can’t handle having another human around, after all?”

As soon as they’d reached Sanzie, Mariana had started up an immediate conversation, asking all sorts of questions about the Sworn’s position and her uniform, barely giving her a chance to answer anything before asking another.

“As long as I’ve got you by my side, I’m sure I can handle anything,” Trystan replied as they entered the halls, trailing at an easy pace behind them.

“Well,” she reached back and took his hand, “looks like you’ve got nothing to worry about, then.”
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