
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Knight Protector

      a Star Kingdom novel

    

    




      
        Lindsay Buroker

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Lindsay Buroker

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Notes

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Princess Nalini didn’t want to go to another of her father’s gladiator competitions. Why had he insisted? She was twenty-five, well past the age when he had tried to direct her life.

      She didn’t want to ogle sweaty, bare-chested men trying to kill each other, and she didn’t want to listen to her sisters speculate on who was beddable. This was a high-tech palace on a space station spinning deep within an asteroid, not some wind-swept arena framed by blood-spattered sandstone columns in a desert on Old Earth. Her family should enjoy more civilized pastimes, such as reading books, solving zero-g float puzzles, or perusing the financial news.

      The distant crowd roared as Nalini walked up the tunnel toward the royal boxes, vibrant blue and red banners stretching along the walls. The bloodshed couldn’t have started yet. Had the combatants walked out for the crowd to peruse before the competition started?

      Her tablet was tucked under her arm, and the embedded chip at her temple ran the day’s market analyses down her contact interface. Her father could command her to attend, but he couldn’t force her to pay attention.

      “The arena will be very busy.” Devi, her android bodyguard, walked at her side. “I am watching for threats most assiduously, but you would be wise to pay attention to your surroundings.”

      “I don’t think we need to worry too much—” Nalini waved at the bronze-skinned security officers posted at the tunnel exit, their scimitars, stunners, and DEW-Tek pistols within easy reach on their black waist sashes, “—but have no fear. I’m attentive.”

      “Indeed? So, you know more about the two shady men following us than the current price of gold on the market?”

      Nalini glanced back, briefly alarmed at the possibility of a threat, but… “Those are my cousins, Koray and Kadir. You’ve met them.”

      “That does not mean they aren’t shady or engaged in nefarious plots against your father or yourself. Scheming happens frequently in the large royal families in the Miners’ Union. Just last month, fifteen-year-old Aarav Dubashi tried to poison his father, the prince, in our very system.”

      Koray noticed her looking back and waved. “Your android’s got a hot ass, Nalini.”

      “I think we’re safe from nefarious plots from my cousins,” Nalini murmured.

      “I am occasionally envious of male androids,” Devi said.

      “You ever rent her out for other kinds of work?” Koray winked.

      Nalini wished she could rent out some of her relatives. Perhaps to paint and drywall the latest apartments she’d purchased on the water world Oceanus. “I’m not so impoverished that I need to rent out my bodyguard.”

      “I’ve got parts she can guard.” Kadir sniggered.

      Another roar came from the hundreds of spectators as Nalini walked into the royal boxes overlooking the sandy arena. Sixteen muscular men in loincloths were warming up for the spectators, which included six of Nalini’s fourteen sisters, those who hadn’t yet married and moved out of Stardust Palace. A number of her brothers and male cousins were also seated, more likely here for the blood and battling rather than the near-naked men.

      Among the would-be warriors, only a few were the types that might catch her sisters’ eyes. Most looked like tattooed felons who spent too much time working out in the prison gym. A couple were cleaner cut and might be considered handsome.

      Nalini’s gaze caught on one such man who had short dark hair and a trimmed beard that accentuated his strong jaw. Not that his jaw was what her sisters would be looking at. The loincloth, as silly a garment as it was, left his muscular, athletic build on full display.

      The man glanced in her direction, their eyes meeting. Nalini jerked her gaze away, reminding herself that she was not here to ogle men. She headed up the steps to the seats.

      Her father, Sultan Shayban, presided over them from above, servants and bodyguards standing around his dais to attend his needs. His golden robes hid the paunch he’d developed in recent years, and a turban covered his thinning gray hair, but his dark brown eyes remained sharp as he surveyed the arena, assessing the gladiators like he might a field of asteroids to find ore worth mining.

      He smiled when he spotted Nalini and beckoned her over. She had thought to sit with her brother, Samar, even though he likely was here for the near-naked men, but she headed up to the dais. Maybe her father would tell her why he’d insisted she come.

      “Nalini, my daughter. Come, sit with me tonight.”

      “Of course, Father.” She smiled and patted his arm. Even if she would rather be elsewhere, she couldn’t begrudge him his desire to spend time with his family.

      The crowd cheered as one of the gladiators knocked his warmup opponent on his butt and pranced around, thumping his heavily muscled and even more heavily tattooed chest.

      Nalini rolled her eyes, wondering if she would have to endure being leered at by him later on if he won the night’s contest and her father granted him some position of employment in the palace. It had happened numerous times before. Thank goodness for Devi, who loomed protectively at her side. Years before, Nalini had programmed her to be an excellent bodyguard.

      “There’s something we should discuss,” her father said.

      “Here?” Nalini had to raise her voice to be heard as the yells and claps continued.

      Now several of the men were flexing and posing for the crowd. Not the clean-cut gladiator with the strong jaw. He and his sparring opponent focused on their warmup.

      “I am certain you are wondering why I called you to attend,” her father said. “I know grappling men don’t excite you as much as they do your sisters.”

      Her father tapped a button on his armrest, and a clear insulating dome rose from the corners of the dais to enshroud them. The noise faded significantly, and Nalini knew nobody would hear their conversation.

      “I hope you won’t be offended at the invasion of your privacy, but I questioned your maids to make sure it wasn’t grappling women that excite you.” He smiled affably.

      “No.” Nalini looked at the arena, not wanting to discuss her sexual preferences with her father.

      He’d never brought up the subject before, and it concerned her that he was doing so now. He’d arranged marriages for several of her sisters, but she’d thought—she’d hoped—he would let her choose her own partner. Or, if she preferred, not get married at all. Her heart was in her career. Surely, he knew that.

      “It seems you do take lovers sporadically and enjoy it?” He raised his eyebrows.

      “Sporadically, yes.” Nalini wasn’t sure if she should feel mortified or terrified. Or both.

      “But infrequently. You do not seem to enjoy the servants, as many of your siblings do.”

      “I’m not comfortable ordering men to my bed who don’t see themselves as my equal.”

      “Yes, I thought it was like that. You are so egalitarian, my daughter. Quite strange, but since you are the only one of my children to put money into the family coffers instead of removing it in large quantities, I have not minded your quirky ways.” He winked conspiratorially at her.

      She smiled back, even though she knew her father would put an end to some of her quirky ways if he found out about them. Thankfully, Devi, unlike whichever lip-flapping maid had blabbed about her bedroom preferences, would never betray her secrets.

      “Since it is an equal that you seek,” he said, “you should be pleased by who I have in mind.”

      Nalini closed her eyes. This was about marriage.

      “I had not planned to arrange a husband for you, since I know that your career is your passion, and it is a very useful passion for you to have, but a very eligible prospect has requested you personally.”

      Nalini gaped at him, scanning her memories of the last year. What eligible prospect had she met who would have impressed her father? He’d chosen princes or kings for her other sisters.

      “Prince Jorg, eldest son and heir to the Star Kingdom throne.” Her father clapped his hands together. “Are you delighted?”

      “I…”

      The Star Kingdom? One of those backward people? They’d conquered System Stymphalia, along with the other eleven systems, three centuries earlier and imposed their culture and beliefs. Thank the stars, they’d eventually been pushed back to their own system, and more egalitarian and open-minded governments had regained power. That they still called themselves the Star Kingdom was pretentious, but they had a lot of resources and military might. She could see why such an alliance would appeal to her father, but…

      “Have I met him?” She couldn’t remember it.

      “No, I don’t believe so. But he’s only a few years older than you and quite handsome. I asked my wives, and they all assured me that women find him appealing.”

      As if that was the most important thing in a husband.

      “He’ll be coming for a visit later this year, so you can meet him in person.”

      “If I find him loathsome, can I reject his offer?” Nalini asked hopefully.

      Why had some prince she’d never met requested her personally? She was attractive, but several of her unmarried sisters were considered greater beauties. She had money in her own right, thanks to all of her investments, but it wasn’t as if the heir to the Star Kingdom was impoverished and needed to marry for wealth.

      Her father rested his hand on her arm. “Please don’t think like that, my daughter. You’re more cognizant of the current political climate than most of my children, and you know we’ve been dealing with incursions from Prince Dubashi. We can easily protect our territory here in the Far Belt, but we have mostly automated ships mining our claims in the Middle Belt. Their cameras have caught some of his scout ships lurking near the outer asteroids there, maybe even sending mining ships in on the sly. He denies it, of course. Meanwhile, my bodyguards have stopped several assassination attempts of late. We’re still trying to pin them on Dubashi.”

      Nalini gaped. “You didn’t tell me about those!”

      “I do not wish to worry you with such mundane things.”

      “Assassinations aren’t mundane.”

      “They are if they don’t succeed.” Her father waved his hand dismissively. “I am far more worried that Dubashi, who has been building his forces and alliances for years, will make a direct assault soon. We are not without means, but an alliance with the Star Kingdom could mean security for the millions of people under our family’s rule. King Jager has already said he will station warships here after you and Jorg are successfully wed.”

      “Oh.” Nalini closed her eyes.

      This wasn’t about what she wanted. It was about what her people needed. To refuse would be beyond selfish.

      “I’m certain the prince would let you continue your real-estate endeavors if you went to live with him.”

      “Live with him? On Odin? In some stone castle surrounded by all that… land? And heavy gravity?”

      Nalini didn’t object to land and gravity when she was visiting it for investment purposes, but she’d grown up here in space, and she couldn’t imagine being stuck on a planet. Here, the temperature was always perfect, there wasn’t hail or snow or hurricanes, and the gravity was half that of Oceanus—or Odin. It was her home.

      “You would get used to it,” her father said. “I visited Odin long ago. It is a beautiful world. It’s the only planet in the Twelve Systems that was perfect for humanity and its animals when the colonists first arrived from Old Earth. Ah, the matches are beginning soon. Here, relax and watch with me.”

      Nalini rubbed her face and looked up at the stars—they were faux stars in a faux night sky, but they were her stars. “May I go now, Father? I need to digest this.”

      “Go? The fights are just beginning.”

      “I’d prefer a quiet evening.”

      “I confess I invited you because the outcome of the games will have personal interest to you.”

      Interest? What now?

      “The winner will become your new bodyguard,” her father said.

      Nalini almost pitched to the floor. “My what? I don’t need a new bodyguard. I have Devi.”

      Her father smiled indulgently toward the android standing just outside the insulating dome. “Of course, and she has served you well, but once the betrothal is announced—perhaps as soon as it’s rumored—there will be people who object, who won’t want to see us entering into an alliance with the Kingdom. You may be in far greater danger than usual, and if you insist on leaving the palace, which I assume you will for your development project…” He raised his eyebrows.

      “Yes,” Nalini said firmly. “I’m departing tomorrow.”

      “Which I will allow, but you must have more than an android for a bodyguard. Someone who will be so grateful for this second chance in life that he’ll be loyal to you and an effective deterrent against trouble.”

      Nalini rarely found herself rendered speechless, but having both of these bombs dropped in two minutes was too much.

      “Watch that one with the short dark hair.” Her father pointed. It was the man she’d noticed earlier. “I’m hoping he will win.”

      “Why?” she asked numbly.

      “He recently fled the Kingdom after tricking everyone into believing he was a noble so he could be trained as a knight. They found out he’d fudged his bloodlines, but he passed all the exams and was knighted before his secret got out. Those men have some of the best combat training in the Twelve Systems, and they regularly best genetically modded opponents. Like that big brute there. The contests tonight should be interesting. Even if he doesn’t win, we shall know that whoever beats him will be good enough to protect you.”

      Nalini made herself focus on the indicated man. The knight—former knight—was striding out for his first match.

      An inch or two over six feet, he was one of the smaller competitors, but he would have loomed six inches taller than Nalini. He was lean enough that his powerful muscles were clearly defined, but they weren’t grotesquely large, as with some of the other combatants—some of those men looked like mad scientists’ creations.

      The knight engaged in his first match. It was against the brute who’d been beating himself on the chest earlier.

      They tested each other with combinations of punches and kicks that the knight blocked far more often than his opponent. But his hulking adversary barely seemed to notice when he took solid blows to the midline and even the face. Those blows would have felled most men. Had he consumed some drug concoction before the bout?

      After exchanging a rapid-fire barrage of punches, they slipped within each other’s reach and shifted to grappling. Sand flew as they dropped to the ground, each trying to ensnare the other with a binding hold. The knight was quicker, more agile, and more flexible, and he efficiently knotted up his foe underneath him.

      But the other man roared and thrashed, refusing to acknowledge defeat. Sand coated their sweaty bodies, and their faces and strong necks grew red from their efforts. As they strained, muscles flexing, the crowd cheered at the spectacle.

      Nalini saw her sister, Esrin, touch her chest and lean close to whisper something to one of their cousins. Perhaps how she planned to invite them both to her bed that night. She and her twin, Fadime, had been known to do so after these matches. More than one gladiator who hadn’t won a position on their father’s staff had won a position in one of their beds, at least until they grew bored of them and moved on.

      The knight shifted the lock he held, his powerful shoulders flexing as he smashed his opponent’s face into the sand.

      Nalini admitted that she could see the reason for Esrin’s interest. Surely, the knight’s strength and agility would be as useful in bed as it was in the arena.

      She snorted at the thought, not sure where it had come from. She ought to be paying attention to the market feed scrolling down her contact. Had the dome on her father’s dais been down, she would have informed Devi that gold had closed at just under two thousand Union dollars per ounce.

      The monitor-drone zipped out into the arena when it grew clear that the bigger man couldn’t break the knight’s hold. Its bulbous metal body lit up and showed a countdown. 3, 2, 1… Winner: Tristan.

      Was that the knight’s name? Nalini had expected something far more brutish. Most of the men assumed fake names or came with nicknames like Gunner and Slayer. These warriors were usually criminals and deadbeats, people who thought competing here could earn them a desperately needed second chance in life.

      Tristan sprang back, releasing his hold. He offered his adversary a hand, but his foe snarled, threw sand at him, and rose and stalked out of the arena on his own.

      Tristan shrugged, brushed sand off his torso, and faced the dais. He met Nalini’s eyes as he bowed.

      The unexpected eye contact startled her. The gladiators always looked to her father, knowing he was the one who determined their fate.

      But this man, with his neatly trimmed beard and short tousled hair, looked at her.

      His eyes were a deep brown with an intensity that made her stir uneasily in her seat. He seemed like someone who wouldn’t miss anything, such as the secrets she didn’t want getting back to her father. She hoped that one of the dimmer-looking thugs won. If she had to have a bodyguard, she would prefer a dumb one. Also one whose muscles didn’t play together in such an appealing way as he trotted back to await the next round.

      Nalini caught herself touching her chest and lowered her hand with an irritated snap. She wasn’t her sister.

      The battles continued, robot servants bringing food and beverages around to the spectators who worked in the palace while humans served those in the royal boxes. There were three more elimination matches with different pairings before Tristan fought again. Nalini nibbled on a pastry coated in sesame seeds while she watched him walk back out into the arena.

      His next match, against one of the other victors from a previous round, did not go to the ground. His foe was also fast and agile, appearing more natural than the hulking cybernetically or genetically altered men, and preferred all manner of kicks and punches. Tristan adapted to his style easily enough, blocking the barrage of blows without giving ground. He had a knack for reading his opponent, seemingly before the other man even knew what he would do next. Or maybe it was that there was something predictable about the combinations of punches and kicks he threw.

      Either way, Tristan defeated him more quickly than his first opponent, an open fist to the nose sending him tumbling to the sand. Tristan sprang after him, locking his foe’s arms behind his back so he couldn’t get up, and the drone flew out for the countdown of three.

      The crowd was audibly disappointed by how quickly the skirmish had ended, but when Tristan offered to help up his foe—this one allowed it—and dusted himself off and faced the dais, a round of whoops and applause went up for him.

      He bowed, meeting Nalini’s eyes again. She expected some smugness or a cocky smile, but his jaw was set with determination, the same intensity in his eyes as before. After he bowed, he jogged back toward the winners’ side.

      “I like his professionalism,” her father said as he accepted a cup of raki from a servant. “Perhaps I shall offer him a position even if he doesn’t win. The Kingdom’s loss will be my gain, eh?”

      One of the other men still in contention looked at Nalini as Tristan jogged back to the group. The thug pointed at her, smirked, and grabbed his crotch.

      Nalini was so startled that she glanced at her father, amazed that one of the men had dared such rudeness in his presence, but he was selecting from a dessert tray and did not notice.

      She launched a defiant glare at the brute, but Tristan had said something, drawing his attention. The man, who towered more than a foot above him, grabbed his crotch again and made thrusting motions and laughed.

      Tristan punched him in the face, the blow so fast and hard that the man didn’t get a hand up to defend himself. Because he’d been too busy using it on his crotch, Nalini wagered, satisfied with the action even if she shouldn’t have taken pleasure in such a petty thing.

      The big man sprang for Tristan, ready to have the final battle right there, but androids and human guards ran out with stunners, shouting for them to knock it off.

      The two men broke apart, glaring at each other with the intense hatred of mortal enemies rather than strangers who’d met that night. The crowd whooped and roared, some rising to their feet and stomping their approval at this bonus display of ferocity.

      Several more matches were fought, but the end was inevitable. Tristan and his new nemesis were the last two combatants left standing.

      As they stalked out, neither taking his gaze off the other, Nalini revoked her wish for someone besides Tristan to win. The last thing she wanted was that crotch-grabbing troglodyte as her bodyguard. By the stars, her bodyguard would sleep in the servant’s room in her suite. He had to be someone trustworthy.

      Even if a servant would be punished, if not outright executed, for any sexual crimes he committed on a member of the royal family, he might try anyway, believing he could get away before being caught.

      Nalini swallowed, horrified by that thought, as the drone sounded a bell and the men lunged for each other.

      The thug had walked out with sand in his hand, and he flung it at Tristan’s eyes before they engaged. Tristan ducked aside and missed most of it, but some got into his eyes, throwing him off ever so slightly. His foe rammed into him like an asteroid-coring machine.

      Tristan crashed to the ground, the big man smothering him. Nalini groaned, certain her knight was done for.

      But somehow, Tristan created enough space to get his knees to his chest and plant his feet against his foe’s torso. He thrust, hurling the heavy man into the air, then rolled away before the mass of muscle landed.

      His opponent twisted with surprising agility for such a big man and came down on his feet. Tristan was already charging at him. He threw punches so quickly that his hands blurred, and at one point, he slammed a knee into the man’s groin. It was a tactic he hadn’t used on any of his other foes, but Nalini clenched her fist, delighted when the brute howled in pain.

      He lunged in, punches flying, but Tristan was too fast. Not only did he dodge the attack, but he darted past his foe and came around behind him. He slammed a foot into the back of the man’s leg, forcing him to his knees. Before the thug could recover, Tristan wrapped his powerful arms in a lock around his thick neck.

      They ended up facing the dais, so Nalini had a clear view of the big man flailing, trying vainly to reach Tristan with limbs made inflexible by his great muscle mass.

      Tristan, right against his back with his arms squeezing ever tighter, looked neither triumphant nor concerned. There was simply that same intense focus. His adversary’s face turned red, then purple. The crowd roared as the flailing grew weaker.

      The drone came out and did its countdown. The big man tried one more time to escape the lock, but he failed. The drone announced Tristan the winner, and he let his opponent go, the big man tumbling face first into the sand.

      Once again, Tristan offered a hand up—Nalini would have preferred it if he’d kicked the coarse oaf in the face—but this one also ignored the help. He grabbed sand and threw it toward Tristan’s face again as he stood, but Tristan saw it coming and closed his eyes.

      The androids started out to instill order, but the man stalked off without further fighting.

      Tristan brushed off the sand, faced the dais, and once again bowed to Nalini.

      “Ah, very good,” her father said. “He will do, I believe.”

      Nalini sank back in her seat as the guards came out to lead Tristan away.

      “I think my wives might also tell me that he is handsome.” Her father quirked an eyebrow at her. “You’ve made your feelings on servants clear, so I won’t worry about that, but do not forget that your fate is with Prince Jorg.”

      “I haven’t forgotten, Father.” Nalini cleared her face, wondering what expression she’d worn that had prompted him to make that statement.

      Tristan looked back at her as he neared the exit tunnel, his expression inscrutable. She was glad he wasn’t crude and lustful like the other man, but it bothered her that she couldn’t read him and had no idea what he was thinking.

      All she knew was that he was her new bodyguard. She feared she was in trouble for more reasons than one.
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      Four weeks earlier…

      

      Sir Tristan Tremayne stared at the coffin, only vaguely aware of the cool hazy mist coating his face and contrasting the hot tears streaking down into his beard. His mentor and best friend was dead.

      His father had once told him real men don’t cry, but he’d been mining ore on a penal asteroid for the last twenty years. He was a criminal. What did he know?

      A throat cleared behind him.

      Despite his resolve to ignore his father’s advice, Tristan wiped the tears from his face before turning around. Knights couldn’t show weakness, especially one who hadn’t been born into the nobility and worried that everything would one day be taken away from him.

      He didn’t recognize the man in the suit who stood behind him and bowed when their eyes met.

      “Sir Tremayne? I’m Itsuki Yamamoto, the lawyer handling the settling of Sir Hanh’s affairs. After his death, this was found in his cabin on the Tiger’s Wrath, and there was a note that it was for you.” A puzzled crease furrowed Yamamoto’s brow as he opened his jacket and pulled out a vial of vibrant red dirt.

      Tristan accepted it, tears threatening again as he read the label: Arakan Moon regolith.

      “Thank you.” Tristan wore his formal silver liquid armor for the funeral, so he was short on pockets. He tucked the vial into his utility belt. Since the lawyer still looked puzzled, he explained, “I collect dirt from the planets and moons I visit because…” He groped for a way to explain how little he’d had growing up, how he’d never thought he would travel outside of the capital city, much less leave the planet Odin, and how that had only changed when he’d become Sebastian Hanh’s squire. “Just because,” he finished. “Sir Hanh knew.”

      “A dirt collection?” Yamamoto didn’t appear that enlightened. “Well, that’s less controversial than what’s in his will.” He took a long look over his shoulder through the mist toward where Sebastian’s twenty-five-year-old son Andreas, cousins, nephews, and uncles were gesticulating to—

      Tristan rocked back when he recognized King Jager, Queen Iku, and their eldest, Prince Jorg. Though he shouldn’t have been surprised. Of course they would come to the funeral of one of their most trusted knights, especially since Sebastian was—had been—from one of the oldest noble families.

      Jager glanced in his direction, and Tristan fought the old urge to drop prostrate to the ground with his nose smashed against the dirt. He bowed, as befitting a knight, though even that wasn’t required across such distance.

      “Yes, there’s the controversy playing out, I believe,” Yamamoto said. “I informed Andreas of the, ah, update to Sir Hanh’s will when I arrived. I assume Sebastian discussed it with you?”

      “His will?” Tristan asked. “No. Is this about my probationary period?”

      Even though he was devastated by the loss of his best friend and the only mentor he’d ever had, he couldn’t help but think of himself now that this lawyer was here. Tristan was one month shy of finishing his probationary year, something required of any commoner who made his way through the rigorous gauntlet to qualify as a knight, and Sebastian had promised to stand beside him at the king’s court and argue to make sure it became Tristan’s permanent position. But with Sebastian gone…

      He swallowed, remembering how many people had opposed his appointment. Nobody had cared much when Sebastian had taken him on as a squire, since they’d assumed that some kid off the streets would never pass the vigorous physical and academic exams required to become a knight, but when he had, people had become much more vocal. Was Sebastian’s son Andreas complaining about that even now? Why would it matter to him?

      “No, not that. This.” Yamamoto pulled out a small tablet computer and held the screen up toward him.

      Fear tightened Tristan’s gut, the words even harder than usual to read as panic set in. His dyslexic brain jumbled letters around, and it didn’t help that the long multisyllabic words were legal mumbo jumbo to start with.

      “Can you sum it up for me, please?” Tristan’s cheeks flamed with embarrassment that hadn’t stopped rearing up in his mind over the years, even after he’d been given a label for his reading difficulties. He drew some small solace in the fact that he excelled at mathematics—that half of the academic tests had pulled up his reading and writing scores and given him a passing score—but nobody ever asked him to recite math problems aloud.

      Yamamoto’s brow furrowed again. “He left you his estate.”

      Tristan blinked slowly. Even though that was as concise a summary as anyone could have asked for, he struggled just as much to understand it. “I don’t understand.”

      “He,” Yamamoto said slowly, as if dealing with a simpleton, “left you his estate. All of it.”

      Yamamoto stretched a hand toward the rambling castle that covered tens of thousands of square feet, the manicured lawns and gardens, the horse stables and riding arenas in the back, the hangar and shuttle pad with several private spacecraft and aircraft, and thousands and thousands of acres of the Liliowy Mountains that spanned countless lakes and some of the richest timberlands on the continent.

      Tristan shook his head. “He has a son. And cousins and nephews.”

      He pointed to those people now, suddenly understanding why they were gesticulating and arguing with the king.

      “Yes, and until recently, his son stood to inherit his title and estate. He’d left you some hundred thousand Kingdom crowns, which seems reasonable, if an excessive amount to give to a commoner whose father is in prison and whose mother overdosed on drugs.”

      The heat hadn’t faded completely from Tristan’s cheeks, and it rekindled now at this reminder of his dubious origins. “I see. It’s more acceptable to give money to appropriately pedigreed commoners.”

      “I will tell you honestly,” Yamamoto said, ignoring the sarcasm, “that it’s unlikely it’ll stick. The king will have to get the Senate to sign off on overturning it, but they probably will. Even if Andreas is petulant and spoiled, that describes half of the children of nobles in the Kingdom, and it’s never been grounds for taking their lands from them.” Yamamoto took back his tablet. “If you expect to have a shot at keeping that which he bequeathed you, you had better hire a very good lawyer.”

      “I don’t have the money for that,” Tristan mumbled, more out of habit than because he wanted to pursue a lawsuit.

      Yamamoto snorted. “Ironic.”

      Tristan stared bleakly at the lawyer as he walked away, then turned back to the coffin. The lid was down, since poor Sebastian had been maimed horribly in the explosion that had destroyed the bridge of his ship—and taken his life—but Tristan wished he could see his mentor’s face one more time. No, he wished he could speak to the living man one more time.

      “Why, Sebastian?” he whispered. “You didn’t need to do this—shouldn’t have done it. All I ever wanted was to be a knight.”

      The coffin did not answer.

      “I see you got this worked out real well for yourself,” came Andreas’s angry snarl as he stalked up.

      Tristan turned in time to see the punch coming, and he could have blocked it—his instincts started to whip his arm up to do so—but he caught himself and let the punch land. Knuckles mashed against his cheekbone, stinging, but it was nothing like the punch of a knight, or any trained warrior. It was the punch of a dandy who spent his days betting on horse races and his nights down in the capital, carousing with his cronies.

      “What’d you do?” Andreas demanded, wincing and shaking out his hand. “Get him drunk and sweet-talk him into changing it? Or did you suck his dick while you were out on those missions? Everybody knows he never preferred my mother or any other woman.”

      Tristan sighed. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard the implication, and he couldn’t manage the anger any longer to clench his jaw in indignation.

      Yes, Sebastian’s tastes had run toward male companionship, but Tristan’s didn’t. Nobody ever believed he wouldn’t have crossed the line of his own preferences to advance his career. It bothered him more that people could believe Sebastian would have asked someone to do that. He’d been as noble and chivalrous as all the knights in the legends combined. What truly angered Tristan was that Sebastian’s son would speak poorly of him, and he found his fingers curling into a fist until he noticed a second man walking up.

      “Is that how Tremayne got Hanh to vouch so passionately for him to be granted knighthood?” Prince Jorg asked dryly, his eyes dancing with amusement. And cruelty. That cruelty had been there every time Tristan had encountered the man—the future ruler of the Star Kingdom. “I’d wondered why someone would argue so vehemently to allow some street filth to be made into a knight.”

      Tristan made himself bow and greet Jorg with a formal, “Favor of the Kingdom to you, Your Highness,” even though he would have preferred to punch the man.

      Andreas’s anger was understandable. Jorg was a spiteful snot who acted like he was thirteen instead of thirty. Tristan hoped the rumors about Jager partaking in out-of-system anti-aging treatments were true and that he would outlive his son. Jager wasn’t known for loving benevolence, and reputedly had ambitions to take over the Twelve Systems and put them under Kingdom rule again, but he wasn’t as much of a petulant ass as his son.

      “Yes, do suck up,” Jorg said. “And also to the king, not only me. I’m sure that’ll make my father much more inclined to buck two thousand years of tradition and give you the Hanh estate.”

      “I don’t want his estate or his money or anything.” Tristan’s fingers twitched toward his utility belt. That wasn’t quite true. He would keep the red moon dirt. It touched him that Sebastian had thought to gather it for him.

      Andreas sprang back behind Jorg. “He’s grabbing his axe!”

      Tristan’s hand hadn’t been anywhere near the knight’s pertundo he carried—a weapon modeled after a retractable halberd rather than an axe—but he lowered it.

      “Dear Andreas, were you planning to use me for a shield?” Jorg, who’d passed all the knight exams himself, hadn’t mistaken the reach for anything offensive. “Because there are laws against that, you know. In fact, at the first sign of danger, you’re supposed to fling yourself in front of me rather than behind me.” Jorg’s cold blue eyes glinted. “Perhaps we can try that later in some highway traffic.”

      Andreas laughed nervously and stepped away from Jorg.

      Tristan hated that this petty conversation was happening in front of Sebastian’s remains. He longed to pray and say a few final words—silently, not where anyone could overhear him—and then flee the estate before the rest of the Hanh family came after him with pitchforks.

      Before Andreas had to figure out a response to Jorg’s suggestion, which may or may not have been made in jest, King Jager strode toward the coffin. Eight humorless bodyguards in combat armor trailed him, DEW-Tek rifles gripped in their hands.

      Tristan made himself lift his chin and wait like a knight, not like a criminal fearing a firing squad.

      “Leave us, boys.” Jager waved for Jorg and Andreas to move along.

      Tristan wished he could move along, all the way back to Zamek City and the knight headquarters, where he would hopefully be given a new assignment, a way to get his mind off his mentor’s death, and a final chance to prove himself before his year was up.

      Jager looked him up and down, his face difficult to read.

      Tristan bowed deeply, keeping his hands far away from his pertundo—he’d only worn it because it was part of a knight’s formal uniform. Thankfully, the bodyguards stayed several paces back and didn’t appear concerned for their monarch’s life.

      “You’ve spoken to the lawyer.” Jager made it a statement, not a question.

      “Yes, Your Majesty. And as I was trying to tell Andreas—”

      “Lord Andreas,” Jager interrupted coolly. His gaze wasn’t as cruel and mocking as his son’s, but it was far from friendly.

      Tristan should have known better. He’d spent too much time training on the estate here, growing accustomed to addressing Sebastian’s family on a first-name basis.

      “Lord Andreas,” he agreed. “I told him I’d be happy to sign the estate over to him. Anything Sebas—Sir Hanh left me. I never wanted anything from him—he’s already given me so much. I just want to be a knight and serve the crown.” He bowed again—not, he told himself firmly, sucking up.

      It was true, after all, though it was more that Tristan had wanted to become a knight because they were brave and honorable warriors—everything his father was not—than out of a desire to serve Jager. He did want to serve the people and protect his home world from any aggressors from the other systems. He wanted to do work that mattered. He wanted to matter.

      “That’s good. I’ll have the lawyer draw up the paperwork. In the meantime, I understand you have a month left in your probationary period.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Tristan stood up straight, though he didn’t presume to look Jager in the eyes. He didn’t presume to breathe.

      “These are contentious times, and we are in need of good men. Loyal men. And your record has been satisfactory this last year.”

      It wasn’t heartfelt praise, but Tristan allowed himself hope. “Thank you.”

      “But your work has all been here on Odin, under the watchful eyes of Sir Hanh or another senior knight.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Knights are expected to go all over the Twelve Systems, to be my eyes and ears, and to act to protect the interests of the crown. They need to be trustworthy and capable of making smart decisions, even when they’re alone for months without supervision.”

      Did Jager have some special mission in mind? Tristan would welcome the chance to show that he could be trusted, that he could shine out there on his own.

      “I’m ready to prove myself, Your Majesty.”

      “Good. I have a spy mission in mind that I believe you would be perfect for.”

      Perfect for? Tristan leaned forward. Did Jager know all about his abilities? How skilled he was with weapons and unarmed combat? How hard he’d had to work to be accepted when nobody except Sebastian had wanted him to pass the exams?

      “Since your father is a known criminal, I don’t think anyone would have a hard time believing that you might be tempted to that life too.”

      Tristan didn’t let his shoulders slump with disappointment, even though he wanted to. It wasn’t his abilities that Jager believed in but his father’s reputation?

      “We will circulate a story that you tricked your way into the knighthood, were caught, and were kicked out. Perhaps you even stole something and fled the system, hotly pursued by real knights.” Jager waved indifferently.

      Tristan wanted to protest that he was a real knight, but if this ruse got him a chance to prove himself…

      “Now, you’re down on your luck, out of money, and scrambling to find any work that pays. Which is why you’ll be entering one of the monthly gladiator competitions that Sultan Shayban in System Stymphalia hosts. He’s one of the wealthiest and most influential rulers in the Miners’ Union, and he regularly recruits the winners of those battles for security positions. Our spy in his palace tells me that the next winner, should he be deemed suitable, will be offered the position of bodyguard to his favorite daughter, Princess Nalini.”

      Tristan listened intently, not letting himself be daunted by the idea of traveling alone to another star system for the first time, or having to beat out countless warriors who might be cybernetically enhanced or genetically engineered—something that wasn’t allowed in the Kingdom.

      “Am I to spy on her for Royal Intelligence?” Tristan asked.

      “To some extent—you’ll report anything of interest to our current spy in the palace—but mostly, you’re going to ensure she doesn’t decide to run away from the marriage that her father and I are arranging.”

      “Marriage to whom?”

      “Prince Jorg.”

      Tristan struggled to keep his expression neutral. The idea of being someone’s bodyguard didn’t bother him, but being her keeper? Her captor?

      But this was the path to the career he’d dreamed about since he’d been a boy. He took a deep breath and said, “I am prepared to take on this mission, Your Majesty.”

      “See that you excel at it, so that I have no reason to doubt your loyalty and trustworthiness.” Jager’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits, and Tristan had no doubt that there would be consequences if he failed. “If you ensure that Nalini is safe and ready to marry my son later this year, you have my word that you’ll officially be made a knight.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Tristan pushed aside his feelings of unease. The nobility—royalty—were used to arranged marriages. It wasn’t as if he would personally be responsible for destroying this girl’s dreams. “I will do all that you ask of me. You can trust me.”
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      Present day, Stardust Palace

      

      “Sergeant Habib.” Nalini waved to flag down the palace’s assistant chief of security.

      What luck to have spotted him on the way out of the arena. She was still reeling from all the blows—and not the ones the gladiators had rained down on each other.

      Not only was she to be stuck with a marriage she didn’t want, but she also had to deal with some strange bodyguard in her home, a home she hadn’t had to share with anyone except Devi since she’d moved into the private suite eight years earlier. And the man—Tristan, she reminded herself—would be along with her on her private yacht for her upcoming trip, as well, if her father had his way. And he was the sultan so he always had his way.

      “Yes, Your Highness?” Habib smiled, but tension edged his eyes. Or maybe that was wariness.

      Nalini didn’t know how much extra work the security staff was stuck with when her father held these gladiatorial matches, matches full of criminal contenders, but she guessed it was significant.

      “Do you have someone who can show Tristan around the palace? And, er, how to be a bodyguard? I know there’s more to it than being able to beat people up.”

      “Much more,” Habib agreed.

      Inspiration struck. Maybe she need not deal with Tristan until she got back from her trip. Maybe her father could be convinced that Devi had better training and was more reliable. “Bodyguards must need weeks of specialized training, I should imagine. Will you see to it? I’m in no hurry to get the new man. I have Devi.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness.” Habib stepped toward the wall as members of the family streamed out of the royal seats. “But my men and I will be busy kicking the riffraff—today’s losers that your father doesn’t deem worthy of employment—” his lips flattened in disapproval, “—off the station, lest they wander around and start stealing things. There are thirty more than the ones you saw tonight, men who weren’t deemed talented enough to fight. They’ll be escorted to transport ships promptly, but there’s not much I can do about those he decides to hire. Do you know that the thug who won is from the Kingdom? Those men are savages. These events are always so…” Habib spotted her father walking down the passageway, his bodyguards flanking him, and adjusted whatever he’d intended to finish with to, “fraught.”

      “I understand, Sergeant, but surely someone must show him around and what to do.”

      “One of my android assistants is currently escorting him to the baths to wash and change, and then…” Habib extended his hand toward Nalini.

      “I can’t show him around.” A bubble of panic threatened to form in Nalini’s chest. Technically, there was no reason she couldn’t give him a tour of the palace, but then he would be watching her with those intense eyes, and she would feel flustered. She didn’t like to feel flustered. She was composed. Nalini Shayban, renowned real-estate developer who traveled and made deals throughout the system, was always composed. “I mean, he needs training, not simply a tour. There are things bodyguards are expected to do.”

      “Isn’t your android trained in bodyguard duties? Perhaps she can give him the necessary lectures. It’s not as if he needs combat training.” Habib sneered, condemnation in his dark eyes. Did he have some personal reason to be prejudiced toward Kingdom citizens?

      Her father spotted them conversing and veered toward them.

      “I must go, Your Highness. If your new bodyguard is recalcitrant, let me know, and I’ll send men over to fasten electric-shock bracelets around his wrists to ensure he’s a willing employee.” Habib bowed and hurried away.

      Nalini gaped after him. Shock bracelets?

      Were such measures typical for the men her father hired from these gladiatorial games? She’d paid so little attention to them these last years. But surely, he wouldn’t assign her a bodyguard that he hadn’t researched thoroughly and believed would perform adequately. If this one had tried to become a knight, however mendaciously, he ought to have notions of chivalry and honor. However backwards the Kingdom was with their customs, the knights were legendary even outside of their system.

      “Is there a problem, my daughter?” Her father glanced after Habib.

      She didn’t want to get Habib in trouble, but she was a little disgruntled that he was foisting this Tristan off on her. “No, Father. I was simply wondering who would train my new bodyguard. It seems that Sergeant Habib and his staff are quite busy. He suggested that Devi lecture him on proper protocols. I wasn’t sure that would be sufficient. Perhaps he shouldn’t start his duty as my bodyguard until I return from my trip.”

      “Nonsense. You need someone extremely capable to protect you on your journey. As soon as word of the upcoming betrothal gets out, there will be those who object. Have your android instruct the knight as needed.”

      Everyone was convinced that Devi could properly instruct a bodyguard; why couldn’t they be convinced that she could handle being Nalini’s bodyguard?

      Her brother, Samar, ambled up, a yeasty-smelling alcoholic drink in hand. “Your new bodyguard may be in danger, Nalini. Esrin and Fadime said they were going to show him around the palace.”

      “Habib said an android took him to the baths,” Nalini said.

      “Yes, I believe our dear salacious sisters plan to start the tour there.” Samar sipped from his drink, his eyes crinkling with amusement. “Judging by the whispers I overheard, the tour won’t get much past there. Let’s hope they put out a do-not-disturb sign this time. Last month, one of our more aged butlers was scandalized when he walked in on them in the servants’ bath. The male servants’ bath.”

      Nalini grimaced. She hadn’t missed the way Esrin had salivated over the men winning their rounds, especially the good-looking ones, and Tristan qualified for that descriptor.

      Usually, she wouldn’t care one iota if her sisters wanted to drag off the arena winners to have sex with, but a twinge of possessiveness went through her at the thought of them pawing over Tristan. It was silly—she didn’t even want a bodyguard—but he was supposed to be for her, not for them.

      Their father sighed and shook his head at this exchange. “My daughter, you are the only one of my children with a purpose. I do value you for that.” He patted her shoulder, not looking at Samar as he spoke, and walked off down the corridor.

      Nalini also sighed. While it meant something that her father appreciated the hard work she did for the family, she wished he appreciated it enough to give her the gift of choosing her own husband. Or of choosing no husband at all.

      “I have purpose.” Samar spread his hand over his chest.

      “I know you do.” Nalini strode down the corridor at a brisk pace, intending to rescue her new bodyguard from her sisters’ clutches.

      But she soon slowed her pace. What if she went down there and they were already engaged in some lurid sexual act? The butler wasn’t the only one who’d walked in on that before. As they’d proven often, Esrin and Fadime didn’t mind sharing a man if he had promising stamina and vigor. Nalini didn’t want to see that tonight, not when it would involve someone she would have to face throughout her upcoming trip.

      Samar caught up with her, handing his drink to a passing servant. “Do you think if I put more effort into marketing and selling my art, Father would consider my talent worth acknowledging? I’m not bad, you know. I’ve had numerous tutors tell me my paintings are hauntingly beautiful.”

      “They are. And yes, if you made money from them, I think he would see them—and you—in a different light.”

      “I do hate selling. It’s so bourgeois.”

      “Our family runs asteroid mines, Samar. We’re bourgeois.” They took a lift to the lower levels where the servants’ quarters and security-guard barracks were located.

      “Speak for yourself, dear sister. I’m transcendently above all that. I have dual degrees in philosophy and the arts. I’m an ascended being. Practically a god.”

      “Uh huh.” Nalini waved between two marble pillars swathed in gold and crimson silk at the male entrance to the baths. “Would you mind going in there to see if my bodyguard is sexually pinned between my sisters?”

      “What if he’s merely pinned in an asexual manner?”

      “Do you really think Esrin and Fadime can do anything asexually?”

      “Good point. They are not ascended beings.”

      “Tell me about it.” Nalini shooed him toward the door, wanting him to hurry up and stop whatever was going on in there before it started.

      She told herself it wouldn’t matter if it was too late, that who her bodyguard had sex with meant nothing to her. She’d never even spoken to the man. What should she care if he rutted with her sisters all night?

      “Because then he’d be too tired to do his job,” she grumbled.

      That was all she cared about. A proper work ethic.

      Yet, while she waited, she couldn’t help but think of the way Tristan had held her gaze with his intense dark eyes as he bowed to her. And the way he’d clobbered that other brute for being crude. She could like and respect him simply for that. Though if he was the type of man who’d leap into the arms of any woman who flirted with him, she might find it harder to give that respect.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tristan stood in a hip-deep pool of water large enough for swimming laps, while an android butler held a stack of towels and lectured him on the expectations of the palace staff. While he listened, he tried to decide if he was excited for this mission and this chance to prove himself to Jager, or if he was bewildered by it.

      He’d always known that knights went undercover on spy missions, especially spy missions with the potential for a lot of combat, but he hadn’t envisioned himself in a massive palace as large as many space stations, being instructed by an android as he washed his armpits. He also hadn’t envisioned giant swimming pools—or baths—in space. What would happen if there was a mechanical hiccup, and the palace stopped spinning on its axis and creating artificial gravity? Tons of droplets of water would go on an interesting and messy journey.

      “…must bow respectfully and address all members of the royal family as Your Highness,” the android was saying in a monotonous voice. “I am certain you will receive further specific instruction on your bodyguard duties, but you will also be expected to give your life if necessary to save that of your charge, Princess Nalini.”

      “I hope it’s all right if I react quickly enough that neither of us need give our lives,” Tristan said.

      The android gazed blandly at him, blinking at regularly programmed intervals.

      Tristan eyed the dozens of soap, lotion, and shampoo dispensers, wash cloths, and scrub brushes on racks and shelves along one wall of the pool. One bathing implement looked like a cross between a scrub brush and a sonic toothbrush. It had vibrated vigorously when he turned it on, so he’d decided not to risk his armpits on it.

      “When you are finished, I will trim your hair and beard,” the android stated. “There is a uniform on that bench for you.”

      Tristan eyed a stack of clothing dominated by black leather. He hoped it didn’t chafe and that he could move freely. Already, he missed the comfortable robes that knights wore around their headquarters near the castle in Zamek City.

      As he exited the pool and padded naked toward a stool, prepared to let the android trim him, the door opened. At first, he didn’t think anything of it, since several male servants had come and gone while he’d been bathing, but two giggling women walked in and headed straight for him.

      “Erg.” Tristan lunged for a towel and wrapped it around his waist.

      He distinctly remembered a sign on the door proclaiming this was the male servants’ bathing room. Unless he’d misread it. Which did happen, but he’d only seen men come in so far. These two women were dressed in lavish flowing silks that showed an impressive amount of cleavage, and their hair and makeup were done up extravagantly. He recognized them from the royal seats in the arena and knew they weren’t servants. He was almost positive they were two of the sultan’s daughters, but that huge family was still a blur to him. He’d researched them on the flight out of System Lion and tried to memorize names and faces, but he’d found the sheer number of wives and daughters—and nieces—the sultan claimed daunting.

      “There he is. What ever is taking you so long, handsome knight?” One woman came up and planted a hand on his bare chest.

      The other woman looked him brazenly up and down.

      “This android insisted I need a haircut.” Tristan did his best to appear manly and unflustered by this unexpected attention. He’d been approached a lot more frequently by women, even beautiful women, since being made a knight, but this was the first time it had happened in a men’s bathroom.

      “Oh, no. You can’t trust an android’s tastes. It’s delightful. I like it tousled.” The closest woman reached up and rubbed his head.

      Tristan swallowed, fearing certain body parts were about to embarrass him. She was very beautiful, as were most of the people here who weren’t servants—Tristan assumed some degree of genetic engineering was at work. She was not, however, his mission, and he couldn’t invite distractions.

      He gripped her wrist gently and pushed it aside. “I must dress for my new duties.”

      “Yes, yes, to protect our dear sister, Nalini. I must warn you…” The woman lowered her voice to a whisper. “She’s not much fun. I’m Fadime, and I want to formally invite you to my room tonight, or any night that you’re bored. She will bore you. I promise.” She oozed closer and batted her eyelashes at him.

      Tristan stepped back, lifting a hand to keep her from closing the distance again. “I’m not here for the entertainment.”

      “No?” the other sister said. “You entertained us in the arena. We would be delighted to return the favor.”

      “That’s not necessary,” Tristan said.

      The door opened again, and he braced himself for another sister. But a man entered this time. He was also not a servant, judging by the haughty tilt to his chin and the fact that he wore flamboyant purple silk pantaloons and a green tunic, both very different from the black uniform Tristan had been given. The man had fine features and looked like he’d never lifted anything heavier than a nail file, but when he rolled his eyes at the two women, Tristan thought he might be an ally.

      “Esrin. Fadime,” he said. “Nalini is waiting impatiently for her bodyguard to attend her.”

      “I’ll just bet she is.” Fadime looked Tristan up and down again.

      Tristan waved to the android. “Will you finish whatever ministrations you deem necessary?”

      “Certainly, sir.” The android approached with an electric beard trimmer. “I was uncertain if you would wish to have coitus with the princesses first.”

      “No, I do not.”

      “I knew I liked you.” The silk-swathed man smirked as the women pouted and sashayed out. “And not just because you punched that crotch-grabber in the nose. Well, no, it was mostly that, but I see you have other positive attributes.” He walked up and stuck his hand out. “I’m Samar, Nalini’s favorite brother.”

      Tristan held up his towel with one hand and accepted the handshake with the other. “Is that her descriptor or yours?”

      “Mine, but she knows it’s true. We’re the only of the sultan’s children to share the same mother, though she has unfortunately passed on. But that just means we’re close.” Since Samar smiled easily as he spoke, his mother’s death must have been a long time in the past and not an open wound. “You’re from the Kingdom?”

      “Yes.” Tristan saw no point in hiding his origins, since the sisters had already known he was a knight. He hoped that was all they knew, that the sultan’s intelligence people had only picked up the cover story the king had circulated. “I was from the Kingdom. I have no home now.”

      The android waved for Tristan to sit on the stool while he performed the hair and beard trim.

      “You’ll do all right here if you obey the sultan’s laws and don’t vex Nalini too much,” Samar said.

      “Is that easy to do?”

      Thanks to his earlier research, Tristan had identified Nalini before the arena fights had started. She’d been invited to sit next to the sultan, so the rumor that she was his favorite daughter seemed accurate. He didn’t remember much about her, even though he’d bowed to her after each victory. He’d seen her as a visual representation of the goal that Jager had given him, so it had helped to lock her in his mind before each bout.

      “Oh, not really,” Samar said. “She’s not prickly, like some of our sisters, but she is dedicated to her work and a determined woman. She doesn’t abide men or women who get in her way.”

      “She works?” Tristan had imagined all of these princes and princesses being largely ornamental, with no real function other than to be married off to establish alliances.

      “Obsessively.” Samar, seeing that the hair trimming was complete, waved for Tristan to dress and follow him. “And she’s probably impatient since she’s been waiting outside this whole time. She’s not the type to barge into a men’s bathroom, unless it’s to grab him by the ear and drag him off to do some work. I suppose that could happen if we dawdle further.”

      “I’d like to think I’ve shown myself capable of defending my ears.” Nonetheless, Tristan hurried to dress. He hadn’t known Nalini was waiting outside. He’d imagined her off doing princess things, content to let the android instruct him on palace protocol.

      “From physical assaults, perhaps. How well can they stand up to diatribes on the difficulty of finding properties in markets where an appropriate rent-to-value ratio can be had?” Samar winked, the exit door sliding open as he approached.

      “I’m… not sure yet. Squires and knights get free room and board. Rent values aren’t much discussed.”

      “Rent to value,” Nalini said from the corridor, pinning a cool gaze on Samar. “Ideally, you want to get at least one percent of the property’s overall value in the rent each month, since that brings in enough money to cover the mortgage, insurance, and necessary repairs. That’s difficult to find in the overpriced speculative markets pervasive in so much of the system. You have to make your own opportunities to obtain a good rent to value ratio.”

      Samar lifted his hands. “I didn’t say it. You’ll have to explain it to your bodyguard. I understand he’s fascinated by real estate.”

      Nalini looked at Tristan, their eyes meeting for the first time since the arena, where fifty meters and dozens of people had sat between them. Hers were a dark brown, almost black, similar in color to the thick, lush hair tumbling in waves past her shoulders. Her skin was somewhere between olive and bronze, free of blemishes or scars, and lighter on makeup than her sisters had favored. Nalini was as beautiful as they were, with a full figure that the cream-colored shirt and flowing blue trousers didn’t hide, but he sensed a distant aloofness that contrasted sharply with their sultry familiarity.

      At Samar’s statement, Nalini’s elegant eyebrows arched. “Is that true?”

      For some reason, a part of him wished he could say yes, but he shook his head. “I believe your brother is mocking me, ma’am—Your Highness.” Tristan wasn’t used to being around royalty except for infrequent interactions with King Jager, but there was so much of it here—it seemed that everyone who wasn’t a servant was a member of the sultan’s family—that he would have to get used to using that term. “Or possibly you.”

      “Samar.” Nalini swatted him, and a brief playful glint entered her eyes.

      “I was simply informing him what he could expect in serving you.” Samar swept his arm out in a bow that was far more flamboyant than the reserved, respectful version Tristan had been taught as a knight.

      “Oh, wonderful. Well—” Nalini looked Tristan up and down with none of the sexual interest that the sisters had displayed, “—let’s go over some things. I have a trip to Oceanus tomorrow, and it seems you’re accompanying me. Come.”

      She walked off down the corridor, clearly expecting him to follow.

      Samar gave him an encouraging thumbs-up and strolled off the other way.

      Tristan jogged to catch up with Nalini, who set a brisk pace. At first, he moved to walk beside her, but then he decided he was probably supposed to trail after her.

      Nalini frowned over her shoulder and pointed to the carpeted floor beside her moving feet. She didn’t snap her fingers, but her expression conveyed impatience. And possibly that she didn’t like him. Or want him here. That surprised him. Wouldn’t she have been the one to request a new bodyguard?

      Maybe she hadn’t wanted some thug from one of her father’s gladiatorial matches.

      “Just tell me what you want.” Tristan moved up to her side. “It’s my first bodyguard gig.”

      “That’s comforting.” She shook her head as they stepped into a lift and headed to a higher level.

      As they stood side by side, he studied the floor and noticed her shoes for the first time. Since shoe fashion didn’t excite him overmuch—everything he owned was brown or black or gray, aside from the purple cloak that was part of his knight’s uniform—he rarely studied people’s footwear. Hers matched the blue trousers so they hadn’t stood out, but her shoes—or were they slippers?—were fuzzy. Or maybe furry? Thickly furry. Pale blue tassels dangled from the tops like worms slithering through shaggy blue grass.

      “You’re not going to be one of those men who makes snide comments about how goofy the latest trends in women’s fashion are, are you?” she asked tartly.

      He blushed and looked up. He hadn’t said anything. Admittedly, he’d been staring at her shoes. And the pale blue worms.

      “No, Your Highness.” Some less-than-wise part of his brain prompted him to add, “Not out loud.”

      “I see.” The lift doors opened, and Nalini stepped out. “I’ll show you my quarters first. You’ll have a little room near the door. It’s Devi’s room now, but I guess she can stay in my bedroom.”

      “Devi?” Tristan didn’t remember that name from his research.

      “My android assistant and usual bodyguard.” Her lips pinched, and she shot him a dark look.

      Ah, so she hadn’t requested a new bodyguard. Had her father insisted? Because of the impending betrothal to Prince Jorg?

      “She’ll continue to work for me. You two can jockey for position. I warn you, she has a good hip check.”

      Nalini’s delivery came out humorless, so he didn’t know if that was a joke or not.

      “I’ll watch my hips,” Tristan said.

      “In the morning, I’ll show you my star yacht and where to stow your gear. This will be the first of many trips we take away from the palace. My work as a real-estate developer takes me all around the system and occasionally to other systems, though I suppose Father will object to any long-term travels once this… engagement with your prince is official.” She grimaced.

      “He’s not my prince,” Tristan said. “Not anymore.”

      If only that were true. He didn’t mind serving Jager, not if it meant he got to continue being a knight, but he hoped he died before Jager did, so he wouldn’t have to serve Jorg.

      Nalini stopped in front of a wood door set into an alcove draped with colorful silks and beads. A lock panel glowed softly from the wall.

      “Have you met him?” she asked, the firm certainty fading from her voice.

      Tristan hesitated. He dared not say anything that would sabotage the prince’s marriage, but he’d consumed tales of knights since long before he’d truly believed he could become one, and their rules of honor and chivalry were ingrained in his soul. It would bother him deeply to lie to a woman.

      “A few times. Briefly. I’ve only spoken to him twice.” If it could truly be said that they’d spoken at Sebastian’s funeral.

      “What’s he like? I looked up his pictures and biography on the network and some news coverage, but most everything about him is filtered through Kingdom media. They’re known to be biased when it comes to your monarchy.”

      “I barely know him, Your Highness. I couldn’t say what he’s truly like.” Tristan remembered the cruel glint in Jorg’s eyes and feared he was being mendacious. He had the gist of what Jorg was like. The prince had been trained as a knight, as tradition dictated the king’s heir must be, but Tristan doubted he’d etched the knight’s code into his heart and soul.

      “My bodyguard is evasive. Well, we’re off to a good start, aren’t we?”

      Tristan winced, but she’d turned to the door and didn’t see it. He slumped as a scanner read her retina. He’d lied, and Nalini had known he lied. Already, he felt he was failing as a knight.

      The door swung open, and they walked into a wide foyer that opened into a suite the size of a house, with an open staircase along one side ascending to a second level. A female android in crisp black and blue business attire stepped out from a dark room to the right. Her silver eyes locked onto Tristan immediately.

      “Devi, this is Tristan, my new bodyguard. Tristan, Devi.”

      Tristan inclined his head, though he didn’t know if bowing of any sort to an android was required. Was Devi considered his superior because of seniority? Or were they of equal rank?

      “He looks smaller up close,” Devi said.

      Tristan blinked. “Since I believe android optical sensors are programmed with the same perspective geometry as human eyes have, I don’t think that’s possible.”

      Nalini squinted at him. Was he not supposed to joke with the android?

      Devi huffed in a realistically human manner. “I meant you’re not that big and muscular. I’m certain I could best you in a fight. And that your services here are unneeded.”

      “I hope it’s true that my services are unneeded,” Tristan said. “That would mean no attempts were being made on Princess Nalini’s life. As to the rest, we can test that at some point, if you wish.”

      “I’m ready whenever you are, knight boy.” Devi whipped her fists up in a boxer’s stance.

      “You want to fight in the foyer?”

      “Are you afraid?”

      “Cool your drives, Devi." Nalini patted the android on the shoulder. “Go wait in my bedroom, please. We’re giving Tristan this room.”

      “What? That’s my room.”

      “You can sleep in the zero-gravity chair.”

      “Oh, really?” Devi skipped through a living and dining area and disappeared down a hallway.

      Tristan scratched his head. “Did that android just skip?”

      “Yes. I programmed her when I was eleven. I’ve thought about updating her, but it’s hard to imagine altering someone’s personality after almost fifteen years.”

      “You were programming androids when you were eleven?” He wasn’t sure what he’d expected from a princess, but Nalini wasn’t it.

      “Yes.” Nalini shrugged and waved to the side room. “There’s a bed and a desk and a tablet you can use. It’s monitored.”

      Tristan wasn’t surprised, though it was nice that she’d warned him. He would have to find his Kingdom contact in the palace and relay any messages to Royal Intelligence through him.

      “So, I shouldn’t watch naughty vids?” He smiled, intending it as a joke.

      “I doubt anyone cares about that,” Nalini said without a reaction, “but you shouldn’t comm Prince Jorg and tell him I’m not the delightful eager-to-please princess he probably thinks I am.” She looked toward a chandelier gilded in gold and diamond dust. “Actually, maybe you should comm him that. So he changes his mind and asks to marry one of my sisters.”

      “I’m certain Jorg wouldn’t accept a comm from me.” Tristan was inclined to leave it at that, not to ask a woman he barely knew what she wanted from life, but he was supposed to be gathering intelligence. He well remembered Jager’s warning that his mission included making sure the princess didn’t run away. “You don’t wish to marry? I thought—well, with our royalty, everyone always assumes they’ll be married off for various alliances. King Jager proposed to Queen Iku of the southern continent because there was some political and cultural strife between the regions, and his father wanted to make sure Odin went into the future united.”

      “And is their daughter Princess Oku also expected to marry?”

      Tristan was surprised she knew all the members of the Kingdom royal family, but he chastised himself for that. Nalini was clearly educated.

      “That’s my understanding, yes. To some prince or king or whatever.” Tristan flicked his fingers. “Presidents aren’t preferred since their reigns are so short.”

      “Presidents don’t reign; they preside.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” Tristan shrugged easily.

      He was used to having his vocabulary corrected. He just hoped she didn’t ask him to read things for her. He already sensed that she was smarter than he was, but he didn’t want to demonstrate that through embarrassment.

      “Let me show you the rest of the suite. I’ve always been safe here, but there have been a few incidents with my father, assassins attempting to get to him, sent by the other Union families. The palace habitat houses hundreds and accepts frequent visitors. My father hosts formal dinners and biannual balls, with guest lists as long as a comet’s tail. Devi usually answers the door here if someone comes, but I’ll tell her you want to do that. I assume you do.”

      “The android that trimmed my beard informed me that I have to be willing to sacrifice my life for yours. That will be difficult if I’m in the lav while you’re chatting with your assassins at the front door.”

      Nalini squinted at him again. Tristan wasn’t sure if it was because he was saying the wrong things—maybe bodyguards weren’t supposed to have a sense of humor—or if she was trying to figure him out.

      Since the last thing he wanted was to be figured out, he decided he should keep his mouth shut. Bodyguards were supposed to loom silently, anyway, weren’t they? He remembered that from the historical dramas about the nobility. The bodyguards rarely got lines in those stories, much less starring roles replete with dazzling demonstrations of their wit. Knights often starred in the dramas, but for the next however many months, Tristan was not a knight. He was a bodyguard, and if he was discovered as the spy he truly was, he might become a dead bodyguard.
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      As faux sunlight streamed in through the window, offering morning brightness similar to what one would find on one of the close-in planets, Nalini stood in her nightgown, sipping Citrus Delight tea from her mug and pondering the holographic math problem projected over her kitchen table. Actually, it was an asteroid, with measurements and equations hanging in the air beside it.

      She was intimately familiar with the asteroid—it was already en route to Oceanus, where it would be dropped into a shallow stretch of the equatorial sea and shaped into a massive island that would eventually house millions. This was her first time seeing the calculations, and something about the numbers seemed off. The equations were correct—the computer confirmed that for her. So what was wrong? Her subconscious brain sensed a problem, but her conscious mind hadn’t been able to pinpoint it yet. That was problematic because she needed to get the final files sent off to Oceanus’s terrestrial terraforming and planning board for approval before she left on her trip. The board would only give her a final okay for dropping the asteroid into their sea if the math proved that neither the impact nor the water the asteroid displaced would cause any problems for the two continents already on the planet.

      Her engineers promised her everything was correct, but…

      Nalini tilted her head sideways, as if a new perspective might help.

      “Someone took a shortcut, eh?” came a man’s voice from the doorway.

      Nalini jumped, almost spilling tea all over herself. She’d forgotten about her new bodyguard.

      She turned to face Tristan and almost upset her tea again.

      He stood in the doorway in gym clothes that clung to his lean muscled form like a second skin. He’d clearly been making use of the private weight and cardio machines on the second floor of her suite. Someone else might have looked scruffy in a sweaty T-shirt and damp, tousled hair, but his handsome face and chiseled body could have been draped in rags and grime and still been appealing.

      Realizing she was staring at him, Nalini jerked her gaze to his face. He was scrutinizing the asteroid instead of watching her ogle him. Good.

      “What did you say?” she asked.

      “Oh, sorry.” Tristan looked at her—she felt underdressed in her nightgown and realized she would have to wear more clothing now to wander around the suite—then bowed deeply. “Your Highness.”

      “No, no.” She waved a hand, not worried about whether he addressed her properly. “I meant what did you say—something about the math?”

      “Yeah. That’s a volume equation for a generic ellipsoid. Your asteroid is ellipsoid in shape, but look at the hilly bumps on the back side there and all those craters gouged into the surface. If you’re using ships to move that thing around in space—are you?—then your engineer should have been more precise. Unless… You’re not the engineer, are you, Your Highness? I didn’t presume to, uhm. Never mind.” Tristan pointed toward her refrigerator. “Do I eat here? Or is there a cafeteria for…” He waved vaguely at himself, as if he hadn’t yet accepted that he was a bodyguard—or a servant, essentially.

      “I’m not the engineer. This was just sent to me for a final look before it goes to the terraforming office on Oceanus. Yes, we’re moving the asteroid—it’s already en route. I thought something was off.”

      Nalini eyed the equations and nodded. He was right. The math presented would give her a very rough estimate, but she wagered the terraforming office would want something much more precise before they let her drop an asteroid into their sea. And she knew her team had all of the measurements down to every crater and crack on that thing. They had carefully selected it, after rejecting more than two hundred asteroids, more than six months ago.

      “I’ll send them a note.” She waved at the refrigerator and cupboards. “You’re welcome to eat whatever you can find. When we get back, we can order you groceries.”

      He grunted a thanks and poked through the kitchen.

      Nalini sipped from her tea while she composed a message and resisted stealing glances at her bodyguard. Mostly. His backside was as appealing as his frontside.

      What had her father been thinking? Giving her a bodyguard who could be a model for one of those rugged outdoorsmen channels when she was about to be betrothed to another man? While it was true that she wasn’t known for jumping into bed with every attractive visitor to the palace, she was a normal woman with normal urges.

      And the fact that he had volume equations for ellipsoids memorized intrigued her.

      Did Kingdom knights truly get that much education when it came to mathematics? They were known for their fighting prowess more than anything else, at least outside of the Kingdom. She wouldn’t have guessed that academics played much of a role in their training.

      A beep sounded as her team leader responded to her message, promising to get the engineers on the problem and have better numbers for her by the end of the day. She switched her holographic display from the asteroid to the current market analyses and updates from around the system.

      While the commodities tickers scrolled data, Nalini watched Tristan crack six eggs, a random collection of green vegetables, and two scoops of collagen powder into her blender. He found a jar of pickled beets and tossed some of those in, cranking up the power to pulverize the dubious food choices into a sludgy, dark-purple liquid. While it blended, he peered into an upper cabinet and found her stash of chocolate lava cupcakes. He pulled one out and unwrapped it.

      “If you throw that in the blender, I’m going to vomit,” Nalini announced.

      He looked back and seemed surprised to find her watching him. As if any woman would pay attention to the financial news when she had someone like him in her kitchen.

      “Nope.” He grinned, winked, and took a large bite of the cupcake.

      The grin disarmed her, since it was the first time she’d seen anything resembling a smile from him. She decided she liked it and again wondered what her father had been thinking.

      Tristan turned off the appliance and looked at her glass collection, but he dismissed the offerings and drank straight from the blender container. Nalini should have chastised him for not using a glass, but she was too busy wondering how someone could drink that concoction and eat a cupcake at the same time.

      When he set the blender down, half of the thick “juice” consumed, he must have read her question in her face. “I grew up eating a lot of junk food because it was chea—readily available where I lived. When I met the knight who agreed to take me on as a squire—I was fourteen then—he told me that it was important that we eat the healthiest of foods, so that it would be easier to train and condition ourselves to be in the best possible shape. I thought his healthy foods were disgusting. After two weeks, he caught me binging on those deep-fried caramel corn snacks that are popular on Odin. After he expressed his disapproval and made me run to the top of a mountain and back, we came to a compromise I could live with.”

      He drank the rest of the purple concoction while Nalini waited curiously for the conclusion of the story.

      “The ninety-ten rule.” Tristan took the empty container to the dishwasher and set it on the tray to be sucked into the unit. “I eat ninety percent healthy food that my mentor would have approved of and ten percent whatever I want.”

      He picked up the second half of the cupcake and popped it into his mouth. His eyes rolled back into his head at apparent approval of the taste. They were good. Nalini only bought the best sweets.

      “Would have approved of?” she asked, catching the tense.

      Tristan’s expression grew somber, more like it had been the day before. “He’s dead.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He tilted his head curiously.

      Was that not a familiar expression in the Kingdom? Or had he not believed that she was someone who would express condolences? She reluctantly admitted that she had been brusque with him the night before. She was disgruntled more with the new life being thrust upon her than anything he’d done.

      “Thanks.” Tristan pointed his thumb toward the exit. “I’ll clean up and pack. We’re leaving for this trip later today, right?”

      “Yes. It’ll take about a week of travel each way and a few days on Oceanus for me to oversee the drop-off of the asteroid and the start of the development project.” As she imagined being alone on her star yacht with Tristan, a weird flutter of anticipation teased her gut. She reminded herself that she was a professional and not a hormone-driven teenager anymore, so she could keep her hands to herself—especially since she hadn’t caught her bodyguard ogling her at any point. Still… she couldn’t help but wonder if she was flirting with danger by going off alone with this man for two weeks.

      No, it would be fine. And she wouldn’t truly be alone. Her pilot, Jenna, was scheduled to fly the yacht, and Devi would also be there. If anyone was a suitable chaperone, it was Devi, who would be busy drilling bodyguard protocol into Tristan’s head.

      The trip would be fine. Nothing would happen.

      After Tristan left, a soft beep chimed, and her father’s face appeared over the table.

      “Yes, Father?” she answered his comm.

      “Ah, good. I caught you.”

      “We won’t leave for several hours. I still have to pack, and Devi needs to gather supplies for the journey.”

      “Of course, my daughter. I simply wished to tell you not to dawdle. You need to be back in three weeks. No later.”

      “Back for what?”

      “The Frost Ball. You’ll need to attend this year.”

      Nalini gripped the edge of the table, not bothering to hide her grimace. Her father knew she hated the palace balls. Unlike her sisters and brothers, she had no interest in dressing up, dancing, or socializing with the hundreds of men and women who visited from the other Miners’ Union dynasties.

      “Prince Jorg is coming all the way from System Lion to attend,” her father added. “King Jager and I have agreed that the two of you will formally announce your betrothal there.”

      “Oh,” she mouthed.

      “It’ll be fun. Don’t worry. We have lots of festivities planned. And I’ll send along an allowance so you can shop for new shoes while you’re on Oceanus.”

      Nalini rubbed the back of her neck. She hadn’t needed her father’s money since she’d been fourteen and purchased her first set of buy-and-hold properties, but he liked to give her these gifts. When she’d been ten, nothing had delighted her more than a new pair of shoes, and she did still like to shop for the latest fashions, but she doubted a pair of jewel-bedecked Lin Marteens would help with the panic welling in her belly.

      “Promise me you’ll be back in time,” her father said. “I know you like to arrange to be off on business trips for the main social events in the palace, but this time, you can’t. Your marriage, and the alliance it will give us, is very important.”

      But it was so soon. The ball was only three weeks away, and when would her father and the king want the wedding date to be? How much of her freedom did she have left?

      “I understand,” she said numbly. “I’ll be here.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tristan hadn’t unpacked much the day before, so it didn’t take him long to prepare his meager belongings. He gazed down at his pertundo lying on the bed. The trademark knight’s weapon looked like a halberd with a telescoping shaft that let it retract to hang on one’s belt, and its technologically advanced blade could cut into the finest suit of combat armor. He’d brought it along because he was an expert at using it, but the pertundo was a very distinct weapon. Should he carry it openly on the station and around the system?

      According to his cover story, he’d been kicked out of the knighthood for fraud. If that were true, he wouldn’t have been allowed to keep the unique weapon. Unless he’d stolen it. He grimaced at the dishonorable notion, even if it was a fake dishonorable notion.

      It wasn’t uncommon for knights to be sent on spy missions, but how did his colleagues balance their sense of personal honor with the need to deceive to succeed at such a mission? So far, he’d said little of himself to anyone, letting the sultan’s agents ferret out his cover story from the fake news articles Royal Intelligence had posted. It bothered him that nobody he’d interacted with had thought him too honorable a man to have partaken in such a scheme, even though someone figuring him out would mean he had failed.

      “I wish you were still alive, Sebastian,” Tristan murmured, his chin on his chest. “For advice. For friendship. For many reasons.”

      The thud of a footstep sounded in the foyer, and he spun to face the open door as the android Devi appeared.

      “Bodyguard,” she said, managing an impressive level of disdain as she looked him up and down. “I have placed Princess Nalini’s trunks by the door for you to carry to Shuttle Bay One, where her star yacht is docked and being prepared for departure.”

      “That’s fine.” Curious how many trunks he would have to carry—in the stories of old, princesses and queens always traveled with entire baggage caravans—Tristan peered around the android. A reasonable two suitcases rested against the wall near the door. They were made from a sturdy lime-green material covered in silver tiger stripes. He wouldn’t proudly carry those over his shoulder, but at least they weren’t pink and a threat to his masculinity.

      “Of course it’s fine. Don’t give me lip, bodyguard. You’re number two around here.”

      “Number two?”

      “Yes.” Devi spoke slowly and pointed at her chest. “Number one.” Then she pointed at his chest. “Number two. If it were possible, I would assign you a far more advanced number.”

      “Because you think I’m advanced?” Tristan smiled faintly, not surprised when the android disagreed.

      “Certainly not. You are dull, aren’t you?”

      “Terribly so, yes.”

      “Perhaps Nalini wishes that. She has me for the brains. You must be here for the brawn. Though I assure you that my synthetic polymer frame and precision mechanical musculature make me physically superior to a human.”

      “Of that I’m certain. You must be an exceptional individual for the princess to have chosen you.”

      “Clearly. This is for you.” Devi held out a thick brown book that had spent a lot of years in a lot of people’s hands.

      Tristan grimaced. Unless it was delightfully empty inside, or perhaps filled with geometry problems, it looked like the kind of thing that would take him weeks and multiple headaches to read.

      “I don’t need a book, thank you,” he tried, hoping that would work.

      It did not.

      “It’s the Stella Force Bodyguard Handbook, which the palace has adopted as doctrine. I have been instructed to train you in proper protocols, since I am programmed as a bodyguard myself, but my time is far too valuable for lectures, especially for remedial students.”

      “I see.”

      Tristan stared bleakly at the book. Even though the android was over-the-top and he didn’t find her insults as offensive as he would have from a human, they did uncomfortably remind him of all the teachers who’d thought him slow because of his reading difficulties. He had been remedial.

      “You will read the book—” Devi stepped inside and thrust it into his hands, “—by tomorrow morning, and I will quiz you on the contents.”

      “Tomorrow?” Tristan flipped open the book, thinking it might be filled with pictures and diagrams, but no. Pages and pages of dense text in closely packed lines taunted him. More than three hundred pages. What bodyguard duties could possibly need such in-depth explanation? “I can’t read this by tomorrow.”

      “There is little to do once the yacht flies out of the bay, especially since you are not the pilot. You will have several hours available tonight for reading. I have observed Nalini reading and know this would be plenty of time for her to finish such a text.”

      “Maybe so, but I think she’s smarter than me.”

      No, he didn’t think it. He knew it. He’d had to research the family for his mission, but he’d also been curious why King Jager had chosen Nalini for his oldest of only two sons, so he’d dug a little deeper on her.

      She was only twenty-five—a year older than he—but she had been making real-estate deals around System Stymphalia and System Hind for more than ten years, first in her family’s name and then in her name. And judging by the depth and scope of the various deals, she was versatile and good at her job. People from distant corporations paid her huge consulting fees for a few hours of her time.

      “I have no doubt about that,” Devi said, “but there is no reason why you can’t read that text in a few hours. You will be quizzed tomorrow. I will not abide laziness, even from a number two.”

      “A number what?” Nalini poked her head into the room.

      “Nothing.” Tristan bowed to hide his worry that she’d heard him confess that his reading was poorer than average.

      How long had she been out there? He’d been paying attention to the android instead of listening for her footfalls.

      “Your bodyguard is number two, until I can come up with a schema that makes it logical to assign him a number even more distant from one,” Devi explained. “I am number one.”

      “Ah.” Nalini’s smile might have been amused or indulgent.

      “He admits to being dull and lazy,” Devi added.

      “I do not.” Tristan frowned, finding the android’s insults more threatening now that there was a witness to them. It probably didn’t matter, insofar as his assignment went, but he didn’t want Nalini to believe he was either of those things. But if he protested too vehemently, would she believe it true? Maybe a self-deprecating joke would be better. “Not aloud, anyway. I keep thoughts about my dullness to myself.”

      “Much like your opinions on women’s shoe fashions?” Nalini asked.

      “Precisely.”

      Tristan looked down to green sandals on her feet—they had tiger stripes that matched the luggage. Had they come with the set as a complimentary gift? He said nothing.

      Nalini’s smile turned into a playful smirk as she met his eyes.

      Tristan found that heartening. And attractive.

      She had changed out of her nightgown and into vibrantly colored green and blue attire that hid her skin and curves, which he decided was a good thing. He hadn’t been thinking of her as anything other than his mission until he’d wandered into the kitchen, his stomach growling, and spotted her in her sleep garment. It hadn’t been short or overtly sexy, but it had left her arms and calves bare, and the thin material had clung to her hips and breasts to make their outline clear. An outline which he absolutely should not be noticing.

      Nalini shifted her gaze to the android. “I’m certain he’s neither dull nor lazy, Devi.”

      “We shall see when I quiz him tomorrow.” Devi pulled an electronic device out of a pocket in the uniform she wore and stepped toward Tristan.

      “What’s that?” He shifted back, glancing at Nalini, but her brow furrowed in puzzlement.

      “I have obtained a tracking unit and a tracking device.” Devi held up a small disc. “I will mark you with it so I may know your location throughout the day and night. You are an unknown and likely inferior specimen at this time and must be monitored until you have proven yourself worthy of our trust.”

      “Uh.” Nalini lifted a hand as Devi tried to back Tristan into a corner—did that disc have a pin on the back? A pin designed to go into his flesh? “That’s not necessary, Devi.”

      “Of course it is. It’s in chapter eight of the handbook.” Devi pointed at the tome Tristan still clutched. “And since his background is extremely dubious, it would be unwise to let him have free run of the palace or your yacht.”

      Tristan paused, his back to the wall, debating if he wanted to fight the android. Devi was right. They couldn’t trust him. He would do his best to protect Nalini, because his mission coincided with the sultan’s wishes to keep his daughter safe, but as soon as he found his Kingdom contact in the palace, he would report anything he learned to the man. However, wandering off to find that contact would be difficult if he was wearing a tracking device.

      “I don’t think we need to stick him with a pin, Devi,” Nalini said. “Maybe you can just keep an eye on him. After all, you’re coming with us on this mission.”

      Devi set the tracking unit and disc on the bedside table and turned two baleful silver eyes on Tristan.

      “I’d rather have the tracker,” he muttered.
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      After ensuring her luggage had been transported to her yacht, Nalini exchanged a few formalities with her pilot, Jenna Starheart, and settled into one of the passenger pods with her tablet, notepad, and a pencil. She sometimes preferred old-fashioned writing to typing or mentally transmitting words to her chip.

      When Tristan settled into the pod across the aisle from her, she debated between striking up a conversation with him and fleeing to her cabin in the back. She found herself curious about his past, his training as a knight, and how he’d ended up in her system, and that worried her. She shouldn’t be that interested in her bodyguard. He should simply be there, silent, stoic, and not looking attractive as he fiddled with his pod settings like someone who hadn’t traveled often.

      Even if she weren’t soon to be betrothed to Prince Jorg, she would be wise to keep her distance from Tristan. He was on her father’s payroll, not hers, so she had to assume he would report the details of her trip to him.

      Her father knew about her development project, but he didn’t know everything about it. There were a few secrets about it and others she’d done that she would prefer didn’t get back to him. His philosophy was to squeeze every Union dollar possible out of a deal, and her belief was that if she made a profit, that was good enough. They’d argued about that in the past, so she’d learned to be vague in her financial reports to him.

      Unfortunately, from what she’d seen of Tristan so far, he didn’t miss much. He was always alert and watching his surroundings—and her. Oh, he didn’t stare openly, but she always sensed that he had her in his peripheral vision and was aware of her every movement.

      It was how a bodyguard should be, but it unnerved her. She’d never had to worry about secrets getting out with Devi.

      Where was Devi, anyway? She should have arrived by now.

      Nalini was about to comm her when Tristan lurched to his feet, standing in the aisle and facing the airlock hatch. His hand darted for the medieval axe-like weapon hanging from his belt. A knight’s pertundo. If the story her father had given was true, he must have stolen it, or, at the least, he hadn’t turned it back in when he’d fled his homeland. But he’d shown up with it today, along with a pistol and a stunner.

      “Uh, Your Highness?” Jenna said from her pod up front, an odd note in her voice. As an ex-smuggler, nothing usually fazed her. “Your father just sent orders. He’s worried about your mission and has sent three fighters along in case your bodyguard needs backup.”

      “The bodyguard does not,” Tristan growled under his breath, still facing the hatch.

      A clunk sounded, and Nalini rose from her pod in time to see three big men tramp in with packs slung over their shoulders and arrays of weapons on their belts.

      The assistant chief of security in the palace, Sergeant Habib, led the group, and Nalini almost waved that it was fine, but then she recognized the other two fighters. They were combatants who’d competed in the arena. One was the man Tristan had bested in the second-to-last round. The other was the crotch-grabber.

      His eyes gleamed when he spotted Nalini, and she had to resist the urge to flee to her cabin and lock the door.

      Tristan was like a statue in the aisle, his hand resting on that axe.

      “I don’t need any backup.” Nalini squeezed past Tristan, glad he was behind her when she turned her back on the arena thugs, and strode up to navigation. “I’ll comm my father and tell him that.”

      “We’ve already received orders to depart.” Jenna frowned at the control panel and pushed a hand through her short, spiky green hair.

      “We can’t depart yet. Devi hasn’t arrived with the supplies.”

      “Actually, a robot delivered all of our supplies a half hour ago. We’re stocked up for the journey.”

      Nalini frowned. “Then where’s Devi? It’s not like she would have been distracted by a handsome android butler.”

      “I don’t know, Your Highness. I’m just here to fly. And, ah—” Jenna tapped a button and waved at the yacht’s forward display. Not only did they have permission to leave, but the space doors were already opening, the bay outside now depressurized. “Another ship is coming in. I guess it is only two minutes until our scheduled departure time. I’d been about to start lift-off procedures.”

      Alarm flared in Nalini’s chest. This felt so rushed. There were other bays in the palace that an arriving ship could have been sent to.

      Nalini activated the comm. She would have messaged her father directly, chip-to-chip, but he had an old-fashioned mindset when it came to that, and he’d never allowed a chip to be embedded. He carried around a physical comm unit that he tended to leave places frequently.

      “This is Princess Nalini,” she said when one of her father’s secretaries answered. “I must speak with the sultan.”

      “Sultan Shayban is in a vid-conference meeting with several of the princes and kings of the Miners’ Union. May I take a message?”

      “Yes, I want to speak with him and know why he’s sending all these men with me on my trip. I’ve never had such an escort to go to a world in our own system. And I want to know where my android is. Someone needs to go to my suite and make sure she’s all right.” Nalini realized her voice sounded shrill and worried, and she forced herself to pause for a steadying breath. She was most concerned about Devi. After so many years, she was like family. Nalini liked Devi a lot more than most of her family.

      “I’ll see to it that the android is found, Your Highness. And I’ll let your father know about your concerns about the rest as soon as he’s available.”

      “When will that be?”

      If he’d just started that conference call, he might be on the line for hours arguing with those rulers. The Miners’ Union was a headache of alliances, feuds, spying, and outright betrayals as the various families all jockeyed for more control of the lucrative asteroid belts across the Twelve Systems. She didn’t know if her father was talking to enemies or allies, but both prospects tended to be time consuming.

      “The sultan doesn’t tell me about his meetings, Your Highness.”

      Nalini sighed. No, of course not. “Just give him my message as soon as possible. Thank you.”

      Jenna was arguing with someone on an open channel of her own. The bay was more crowded than usual, with parked yachts, shuttles, and freighters filling the slots. The arriving ship hovered just inside the open doors, as if waiting for their docking spot.

      The rush was atypical, and Nalini found it suspicious that her plans were being diddled with on numerous levels, all while her father was conveniently in a meeting. She turned to scrutinize the new arrivals. They were still standing by the hatch, since Tristan was blocking the route to the pods. They all wore galaxy suits for the trip, the form-fitting material outlining their large muscular forms. The crotch-grabber—she supposed she should learn his name—leered openly at her when her gaze skimmed past him.

      Why would her father have hired that oaf? Just because he could fight?

      Her father always did background checks on the men who entered the gladiatorial matches to ensure he didn’t hire any murderers or rapists—minor criminals, he was willing to accept to get suitably tough men. But Nalini had a hard time believing the brazen brute hadn’t committed heinous crimes in the past.

      “Sergeant Habib.” Nalini lifted her chin, struggling for composure. Usually, it wasn’t so elusive, but she was worried about Devi. Devi was never late. “Your duty is helping Chief Namjoo oversee the palace. You’ve never been sent along on a security detail before, as far as I know.”

      “Actually, Your Highness, I’ve traveled with your father several times to head his security detachment.”

      Oh. Maybe this wasn’t that unusual, after all. Still, Habib had never been sent with her. And her father had said nothing of this.

      “When did you learn that you were to come with me on this trip?”

      “About fifteen minutes ago, Your Highness. It was short notice. We—”

      “We have to go,” Jenna interrupted. “That ship is waiting for this spot, and the transport control officer is threatening to dock my pay if I don’t take us out now.” She lowered her voice to add, “If he does that, I’ll dock his favorite appendage. I know where that rat’s quarters are.”

      Nalini thought about stamping her foot and refusing to comply with any of this—she was positive something fishy was going on—but she prided herself on being reasonable, not petulant and self-centered like some of her sisters. She knew she would make everybody’s day difficult if she threw a wrench in the mining equipment. Besides… the largest development project she’d ever done waited for her on Oceanus. She didn’t want to be late.

      Even though she didn’t want to go without Devi, she had Tristan. She had caught him being evasive with her a couple of times and wasn’t sure how fully she could trust him, but she did trust that his animosity toward the leering fighter was genuine. She didn’t know what words they had exchanged out on the sandy arena floor, but she remembered the punch that Tristan had slammed into his nose. The enemy of her enemy…

      She also believed she could trust Habib. He had worked in the palace for more than five years and had been recruited from one of the planetary militias after serving a tour of duty there. He hadn’t ever been some criminal fighting for her father’s entertainment.

      “Very well. Take us out.” Nalini lowered her voice and met Jenna’s eyes. “Keep your pistol close the next few days.”

      Jenna, who had been paying more attention to the comm than the newcomers, twisted in her pod to look over the back at them. “Uh huh, you better believe I will.” She raised her voice. “Everyone take a pod. The ride out has a few dips and curves, and I’m not shy about slinging this baby around them.”

      “I like a woman who enjoys her curves.” The irritating fighter shared one of his sexual leers with Jenna.

      Nalini gave him an exasperated look. His schtick would get old quickly. It already was.

      “What are your new men’s names, Sergeant?” Nalini asked.

      “That’s Killer—” Habib pointed to Tristan’s new nemesis, “—and Gutshot.”

      The heretofore quiet man flashed a grin and bobbed his head.

      “I remember that,” Tristan muttered.

      The man’s grin widened.

      “You going to let us sit down, hero?” Killer—what an idiotic name—marched up to Tristan and puffed out his chest as he looked down at him.

      If Nalini hadn’t seen them in the arena, she would have put money on him besting Tristan in a fight. Killer had an extra foot of height on him, along with a hundred pounds more of unnaturally large musculature.

      Nalini was glad she knew better, that she’d seen Tristan beat him. But that had been in the arena, where the guards enforced fair fighting, sand being thrown notwithstanding. It was possible that out here, Killer would wait until he had an opportunity for an unfair fight.

      “After the princess sits, I will. Assuming your sergeant doesn’t order you locked in the luggage compartment for the peace of mind of the rest of the passengers.” Tristan flicked a glance toward Habib.

      In that instant when his gaze wasn’t locked on Killer, the man launched a punch right at his face.

      Nalini, right behind Tristan, lurched backward, expecting him to be knocked into her.

      But Tristan caught the man’s fist in his palm, somehow absorbing the great force without even adjusting his stance.

      Killer grinned. “The knight wants to hold my hand. That’s sweet. He can’t resist my allure.”

      “Sit down, Killer,” Habib said, his voice hard. “If you want to officially be put on the payroll and get your first deposit next week, you won’t make any trouble on this trip. You, too, Gutshot.”

      “Just waiting for the seats to open up, Sarge. And for this knight wannabe to stop fondling my hand. I’m not into boys, knight, so if you want to get horizontal, I’ll have to girl you up first.”

      “The fact that you’ve lived this long without someone blowing your head off proves entropy is alive and well in the galaxy.” Tristan lowered his hand and gestured for Nalini to take her seat without looking away from Killer.

      Though she was doubly contemplating hiding in her cabin now, she would have had to walk past Killer to go back there, and she didn’t want to put herself close enough to the man for him to touch her. She grabbed her belongings out of the pod she’d claimed before and scooted to the one closer to the wall, hoping Tristan would sit in the vacated one.

      Before, she’d thought she should keep her distance from him, but now, she wanted him close.

      Killer took the seat across the aisle and smiled past Tristan at Nalini. Gutshot looked at her, too, as he moved to a pod closer to the front, and his gaze lingered on her chest. She wasn’t even wearing anything sexy. What was with these idiots? It was like she was trapped in some prison vid.

      Tristan adjusted his weapons and claimed the pod next to Nalini. Habib sat in the one in front of hers. Good. At least she was surrounded by men she could trust to protect her.

      Killer kept his grin up, this time surveying Tristan with his predatory sexual look instead of Nalini. Maybe he didn’t object to boys, after all.

      “Entropy?” Nalini asked quietly as Jenna lifted the yacht from its docking position and the sensation of gravity lessened. Their pods wrapped protectively around them for the ride out of the asteroid. “Is that discussed often at knight school?”

      “Sometimes. There are academic tests as well as physical ones. More emphasis goes on the fighting and athletics, but you do have to pass the math and reading-comprehension exams.” He grimaced, but the expression was fleeting, and she wasn’t sure how to interpret it.

      “Math and reading? Nothing about real estate?” Maybe her secrets would be safe, and he wouldn’t catch the gist of her meetings on Oceanus. “What about investing in the markets?”

      “Knights aren’t generally interested in either. Almost all of them come out of the nobility and already have plenty of real estate and money.”

      “But not you.”

      Tristan looked at her, a hint of embarrassment in his eyes, and she wished she hadn’t pointed that out.

      “Not me.”

      “You could change that,” she offered by way of apology. “My father’s pay is decent for the servants, and I know bodyguards get extra for travel and hazardous-duty assignments. I’ve talked a few of the staff through making their first investments. Real estate is my specialty, and I’ll always recommend it, but you can get started in the stock and commodities markets with less money. You don’t get rich quick, but you can amass a small amount of wealth over time. And then you get into real estate.”

      Nalini grinned, hoping to take the sting out of any discomfort she’d caused him, but she noticed Killer looking over at them and rolling his eyes. She lost her interest in chatting, at least publicly. If Tristan showed any interest, maybe she would take him back to the recreation lounge for some lessons.

      “I’m not that into making money. Having enough to live off is plenty. It’s more than…” Tristan glanced at his hands, or maybe the pertundo he’d maneuvered into his pod. “I just want to be good at my job. That’s all.”

      Nalini sensed that he would have said more if they’d been alone—he probably didn’t want to risk giving Killer any verbal fodder to use against him—and it disappointed her that they weren’t.

      As Jenna took the yacht through the promised curves, their sense of gravity shifting with the shifting acceleration, Nalini settled back into the protective embrace of her pod. She wouldn’t risk walking through the yacht to her cabin now. Later, she would escape to privacy. And send messages to her family and the servants until she found out what had happened to Devi.
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      Once the yacht was sailing through open space and accelerating toward their destination, the deck shifted so that the force acted like gravity, pressing them downward, and they could walk about the ship. Tristan had previously only flown on ships large enough to spin and create a uniform gravity on their own. He was thankful that his stomach was taking the variations on the yacht in stride. Sebastian had admitted to having a horrible time with motion sickness in space.

      A few hours into the flight, Nalini squeezed out past Tristan and headed toward the back. He didn’t know if she was simply going to the lavatory, but all it took was Killer leaning into the aisle to watch her butt to ensure Tristan strode after her.

      Nalini was wearing a galaxy suit, as they all were, with retractable helmets and the ability to protect them during a spacewalk if they added an air tank, but the form-fitted SmartWeave material looked a lot better on her than on any of the men. And hers was a lot more vibrant than theirs.

      Most galaxy suits, despite the lofty name, were a boring gray, blue, or black, the capabilities of the garment considered more important than its fashionability. For most space farers. Nalini’s suit featured a rich blue galaxy full of stars and a pale purple nebula swirling around her chest and legs. It was hard not to look at, and even harder not to notice how the nebula curved to accentuate certain female body parts, but Tristan would do his best to keep the others from gawking at her. He also wouldn’t allow himself to gawk.

      Nalini passed the lavatory, opened the next hatch, and walked into a recreation cabin with game tables and chairs locked to the deck. Tristan remained in the passageway and took up a position against the opposite wall, intending to wait while she passed the time, but she turned, a pensive expression on her face, and waved for him to come in.

      Tristan stepped inside warily, hoping she didn’t plan to instruct him on finances. He’d never minded the math that went with talk of investments, but the math problems tended to be buried in walls of text that made his eyes cross. He usually got by by having the computer read to him, but he didn’t want to do that in front of Nalini.

      “Shut the door, please.” Nalini waved toward her chipped temple. “I’m waiting for a response to a message, but in the meantime, I’d like your opinion on something.”

      Tristan wanted to be helpful, but he hesitated before closing the door. “Won’t your sergeant think it’s… inappropriate if we’re alone in a room together?”

      Maybe it was silly to object, since they were both living in her suite in the palace now, but he had that little butler’s room, or whatever it was, and she had a bedroom on the other side of the sprawling domicile. There was also Devi, and he had no trouble imagining the salty android in the role of disapproving chaperone.

      It was just a guess, but Tristan assumed Habib was someone who might report to her father if his soon-to-be-betrothed daughter enjoyed her bodyguard’s company in a private capacity.

      Not that Tristan believed she wanted to do that. So far, Killer had given Tristan a more open appraisal than Nalini had.

      He told himself that wasn’t disappointing. He was here to make sure her wedding to Jorg went off without a hitch, not earn her lustful regard. But it did seem a little unfair that her sisters had been interested enough in his assets to storm into the male servants’ bathroom, and Nalini… All she wanted was to be a Good Samaritan and help him with investments so he wouldn’t be a pauper all of his life. He supposed he should consider that a kindness, but he didn’t want to be placed in a situation where he would give her proof of his ineptitude at reading.

      “Inappropriate?” Nalini stared at him as if the words had come out of his ear instead of his mouth. “Who I have sex with is none of Habib’s concern, and if I wanted to spend the whole trip in bed with you, that would be considered normal in my family, not odd.”

      Tristan’s cheeks warmed as he couldn’t help but imagine the scenario. “But you’re engaged—supposed to get engaged to Prince Jorg.”

      She hesitated, so maybe that was on her mind, but she lifted her chin and said, “I’m twenty-five. If Jorg is expecting a virgin, he’s going to be disappointed.”

      Tristan mouthed an “Oh,” feeling that he’d walked face-first into a wall of culture clash.

      In the Kingdom, noblewomen were supposed to wait until they were married to have sex. Even if that didn’t happen, everyone pretended it happened. The rules weren’t as stringent for commoners, but the older generation would gossip if a couple moved in together when they weren’t married. His mother had been called a tramp, he remembered bitterly, for having a relationship with his father out of wedlock. Tristan still didn’t know if she’d been aware at the time that his father was a criminal. He liked to think not, that his mother wouldn’t have intentionally chosen someone who ignored the law for his own gain, but by the time Tristan had been old enough to be curious, she’d been gone.

      “For the record,” Nalini said, “I would have taken you to my bedroom if I’d had that in mind. I haven’t heard back from my father yet—that’s not that surprising, since some of those meetings turn into marathons—but Tasha, one of the servants, went looking for Devi for me and found her deactivated in my suite. My suite that requires a retina scan to get into. There are two maids that have access to that door and myself. I haven’t even given you access yet.”

      Tristan nodded, having noticed, since it restricted his ability to leave and come back.

      “Security can override the lock, of course, but they shouldn’t have had a reason to.”

      Nalini paced, almost bouncing off the deck in the fractional gravity. That did interesting things to her chest, and Tristan made himself look away.

      “Not only was she deactivated,” Nalini continued, “but she was scuffed and damaged. She fought whoever came in to turn her off, and lost. She’s a good fighter, Tristan. There had to have been more than one person.”

      “Was your servant able to reactivate her and find out what happened?” Tristan asked.

      “No. She’s being taken to the palace mechanic.” Nalini pulled her ponytail over her shoulder and gripped it like a rope as she continued to pace. “I don’t know how those new men, Killer and Gutshot, could have masterminded this when they don’t seem to have more than three brain cells between them, but there’s definitely a plot afoot. I wanted to call back Sergeant Habib, too, but I’m not leaving my pilot alone with those two brutes.”

      Tristan could understand that, but he was surprised she’d chosen to confide in him over the sergeant. He didn’t know yet how capable a fighter Habib was, but she could have brought him back here and left Tristan to watch the other two. He would have preferred that she use him simply as a fighter and not as a confidant, since his loyalty was to the king. She could trust him… but only to a certain extent. Only insofar as it didn’t interfere with his oath.

      That bothered him, but there was nothing he could do to change it.

      “You mentioned wanting my opinion on something?” Tristan asked.

      “Yes.” Nalini stopped pacing and grabbed a tablet out of a drawer.

      Tristan groaned inwardly as she pulled up news articles and handed him the device.

      “Will you peruse those and tell me what you think? Tensions have been high lately between my father and Prince Dubashi—our family controls the Far and Middle Belts, and his controls the Near Belt and two mining planets—and my father’s ships have caught some of their ships lurking near our territory. Those recent articles from system journalists talk about the Dubashis ordering extra ships built—not mining ships but warships. They also report that their ships have been seen heading into Shayban territory.” She waved for him to read the articles, though it sounded like she had already perused them thoroughly herself.

      “We have to fly through the Middle Belt—where only my father has major claims—to get to Oceanus, which has never been concerning before, but with these other matters going on—” Nalini waved toward the front of the ship, “—I’m wondering if some larger plot is afoot and that we might need to worry about ambushes. Am I someone worth kidnapping—or killing?—to keep my father from solidifying an alliance with the Kingdom?” She’d been speaking matter-of-factly, but her voice dropped to a whisper for the last sentence, and a haunted expression entered her eyes. “I don’t know,” she finished.

      “I will keep anyone from killing you,” Tristan said firmly.

      She smiled slightly. “No promise on kidnapping?”

      “Well, I’ll do my best.” He thought of Killer and Gutshot. Were they kidnappers? Could either of them fly a ship if they hijacked this one? Maybe they would simply force Nalini’s pilot to fly it somewhere. “An ambush of a rich family’s yacht seems like it might be something to worry about in most systems. Is this ship fast? And does it have armor and weapons?”

      Unfortunately, Tristan knew little about spaceships, especially luxury yachts from other systems.

      “Some, but System Stymphalia is generally regarded as safe. If weird things weren’t happening, I wouldn’t be thinking this way, but they are.” Nalini waved at the tablet. “Give me your thoughts on the articles, please. Am I overreacting? Normally, I wouldn’t consider myself that important—my father has lots of daughters, after all—but my father already warned me that this marriage and alliance will be considered a big deal throughout the system.”

      “Yes.” Tristan looked at the long columns of text on the screen. No helpful graphs or maps, alas. “No video version, eh?”

      Her brow furrowed in puzzlement.

      “Never mind.” Attempting to appear casual, Tristan leaned his hip against a counter and concentrated on reading the article.

      Nalini had summed up the main points, but one also reported that there were protests going on in the cities of Oceanus. Even though Sultan Shayban had nothing to do with the governments there, it seemed that nobody wanted the Kingdom to get a foothold in their system.

      Nalini went back to pacing while he read, glancing over frequently. Wondering why he wasn’t done yet?

      Tristan wrestled between the desire to pretend he was finished, so she wouldn’t think he was dull, and wanting to know what the articles contained. As usual, the letters seemed to jump around as he focused on them, and he wasn’t always sure if he was guessing the right word.

      “Are you moving your lips?” Nalini sounded startled.

      Heat rushed to his cheeks.

      “Yes, it’s important to exercise them in low gravity so they don’t atrophy,” he said, hoping to distract her with humor.

      Not that it had ever worked on his teachers. Sebastian had been the one to eventually point out that Tristan could have the computer read to him. But that only worked when he was alone or didn’t care if someone heard him listening to audio.

      Nalini’s forehead furrowed at his lame joke.

      “Are you on the second article yet?” she asked. “They also report that Prince Dubashi has recently hired a bunch of new pilots and ex-soldiers. It sounds like he thinks he’s going to have to defend his territory soon. Or maybe he plans to invade someone else’s territory.”

      A thrum went through the ship, and the gravity shifted.

      Tristan gripped a handhold on the bulkhead. “We’re decelerating.”

      He stuffed the tablet in a drawer, relieved to have an excuse not to admit he was only halfway through the first article.

      “We shouldn’t be, not for another day.” Nalini stepped past him to tap the comm panel by the door. Her ponytail tried to float free as the gravity lessened. “Jenna, is something wrong?”

      The pilot didn’t answer.

      “Stay here,” Tristan said grimly.

      He reached for his pertundo but caught himself. As far as he knew right now, the fighters on this yacht worked for the sultan. He couldn’t use deadly force against them. He grabbed the stunner and opened the door.

      Killer crouched in the corridor and sprang straight at him. Two pairs of flex-cuffs jangled on his belt—they hadn’t been there before.

      Tristan jerked the stunner up, but a foot came in from the side, kicking his wrist. Gutshot.

      Tristan snarled and tightened his grip against the pain, not letting go, and lashed out with his other hand. He slammed a palm into Killer’s chest, halting his advance, but Gutshot leaned around the hatch jamb with a stunner of his own.

      Cursing, Tristan leaped to the side. More afraid for Nalini than himself, he used his body to block her from the two men’s sights. Gutshot fired the stunner. The nimbus caught Tristan’s left side, and an angry buzz lit up his nerves.

      He thrust his stunner into Nalini’s grip, then reversed his momentum and launched himself at the two men.

      His left arm wouldn’t move, but he punched with his right, determined to keep them from coming in. Gutshot tried to fire at him again. Tristan shifted to use Killer’s mass as a shield, kicking him to keep him from charging into the lounge. But his left leg was half numb, and he wobbled as he tried to put weight on it. Killer took advantage and kicked him in the knee with a boot like a jackhammer.

      Gutshot rushed in. Tristan threw elbows, ducked punches, and refused to feel overwhelmed as they backed him toward a corner. Unfortunately, the low gravity threw him off as much as the partial stun, and he wished he’d had the opportunity to train more often on spaceships.

      As they pushed him farther and farther back, he feared this wouldn’t end well. The flex-cuffs jangled as Killer kicked again. Tristan eyed them. Did he also have the key fob for the locks on him?

      Tristan blocked the kick with his good leg, then pushed off the wall and rammed into Killer with all of his weight. He risked getting in Gutshot’s sights again to grapple with the big man while trying to stealthily slip a hand into his pockets to search. He kept Killer too distracted to notice the clumsy search, but Gutshot found an opportunity to slam the butt of his stunner against Tristan’s head.

      He tumbled back, cracking his shoulder against the wall. At least they were focusing on him instead of Nalini.

      She stood behind them, her stunner pointed at their cluster of writhing limbs, and he realized she was hesitating because she didn’t want to hit him.

      “Shoot us all,” Tristan blurted, clenching a fist around something hard he’d extracted from Killer’s pocket. “Then get your sergeant to help tie them up while we’re out.”

      Even as he spouted the words, Tristan realized that Habib might be in on it—someone from the palace had to be in on it. But before he could amend the words, Nalini firmed her jaw and fired.

      Killer and Gutshot were her targets, but the beam also caught Tristan. This second shot was enough to knock him unconscious, and his last thought as he tumbled toward the deck, Killer landing on top of him, was that he’d failed Nalini. He should have seen this coming sooner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Nalini woke up angry and far more clearheaded than she expected. For the second time in her life, she’d been stunned. The first time had been when she’d been eleven, when she’d been kidnapped and held for ransom for weeks before her father’s operatives located her. Funny how she hadn’t forgotten the feeling at all.

      Her sense of hearing came back to her first, and she listened without opening her eyes, trying to figure out where she was. She already knew Sergeant Habib had betrayed her. When she’d run out of the lounge for help after stunning the three men, she’d almost crashed into him. For a split second, she’d thought him a savior, but then his face had gone grimly blank, and he’d fired.

      “This was a dumb move,” came Jenna’s voice from somewhere above her. “I don’t care how much you’re getting paid. It’s not enough. They’ll hunt you down.”

      Nalini felt the cool textured metal of the deck against her cheek, though she was barely pressed against it. Her body was weightless in the zero gravity, a band around her hips strapping her down. Further, her wrists were pulled behind her back and fastened together with flex-cuffs. The position was uncomfortable, but at least she didn’t feel bruised or battered.

      That might change when she had to walk in the full gravity of Oceanus. If she got to walk in that gravity. Right now, it felt like her yacht was adrift, not heading anywhere at all.

      “They won’t find me,” Sergeant Habib said, his voice sounding more weary than belligerent. “They’ll be looking for those two.”

      “Yeah, sure. The sultan is going to believe those geniuses masterminded a kidnapping.”

      “Even if he doesn’t, I’ll get paid, and I’ll have made my statement.”

      “What? That you’re an asshole and a traitor?”

      Nalini appreciated Jenna’s verve and was tempted to join in with it. Though she usually attempted negotiations rather than threats. Was there any way Sergeant Habib might be talked back to their side?

      She opened her eyes. Unfortunately, all she saw were a pair of boots and the lower framework of a pod. The pilot’s pod?

      “That it is unforgivable to ally with the Kingdom and that I am only the first of thousands who will object if the sultan gives his daughter to those manipulative bastards on Odin.”

      Nalini lifted her head enough to see that Habib stood, the magnetic soles of his boots activated, with a stunner loosely pointed at Jenna’s head. She was in her pilot’s pod, but her hands weren’t on the controls. Her arms were folded across her chest as she glared defiantly at him.

      At least Habib had ordered the use of non-deadly force. Nalini hoped that meant someone wanted her captive instead of dead.

      “Who’s paying you, Sergeant?” Nalini, deciding there was little to be gained from pretending to still be unconscious, shifted as much as she could to look around.

      She spotted Tristan, strapped to the deck in the aisle behind her, his wrists also pulled behind his back with flex-cuffs. Farther back, a floating leg sticking out of the doorway of the lounge made an odd sight. It was Killer’s, judging by the size, and presumably attached to the rest of him. He appeared to be floating free, unbound, and that made unease swirl in her gut. Would Habib stop those two men if they tried to kill Tristan? Or molested her? She didn’t think she had done anything to make an enemy of Habib over the years, but she hadn’t interacted with him that often. He might have a grudge against royalty and those with wealth and simply include her in his list of people that he wouldn’t help.

      “One of your father’s rivals.” Habib looked down at her. “I do apologize for this, Your Highness. I don’t blame you for your father’s machinations.”

      “Why blame him? He’s paid you well over the years, hasn’t he? My father isn’t a bad man.”

      “He’s making a bad choice. My entire family are miners on his outposts. Many of them are genetically engineered. That’s forbidden in the Kingdom. What do you think will happen to them?”

      “My father won’t change his way of governing simply because he marries off one of his daughters to the Kingdom.” Nalini grimaced, not liking to talk about herself that way, as if she were some pawn and didn’t have a life and career and destiny of her own.

      But would that still be true if she married the prince? Or would she be expected to live in the Kingdom as some baby maker for their royal line?

      No, she wouldn’t give up her freedom and independence, not for some man she’d never met. Not for any man.

      “My father’s children have all been modified,” Nalini added, “or at least gene-cleaned.”

      “The Kingdom is insidious,” Habib said, ignoring her argument. “You’re naive if you don’t think they’ll influence your father and try to put one of the children you and the prince have in charge of his holdings after his passing. They’ll claim the Middle and Far asteroid belts as Kingdom territories. They’ve wanted a toehold in the Miners’ Union for decades. Everybody knows that. Jager is out there, trying to quietly make deals with governments throughout the Twelve Systems.”

      Nalini shook her head as much as her confined position allowed.

      A thud and a groan came from the back of the yacht. Killer had woken up.

      He pushed himself along the ceiling handholds toward navigation, his face swollen and bruised, making him even uglier than before.

      The unease in Nalini’s gut shifted to outright fear as he activated his magnetic boots and came to stand in the aisle, one leg to either side of her pinned body. The last time she’d been kidnapped, she’d been too young and stick-like to interest anyone sexually, but this time…

      She glanced at Tristan, her protector thus far, but even if he was awake, he wasn’t in a position to do anything. Would Habib stop Killer if he tried to paw up her or Jenna?

      Jenna was also looking warily back at the big man. Habib was looking… at the comm console. Because he expected someone to contact him and ask if the yacht had been secured?

      Nalini silently cursed herself for not realizing earlier that he had to be in on this scheme.

      “We’ve almost reached the Middle Belt,” Killer said. “How much time do we have before the rendezvous?”

      “They haven’t made contact yet, but I’m expecting it any minute. There are lots of ships nearby on the scanners. Mostly automated mining ships, but I’m sure our contact is out there in the haystack.” Habib lunged forward and thumped his hand on the console. “I don’t know who you were thinking of comming, Jenna, but I’ll stun you if you don’t cooperate.”

      “Just my manicurist back in the palace. I want to let her know that I’ll be late for my nail appointment.”

      Habib snorted. “Not necessarily. They just want Nalini. They might even want someone to take the yacht back to the palace and hand-deliver a message. If you don’t try to screw us, maybe that can be you.”

      “How about you stop trying to screw us,” Nalini said, “and we continue on to Oceanus? I’ll pay for nail appointments for all.”

      “Sure you will, rich bitch,” Killer said. “The children of wealthy sultans are known for their generosity to the poor. Not that we’re going to be poor much longer, eh, Gutshot?”

      The silent man was also standing in the aisle now.

      “I reckon we got time to have some fun with our captives before our contact shows up.” Killer nudged the side of Nalini’s chest with his boot.

      Habib frowned at him. “Captives? You interested in the bodyguard too?”

      “Her first. I could have some other kind of fun with him later.”

      “Nobody’s having any fun with anyone.” Habib had a DEW-Tek rifle as well as a stunner, and he pointed it toward Killer. “Go back there and sit down. You’ve done your part.”

      “Same could be said about you.” Killer, who also had a rifle, shifted toward Habib. “You got us out of the palace, so we don’t need you anymore.”

      Since they both wore the sturdy and protective galaxy suits, they could take a few hits, but Nalini and Tristan would be in the middle if a fight broke out. Neither of them had their helmets up, so they couldn’t take a shot to the head. Nalini almost said something, but if her kidnappers started fighting with each other, it might be worth the risk of injury to let them. Jenna could slip out of her seat and free Nalini—or better yet, Tristan.

      “I’m their contact,” Habib said.

      “I’m sure they’ll pay whoever has the girl. And I intend to have the girl in all senses of the word.” Killer grinned. “You see that bedroom back there? Posh. Lots of room. You can watch if you want, but you will stay out of the way. Nothing but cheering allowed from you.”

      “Knock it off, you degenerate super-villain wannabe,” Habib growled, “and go sit down. You’re getting paid to—”

      Killer lunged at him, grabbing his rifle and stepping on Nalini’s back.

      In the zero-g, it didn’t hurt much, but a rifle fired, and she gritted her teeth in anticipation of a lot more pain. Gutshot dove over her for Habib. Jenna cried out as someone clubbed her with a weapon. Another boot landed on Nalini, this time kicking her in the temple and mashing her nose into the deck.

      Nalini wished she could roll out of the way, or at least cover her head.

      Habib screamed, and something hot spattered the back of Nalini’s hands. Since they were still locked behind her back, she couldn’t see what it was. She didn’t want to know. She squinted her eyes shut, praying for some intervention, that an asteroid would hit them, anything.

      A roar came from behind her, and someone pushed off the deck and dove toward the others. This new combatant didn’t kick her on the way by.

      Confused, Nalini turned her head as much as she could. It was Tristan. Somehow, he’d freed himself. His cuffs dangled in midair above the aisle where he’d been.

      He hurled Killer into the bulkhead, then grabbed Gutshot from behind and wrapped his arms around his neck. The two men grappled briefly, struggling for leverage as they thrashed in zero-g. Then Tristan flexed his powerful arms, and a snap echoed through the cabin.

      He released Gutshot, the man’s neck broken and body limp, and spun himself to face his other foe as Killer pushed off a pod with loathing in his eyes. Tristan met that fury with a barrage of punches that halted Killer’s momentum. The bigger man tried to block and kick and gouge, but he wasn’t as fast, wasn’t as effective. Tristan landed a punch to the nose that sent him spinning head-over-feet.

      Killer twisted in the air, a pistol appearing in his hand. Even as he spun away, he aimed it at Tristan and fired. The bolt caught him in the shoulder.

      Nalini swore, knowing Tristan’s weapons had been taken, and jerked at her bindings, longing to leap up and help. But Tristan dodged the next shot, ducking behind the co-pilot’s pod, and snatched Habib’s rifle. As Killer stopped his momentum on the ceiling and twisted to dive back toward them, Tristan fired once.

      That was all it took. Killer hadn’t had his helmet up, and the energy bolt slammed into his eye, blowing it out and scorching a hole in his brain.

      Nalini slumped in her restraints, her forehead resting against the cool deck.

      “Are you two all right?” Tristan asked calmly.

      “Yeah,” Jenna croaked. “I’m tied to my pod so I couldn’t help. Sorry. They just left my hands free for flying.”

      “I’ll release you in a second.” Tristan angled himself and pushed down so that he knelt on one knee by Nalini, with the magnetic sole of his opposite boot locked to the deck. He touched her back gently. “Your Highness?”

      “I’m fine. Just useless.”

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “Yes, uselessly.”

      His fingers brushed the back of her head, though he didn’t touch the spot where she’d been kicked. She appreciated the solicitude. Some ridiculous part of her mind thought that she wouldn’t mind him touching her head more often, but then she remembered there were bodies floating around them and pushed the thought away.

      “Is Sergeant Habib…?”

      “The bastard cut his throat,” Jenna said. “I’m glad your knight killed them.”

      Tristan sighed and grabbed a key fob out of the air. Where had that come from?

      “I would have preferred to take them prisoner,” he said, “but I couldn’t risk getting fancy, not with two men trying to kill me. To kill us.”

      He pressed the electronic fob to Nalini’s flex-cuffs, and they sprang open, relieving the discomfort of having her arms twisted behind her back. He found a knife and cut the makeshift binding that had held her to the deck, then moved to Jenna to free her from the pod.

      “Killing us isn’t quite what they had in mind,” Nalini muttered. “Thank you for your timely help, Tristan. I thought my day was about to get a lot worse. How did you free yourself?”

      She looked down at her hands, flexing her fingers, and grimaced at the blood drying on them. Habib’s blood. The man who’d served her father for five years now hung limply near the ceiling above the co-pilot’s pod, his throat cut open, globules of blood floating out.

      Nalini was aware of her hands shaking before she realized she was on the verge of a breakdown. This was too gory and too surreal. Why had Habib made this decision before he’d even known that the wedding was a sure thing or what the ramifications would be?

      “Your Highness?” Tristan rested a hand on her shoulder. He’d cut Jenna free and returned to Nalini’s side. “Do you want to rest in the back?”

      “No.” Nalini took a bracing breath and lowered her hands.

      If she didn’t look at the blood—which was hard when round droplets were floating all over the place—she would be all right. Besides, Jenna was holding herself together. She was checking the scanners and frowning at something on the console.

      “I’ll be fine.” Nalini forced a smile and looked at Tristan’s wrists. He hadn’t yet explained how he’d escaped. “Are you avoiding answering my question because your freedom was a result of some Star Kingdom knight trick that you can’t divulge?”

      “No. While we were grappling, I saw that Killer had cuffs, so I pickpocketed him for the key.”

      “Well, that’s some kind of trick.”

      “Not really. It wasn’t an elegant pocket picking. I almost got my hand caught in his belt on the first try and grabbed his dick on the second. That’s not something that knights teach their squires.”

      “Dick-grabbing?”

      Tristan threw her a startled glance, as if he hadn’t believed a princess would say that, but he recovered as he maneuvered himself up to the console. “Pickpocketing. Rarely that other thing either.”

      “Yes, I understand same-sex relations are frowned upon in the Kingdom, along with genetic engineering. Prince Jorg may be in for a surprise when he visits the palace. We’re a touch more liberal.”

      “Pro dick-grabbing, then?” Tristan touched the scanner display. “There’s a supposedly automated mining ship heading straight toward us. Any chance that belongs to your family?”

      “It should if it’s in the Middle Belt,” Nalini said.

      But Jenna was shaking her head. “I checked the ident. It’s one of Dubashi’s.”

      “Will one of you comm your people while I clean up the mess?” Tristan waved at the bodies. “If the sultan has any help he can send, it would be appreciated.”

      “I’ll do it.” Nalini squeezed past him to reach the comm station, longing to be useful. Right now, she was babbling to avoid dealing with the reality of the garish situation around her. At least they were safe, for the moment. So long as…

      “That ship is accelerating. And powering up a…” Jenna swore. “That’s a maglocker.”

      “What’s that?” Tristan asked.

      “A tool for bringing in pieces of asteroids that have been cleaved off,” Nalini said. “It’ll be strong enough to haul in small ships too.”

      “Like star yachts?”

      “Yes. Jenna, any chance of getting away before they’re close enough to use it?” Nalini tried to comm back home, but an error popped up on the display. “Did those idiots disable the comm?” She groaned.

      “Can you message your people chip-to-chip?” Tristan asked.

      “I’m not getting a signal right now. All the asteroids in the belt tend to block satellites, so network access is always sketchy in here. We need to move for more reasons than one.”

      “Working on it,” Jenna said. “They had us drifting, so I’m firing up the engine that controls the maneuvering thrusters from a cold start. The good news is that there aren’t any life signs on that mining ship, so unless we’re going to be kidnapped by robots, it may just be a coincidence that it’s heading this way.”

      “Robots—and androids—are perfectly capable of kidnapping people,” Nalini murmured.

      Even though Nalini didn’t have a signal, she composed a message to her brother, Samar, knowing it would go out as soon as it could. She trusted him most to let their father know that she was in trouble.

      The yacht thrummed as the main engine came back online.

      “That ship is definitely coming at us.” Jenna brought up the rear-camera display and magnified it, showing a long, fat, cylindrical mining vessel with retractable excavating tools folded into niches all along its hull. The big ship spun as it flew toward the yacht, creating artificial gravity for its robotic crew and interior machinery. “I’m not sure yet if we’ll be able to outrun them. They’ve had longer to build up speed, and they’re still accelerating.”

      “How close to the nearest station or habitat?” Tristan asked.

      “Stella Seven is on the far side of the belt,” Jenna said. “Almost a day away.”

      The yacht accelerated, and a semblance of gravity returned. The blood droplets spattered to the deck. Nalini kept her focus on the display showing the mining ship to their rear. And how quickly it was gaining on them.

      “We’ll never make it, will we?” Nalini murmured.

      Jenna glanced at her. “Sorry.”

      The yacht jolted, and Nalini gripped the edge of the control console to keep from tumbling away.

      “That was sooner than I expected.” Jenna tapped a few controls, and the thrum of the engines grew more intense, but their acceleration disappeared. “I’ve never seen a maglocker with that kind of reach. Prince Dubashi must have upgraded the hell out of that ship.” She leaned back from the control console. “They have us.”

      Nalini slumped.

      “They who?” Tristan asked. “You said the mining ship is automated.”

      “Robots? Androids? Vacuum cleaners?” Jenna lifted her hands. “Whoever they are, they’ve got us.”

      “Thanks to the delightfully high-tech universe we live in,” Nalini said, “robots can handle space travel and picking up asteroids a lot better than we can.”

      A clunk emanated from the hull. A mechanical grasping arm had wrapped around the yacht, as if it were valuable ore to be pulled in.

      “And picking up princesses, too, apparently,” Jenna grumbled.

      “I’ll be surprised if there isn’t a human crew aboard it,” Tristan said, “no matter what your scanner display says. Kidnapping a princess sounds like too important a job to delegate to robots.”

      “I’m not sure whether to hope for a crew or not,” Nalini said. “In theory, people would be easier to negotiate with.”

      Jenna tapped the comm. “Still down. I wish I could send out a general distress call. Just in case there are any ships full of heroes nearby.”

      Tristan lifted his chin. “That’s my job.”

      “Sending distress calls?”

      “Being a hero. Whatever is waiting over there, I’ll deal with it.” He headed back to collect his weapons. “You two should hide.”
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      Tristan crouched by the airlock hatch—a boarding party would have to come from that direction—with his pertundo gripped in both hands. He had the telescoping shaft extended partway, wanting as much reach as possible but aware of the tight confines of the yacht corridor.

      The deck had been vibrating fiercely, with the engines pushed to max as the craft tried to escape the mining ship’s maglocker. Now, it grew still, silence filling the yacht.

      “They’re pulling us in,” Jenna said from the pilot’s pod, her voice thick with defeat. “I’ve tried everything to twist away, but that’s a powerful maglocker.”

      “Given the size of the ship, they probably pull in asteroids the size of small moons and break them up inside.” Nalini, not following Tristan’s suggestion to hide, stood in front of the co-pilot’s pod, her hands pressed against the console as she stared at the display.

      Her thick ponytail floated, the yacht being pulled in slowly enough that it didn’t have any semblance of gravity. Only their galaxy suits’ magnetic soles kept them attached to the deck. Tristan didn’t look forward to another fight in zero-g, but he would do whatever it took to keep the crew of that ship—human or robot—from getting Nalini.

      He already felt like a failure. Two days on the job, and he’d allowed her yacht to be taken over and her to be captured.

      “Switching the camera view so we can see where we’re going,” Jenna said, toggling a control.

      The rear display shifted to give them a perfect view of a yawning opening in the gray hull of the ship. They were close enough that they couldn’t see its massive cylindrical shape anymore, just their inevitable destination.

      “I’m still not getting readings for a crew,” Jenna said.

      “If they’re wearing combat armor, that could hide their heat signatures.” Tristan shifted his grip, wishing he had his liquid combat armor. But he’d taken a risk even bringing the pertundo, since it was such a trademark weapon of the Kingdom knights.

      “You think the whole crew would be wearing it?” Jenna asked.

      “Maybe. They—this prince—might have sent a combat team to deal specifically with us, and the rest of the ship is all automated.” Tristan hoped it wasn’t a large combat team, since he was the only one here to protect the women. He felt daunted as the yacht was pulled through the opening, a weird tingle going over him as they passed through some kind of energy field and into the cavernous dim interior.

      Only indicator lights and a few computer displays lit the huge space, just enough to see automated ore carts zipping along the deck and flying through the air dozens of feet up. Bins and piles of dirt and ore were mounded against distant walls, with stacks of ingots glinting through transparent sheaths that kept them secured to the deck. At the far end of the huge chamber they were being pulled into, rivers of molten metal curved into molds, the red glow highlighting millions of crowns’ worth of smelting equipment.

      A clunk emanated through the deck as they landed, set down among piles of ore. Nearby, a chunk of an asteroid larger than the yacht towered over them, waiting to be tended by mechanical drills and jackhammers on long articulating arms. Nalini’s ponytail flopped down to her back as the mining ship’s spin gravity took effect.

      “Well,” Nalini said. “Here we are.”

      “Now would be a good time for you to hide,” Tristan said. “It was a good time fifteen minutes ago when I first suggested it, but now would also be acceptable.”

      “Is your bodyguard being snarky with you?” Jenna asked.

      “I believe so.” Nalini headed down the aisle toward Tristan.

      “Did you have to pay extra for that kind of personality?”

      “No, he came with it.”

      “Lucky you.”

      Tristan thought about making a truly snarky comment, but he was too relieved that they had recovered enough from their ordeal to make jokes. Nalini’s face had been ashen when she’d seen her sergeant’s throat slit, his eyes glazed in death.

      The memory of it reminded Tristan that he’d failed. He didn’t think he could have gotten that fob out and worked it around his back to the cuffs any more quickly, but he shouldn’t have been caught unaware in the beginning. He should have realized right away that her sergeant was behind the scheme.

      Nalini stopped in the rear of the main cabin and pressed a hand to a wall reader. A panel slid aside, revealing four pink and pale-blue stunners in a rack. If they hadn’t had the telltale handgun shape of a stunner, Tristan wouldn’t have recognized them. He’d never seen pink weapons before.

      “Jenna.” Nalini tossed one of the stunners to her pilot. “Stay up there and get ready to fire from behind your pod.”

      “You got it, Your Highness.”

      Nalini walked to Tristan’s side and faced the hatch. “I’m going to hide here.”

      “Perhaps you’re unfamiliar with the word, but hiding usually refers to being someplace out of sight.”

      “I can shift over behind you when they come in. You’re big. You’ll block their view of me.”

      Tristan regarded the pink stunner, its pale-blue highlights, and—dear God—were those tassels? “They’ll see that from anywhere in the yacht.”

      “Only if we dim the lights and I flip the glow-in-the-dark toggle.” The smile that tugged at her lips seemed flirtatious.

      No, he decided. It was just a smile. A princess wouldn’t flirt with him.

      “It doesn’t seriously do that, right?” Tristan waved at the weapon.

      “You’ll only find out if we end up in the dark together with my stunner. Maybe I should grab two more. I’m not bad at juggling, you know. I took a circus theatrics class when I was ten.”

      “The idea of witnessing that makes me want to arrange for us to be in the dark together.” Tristan was sure he shouldn’t find the idea of her performing circus moves intriguing. “I doubt Prince Jorg would approve.”

      Her smile faltered, but she plastered it back on. It seemed sadder than it had before, but she kept her flippant tone when she asked, “You don’t think he’d want you to vet me for the things I’m capable of in the dark?”

      “I’m thinking of locking myself in the lavatory,” Jenna said.

      “At least someone is willing to follow my suggestion about hiding,” Tristan said.

      “Not really. I just don’t want to listen to you two flirting.”

      “We’re not flirting.” Tristan faced the hatch resolutely. “We’re preparing for battle.”

      “Yeah? The legends I’ve heard of Kingdom knights didn’t mention circus juggling in the dark.”

      Tristan clamped his mouth shut and focused on the task at hand, though he caught Nalini’s smile out of the corner of his eye and decided he liked it. He hoped Jorg wouldn’t be an ass to her.

      Minutes passed with Tristan in his warrior tableau and Nalini shifting her weight and tapping her finger on the stunner.

      Jenna opened the lavatory door to peer out. “At what point are we going to accept that nobody’s coming in to get us?”

      “They may be trying to lull us into thinking exactly that,” Tristan said.

      “There’s nobody moving around out there.” Jenna returned to the control console and tapped a button, and the display cycled through the various exterior cameras on the yacht. “Just robot arms and machines. None of them seem to have registered our presence.”

      Tristan lowered his pertundo. Was it possible there wasn’t a combat team? It was a little humiliating to imagine they’d been outmaneuvered and captured by a completely automated ship, but it was possible. If Sergeant Habib had taken them to a rendezvous spot and transmitted their location while Tristan and Nalini had been unconscious, someone could have remotely ordered the mining ship to pick them up.

      “I imagined this ship taking us to Prince Dubashi’s floating palace,” Nalini said, “where I would be locked in a cell until Prince Jorg married someone else, but it’s occurring to me that they could simply leave us here, stuck on an automated ship running a years-long mining circuit while we molder and rot.”

      “If they didn’t leave any food, we’ll starve first,” Jenna said. “We’ve got about four weeks of water and rations on the yacht.”

      “Someone will come looking for us before then.” But Nalini drummed her fingers on her thigh, as if she was already impatient.

      Tristan tried to access the network with his chip but got a blinking no-signal report on his contact display. As she’d said before, the service in the asteroid belt was flaky.

      “I hope,” Nalini added quietly. “These mining ships are built in space and spend their whole lives here. The big fusion reactors can go a long time without refueling. The ships crawl from asteroid to asteroid, slowly breaking down the valuable ones before moving on to the next.” She groaned and rubbed her face. “I can’t tell you how boring of a future that sounds like if we can’t get off.”

      “We’ll get off,” Tristan said firmly. “I’ll go out and look for a control panel in the bay or on the bridge.”

      Wherever that was. Tristan had never been on a mining vessel and had limited experience with spaceships in general. What if he found the controls but couldn’t figure out how to manipulate them? Or what if they were locked down so that only someone from Dubashi’s regime could access them?

      “I’ll go with you.” Nalini waved her pink stunner. “Jenna, I want you to stay here. If another ship comes in, take advantage of the forcefield being down and fly out of here at top speed. Get back to the palace and get help.”

      “I can’t leave you on some enemy ship,” Jenna said.

      “Ideally, we’ll figure out how to drop the forcefield and have time to get back here so we can all fly away together.”

      Tristan doubted it would be that easy—if the ship truly was automated, there would be equally automated defenses to keep its new prisoners from escaping—but that wasn’t his main objection. “I’ll go, Your Highness. You and Jenna should both stay here. Then if an opportunity to escape comes, you can both take it and get away. If you’re so inclined, you can send someone back for me later.”

      He didn’t like the idea of being stranded on some mining ship for decades, but at least if she got away, he wouldn’t have failed.

      “I think your snarky bodyguard is trying to take command, Your Highness,” Jenna observed.

      “I’m not sure why. I didn’t follow his order to hide.” Nalini walked past Tristan and opened another larger panel, this one next to the hatch. Oxygen tanks were nestled inside, as well as emergency packs that contained food, water, and first-aid kits.

      “I was hoping you’d realize that staying here and letting me head off into danger alone would be most logical.” Tristan accepted the oxygen tank she thrust at him, but he wasn’t done arguing yet. “There’s no reason for you to risk yourself out there. There may be booby traps and other defenses. My job is getting into danger. Yours is… something to do with rent-to-value ratios.”

      “Real-estate development and investing, and I’m pleased you remembered the term.” Nalini handed him a second tank. “Fasten this to my suit, Sir Knight.”

      “I don’t think there’s going to be a lot of real estate in need of developing on this ship.” Tristan tucked his tank between his legs so he could attach hers to the back of her galaxy suit. He had to move her ponytail aside—she would need to put it in a bun anyway so she could don her helmet—and had the urge to stroke the soft hair. Or maybe brush the curve of her neck with his fingers…

      “I’m pretty good with computers too. I programmed Devi, remember.”

      Ah, she had mentioned that. At age eleven, hadn’t it been? She might have a lot better chance of figuring out how to convince the ship to release the yacht.

      She glanced back, and he realized he was holding her hair and gazing at her neck. Blushing, he almost flung the ponytail over her shoulder. He resisted and carefully snapped the oxygen tank into place.

      “All right,” Tristan said gruffly. “You can come.”

      “Thank you. Because I was waiting for the permission of a man before I decided what to do.”

      Jenna snorted.

      Tristan frowned at Nalini. “Prince Jorg is going to love you.”

      “He better not be expecting some girl who rubs his shoulders and fetches his meals,” Nalini said.

      “It’s probably not his shoulders he wants rubbed,” Jenna commented.

      Tristan sighed, feeling more outnumbered now than he had when he’d faced three hulking men trying to kill him. The female-to-male ratio on the yacht was definitely off.

      “Turn around.” Nalini swirled her finger in the air. “I’ll put your tank on. Unless you’re enjoying having it between your legs.”

      “Not particularly.” Tristan almost said that he could handle it himself—it wasn’t as if he had hair that would get in the way—but he decided it might come out sounding petulant. He already felt off-kilter with this woman.

      Nalini stepped close and snapped his tank into place, her fingers brushing his back. He hadn’t felt much—certainly nothing sensual—through the rubbery SmartWeave of his galaxy suit, but for some reason, a little tingle went through him.

      Nalini surprised him by resting a hand on his shoulder, her thumb grazing the side of his neck. “I appreciate you wanting to protect me,” she said softly, so Jenna wouldn’t hear, “but I’m stubborn and used to being in charge.”

      He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to reply. He was too busy noticing the soft brush of her thumb on his skin to figure it out.

      “I’m also smart enough and arrogant enough to believe I could be helpful out there. But if I do get myself into trouble, you’re welcome to say I told you so.” She patted the side of his neck, then tweaked his earlobe and stepped back.

      The gesture startled him—maybe she was flirting with him—and it took him a moment to find a response. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Would you silently not say it, the same as with comments you have about my shoe choices?”

      “Possibly.” Tristan lifted his eyebrows and looked down, intending to not say something about her vibrant nebula galaxy suit, but they were standing close enough that he had a good view of the swell of her breasts and the curve of her hips. He promptly forgot his intent.

      “It’s a Vendi Swarmi original,” she said dryly. “He came to the palace himself to take my measurements and craft me a galaxy suit that’s truly worthy of the name.”

      “It’s very purple,” Tristan managed to say, though the suit was not what was on his mind now. Getting her out of the suit, perhaps. He swallowed, reminded himself that he was a professional, and grabbed one of the emergency packs and faced the hatch. “Are you ready?”

      He activated his helmet and used the heads-up display to link it to the air tank.

      “Yes.” Nalini also grabbed one of the packs and slung it over her shoulder. “Jenna, is there any atmosphere in the ship?”

      Jenna checked the control console. “Surprisingly, yes. A breathable oxygen/nitrogen mix. At least in the bay directly outside.”

      “Almost as if we’re being invited to venture out.” Nalini arched her eyebrows as her own helmet unfurled from the pouch in the back and snapped down. She also removed her gloves from their pockets and zipped them on, making the suit airtight.

      Tristan wondered if she was now thinking that they might be walking into a trap. What if Prince Dubashi had a reason to prefer that Nalini be killed and not just kidnapped?

      “We should still wear our suits out there.” Tristan waved to his helmet and tank.

      “I agree,” Nalini said.

      “That’s a first.”

      She grinned at him and hit the controls to open the airlock hatch. He told himself that he wasn’t disappointed that he now wore a helmet, so she couldn’t tweak his ear again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      As Nalini walked behind Tristan away from the yacht and between bins of ore and piles of rock, she told herself that Jenna had been wrong and she hadn’t been flirting with him. She’d simply been feeling chatty and a touch ebullient after surviving Habib’s betrayal, especially when that hadn’t seemed certain for a while.

      Yes, she appreciated that Tristan kept fighting ferociously on her behalf, but she wasn’t the kind of girl who flirted with servants or pulled them aside for quickies. She wasn’t like her sisters. She was different—unique. She’d spent her whole life proving that to herself and to her father and to anyone else who would pay attention.

      That didn’t keep her from stealing glances at his backside as they walked. It was just like fate to deliver her a man she was interested in at the same time that she was supposed to accept a betrothal to another man.

      “I wish we had network access so I could download a map of this model of ship.” Tristan stopped in an open spot, small chunks of ore scattered across the deck where they’d tumbled from piles; they couldn’t see far with all the machinery and rock in the way. “Let me get a better view.”

      Tristan scrambled up one of the piles. Agilely, Nalini decided, watching him climb. This was not a man who did anything clumsily.

      “I think I see a door way in the back.” Tristan gazed toward the area where molten ore had been pouring earlier, then turned a full circle. “I don’t see any control panels on the bulkheads or anything that looks like it operates the forcefield we were pulled through.”

      “Let’s hope there’s a directory somewhere,” Nalini said, “or we could be exploring this ship for a long, long time.”

      Even though it was probably inevitable at this point, she grimaced at the thought of not making it to Oceanus before her asteroid. She had set everything into motion and had a trusted assistant who lived on the planet and would be there to oversee the drop-off, but the thought of missing it—a key moment in her most ambitious real-estate development plan to date—was depressing.

      Tristan leaped down, landing lightly beside Nalini, and headed off toward the door he’d seen.

      She let him lead, admitting he would be more capable of handling any danger that might fling itself at them. Long minutes passed as the various obstacles forced them into an indirect route toward the back of the cavernous chamber. Machinery ground and whirred, and clanks and clunks came from the side as equipment sorted rocks.

      A muted bong sounded from somewhere above them. Some bit of debris clanging off the exterior of the ship? Even though Middle Belt was denser than most asteroid fields, the big asteroids were still far enough apart that a huge vessel like this could navigate past them without trouble. But there were a lot of smaller pieces of rock floating around out there that such a ship might not bother flying around.

      They reached the big metal door in the back—it was large enough that a massive ground vehicle could have driven through it. Nalini expected Tristan to have to use his halberd to force it open, but the door slid upward, revealing a wide, dark corridor. The night vision in her helmet was already activated, so she could tell there wasn’t anyone or anything waiting for them inside.

      Tristan hesitated before heading into the corridor.

      “What is it?” Nalini didn’t see any obvious danger, not yet.

      “I would have felt better if it had been locked and we’d had to force our way in. This feels too easy.”

      Since they’d already been ensnared, Nalini didn’t know if she expected further booby traps, but she agreed it was unlikely their captors would assume they would stay quietly in the yacht and not make escape attempts.

      “Maybe because this leads to the latrine and nowhere important.” She waved, wanting to keep exploring, especially since it might take forever to find what they needed on the great ship.

      “I suppose it’s possible,” Tristan said, “though if the crew is all robotic, a latrine seems an unlikely amenity.”

      “A lubing station?”

      Tristan snorted, then strode forward. She followed, and they soon reached a bank of massive cargo elevators. They appeared to be powered down—the control panels were dark. The slide-up doors did not open when Tristan waved his pertundo at them.

      “We’ll come back if this is a dead end.” Tristan nodded and continued down the corridor.

      They reached another big metal door, this one also rising at their approach. An open chamber dozens of meters wide and twice as long stretched ahead of them, the high ceiling barely distinguishable from the dark shadows above. At the far end, a bank of computers hummed, a few displays activating to show data related to smelting and breaking down ore.

      A row of large robots on treads sat against a side wall, defender models, unless Nalini missed her guess, with cannon-like arms down at their sides. There were also hover drones in racks on the wall, each one almost as big as a man. They reminded her of qidi—shark-jellyfish creatures native to Oceanus’s deep seas. They had pointed noses, an airplane-shaped body, and long tentacles for grasping and sorting ore. Right now, all of the robots appeared to be dormant.

      “I suppose those will all activate and start shooting at us if we try to walk up to the control station.” Nalini waved at the cannon-arm robots rather than the drones, the latter looking like they were for mining work rather than defense.

      “That’s a possibility.” Tristan pointed toward the shadows in the back, at some kind of rack hanging from the ceiling. “Can you make that out?”

      Nalini shook her head. The mixture of light from the computer displays and deep shadows in the rest of the chamber vexed the night vision in her helmet display. “Just that there are vertical bars. Maybe it’s a cage full of more drones or robots.”

      Tristan leaned out of the corridor without setting foot in the chamber and peered above and to the sides of the doorway. Searching for more traps?

      “No other exits that I can see.” He gazed back at her, his eyes thoughtful behind his faceplate. “I can walk out, see if that activates the security robots, and if so, try to lead them on a chase back to that big bay. Ideally, I can run around and keep them busy while you see if you can find controls for the forcefield.” He nodded toward the computer station.

      Nalini grimaced at all the robots—there were eight of the big ones on treads—and imagined them firing cannons at Tristan en masse. “Are you sure you want to play the role of hay bale on the practice range?”

      “If it buys you time, yes. And if Jenna sees me, she might be able to fire some of your yacht’s weapons at them to help.”

      “I wish we could communicate with her without going all the way back.” Nalini waved at her chip, which was useless, other than as an off-line personal computer, until they regained network connectivity.

      “I’ll run past the yacht’s forward camera so she can’t miss me.”

      “Take your shirt off too.”

      Tristan blinked. “What?”

      “You’ll be more likely to attract her attention that way.”

      “Ah.” Tristan prodded the one-piece galaxy suit. “Since the shirt is attached to the pants, I’d have to take everything off.”

      “You say this as if it’s a problem.” Nalini smiled and touched his shoulder. She had reservations about this plan, and wondered if they should go back and try to force open the elevator doors to climb to upper levels, but that bank of computers over there did look like the control center for the entire ship. It might be exactly what they needed. “I’m ready, but be careful. I’ll hope we get lucky and those are decorative security robots.”

      “Yes, I’m sure that’s what they were purchased for. Decoration.”

      Tristan smiled and bowed deeply to her, like the knight he had tried to become, and turned and walked into the chamber.

      Had he truly only tried to become a knight? The mantle of hero was such a good fit for him. It was hard for her to believe he’d lied his way into the knighthood—or been kicked out. From everything she’d seen so far, he seemed like a real knight, willing to risk his life—and keep risking his life—to protect her. She couldn’t believe her father was paying him so much that the money was a big motivator. He struck her as someone who would protect a woman simply because he’d been conditioned to do so. Or born to do so.

      As Tristan drew even with the quiescent robot defenders, Nalini gripped her stunner and readied herself to do her part. The weapon would be useless on mechanical constructs, but she felt better with it in her hand.

      Tristan kept glancing toward the dormant robots, but he also looked all around the chamber, watching for danger from any direction. That was good, because the threat came from the ceiling shadows, behind those hanging bars they’d noticed.

      A flock of drones streaked straight toward him from that back corner. They were identical to the tentacled shark robots in the rack, but these were very much activated. An ominous buzz filled the chamber as they swooped down.

      Tristan sprang to meet the first one, stabbing with his pertundo. The long point above the axe head pierced the body of the drone, but others swarmed him, mechanical tentacles beating against him with startling power. One aerial attacker flew low and tried to wrap one of those tentacles around his waist. Tristan sprang to the side and slammed the blade of his weapon down. It cleaved the appendage in half, and something like lightning streaked up the severed tentacle and crackled around the drone’s body. Was that from his weapon?

      More and more drones swooped down from the ceiling. Fifteen? Twenty? They descended on Tristan with rabid ferocity, like mythological creatures sent by the gods to derail the hero’s quest.

      “The computer,” Tristan barked from within the swirling mass.

      Nalini flinched, unrooting her boots from the deck. He couldn’t run and lead them away while she stood in the only exit to the chamber.

      She hurried along the wall, hoping to avoid the notice of the mechanical creatures. Tristan started backing toward the corridor, but two swooped in and tried to wrap tentacles around his waist again. He was fast enough to slash through one of the limbs, but the second one caught him from behind.

      He twisted, trying to cut through it, but more tentacles grabbed him, one curling around his wrist and keeping him from swinging his pertundo effectively. With their combined might, the drones lifted him from the deck.

      Nalini had been halfway along the wall to the control panel, but she lurched toward him now, terrified that they would carry him away and drop him in a vat of molten ore. She yelled a battle cry and raced toward the cluster, waving her arms, hoping to distract them enough for him to break free.

      But there were too many. Even though several lay in pieces underneath Tristan, their bodies cleaved in half by his blade, there were enough to continue carrying him upward. Several others veered toward her.

      Nalini fired the stunner at the lead drone, but as she’d feared, its metal carapace deflected the blast. Wishing she had a pertundo—or even a club—she dove to the side, barely evading its grasping tentacles. She rolled across the unforgiving metal deck, but she wasn’t quick enough to avoid the fast-flying mechanical monsters. A tentacle wrapped around her ankle, and she was hoisted upside-down into the air. She fired again, uselessly, and swatted and punched, but even when she landed a blow with a fist, it did nothing to stop her attackers.

      They carried her higher and higher above the deck. They didn’t swoop toward the corridor and those vats of molten ore as she’d imagined, but up toward the shadowy ceiling in back. As they flew closer to the corner, she glimpsed their destination between the metal bodies.

      What she’d thought was a rack turned out to be a cage dangling on a thick chain hanging from the ceiling. There were vertical bars on the sides, a solid floor, and a solid ceiling. Like a giant birdcage.

      As the group of drones carrying Tristan approached it, a beep came from the control console, and part of the roof to the cage opened. He struggled, and a crunch sounded as another drone fell to his halberd, plummeting to the deck, pieces flying as it struck.

      Nalini loved how he fought, but it only made the drones more determined. Four more flew off the rack on the wall below, arrowing toward him and slamming into him. The galaxy suit had to be protecting him somewhat, but it wasn’t in the same league as combat armor, and she wasn’t surprised when he cried out in pain for the first time. They’d struck hard enough to break ribs. One of the drones smashed his arm against the roof of the cage, bending his wrist against the joint, and he gasped and let go of the pertundo.

      Tristan fought less after that—was he losing consciousness?—and they succeeded in forcing him into the cage.

      Nalini groaned, slumping in her captors’ grips and giving up her own struggle. There was no point. She couldn’t hurt them, and they could hurt her. Being injured wouldn’t help their chances of getting out of here.

      They shoved her through the opening in the cage and released her. As she fell, she tried to fling herself to the side so she wouldn’t land on Tristan, but there wasn’t enough time. She came down hard on his torso, and he groaned weakly.

      Another beep came from the computer console, and the roof door slammed shut, a click sounding as a lock activated.

      Nalini rolled off Tristan and collapsed on her back. She still had her stunner, but what did it matter? There was no way out of the cage.
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      Tristan woke up on his back, his ribs sending stabbing pain through him with each breath and the side of his head throbbing in time with it. Even worse was the pain from knowing he’d failed in his duty. He’d failed Nalini.

      He hadn’t come close to doing as he’d said he would, leading those drones away. What an idiot. That trap had been so obvious, but in his arrogance, he’d thought he could handle all those robots.

      Something warm touched his cheek, running gently down the side of his face to his jaw.

      He experienced a moment of confusion, because he’d been wearing his helmet when he lost consciousness. He opened his eyes and picked Nalini out of the shadows above him. She sat cross-legged, cradling his head in her lap and stroking his face. She had also removed her helmet, and her ponytail hung free over her shoulder. Under other circumstances, he would have found their closeness and her touch delightful—he felt the urge to reach up and touch her thick hair. Even now, he admitted that there were worse ways he could have woken up.

      Her fingers stilled when she saw that his eyes were open.

      “Sorry. I was afraid you had a concussion, so I retracted your helmet to check.” Nalini’s mouth twisted ruefully and she pulled her hand away. “Not that I have a first-aid kit and could have done anything to help. My emergency pack is on the deck over there. And yours is even farther away—it looks like those drones ripped the straps right off.”

      “My pertundo?” His voice was raspy—one of the tentacles had been wrapped around his neck at one point, and his throat ached. Everything ached.

      A part of him wanted to be strong and take charge of the situation in a manly way; a part of him wanted to close his eyes and make encouraging sounds in the hope that Nalini would go back to stroking his face.

      “It’s on the deck directly below us. About ten feet down.”

      So close but too far for them to reach. The gaps between the bars of the cage were too narrow for them to fit anything larger than their arms through.

      Tristan closed his eyes so they wouldn’t broadcast the defeat he felt. Sebastian’s face came to mind, the memory of a training session where Tristan had dropped his blade and Sebastian had told him that a knight never ever lets go of his weapon. His mentor had rarely lost his temper. That had been one of the few times. It was a lesson Tristan had thought he’d learned well, and yet, his blade was out of reach below.

      “How did I get a concussion?” He reached up to probe a lump on the side of his head. “My helmet should have protected me.”

      “Your helmet looks worse than your head. It’s only partially retracted into its niche, because it’s too dented to fold nicely away.”

      “Ah.” He closed his eyes again. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance that your pilot will show up to rescue us, and that it’ll work?”

      “Probably not.” Nalini let her hand rest on his chest, well above what he was sure were broken ribs. “You never did take off your shirt and run past the forward camera. That might have gotten her more invested in your welfare.”

      “I was going to try, but the drones wouldn’t let me get away.”

      “That was rude of them. Denying my pilot a look at a beautiful male chest.”

      Tristan opened his eyes and looked up into her smile. She was clearly joking to try to make him feel better, but he wondered if she did find his chest appealing. She, unlike the pilot, had seen it before. Albeit from a distance when he’d been in that arena. It was nice that she was sitting here, holding his head and touching him. Did it mean anything? Or was she, underneath the determined businesswoman persona, simply an empathetic person?

      Either way, he liked it. He knew he shouldn’t, because this was Prince Jorg’s future wife, but he couldn’t help it. He could have woken up with his face mashed against a bar as she paced on the other side of their cage. This was far superior.

      Tristan should have rolled away from her, but instead, he brought a hand up to rest atop hers. “Could you do me a favor?”

      “Go back to caressing your face?”

      “Call it a handsome chest instead of a beautiful one. Beautiful isn’t a manly word.”

      “If you say so. I think it nicely conveys an aesthetically appealing quality. It’s like the Duat Library on Oceanus, functional as well as elegant.”

      “Did you just compare my chest to a building?”

      “A beautiful building, yes. You should feel honored.”

      “Very well. I shall.” Tristan needed to get up, to prowl around the cage and test all the bars, to figure out how to escape, but his aching body wanted to remain right where it was.

      Nalini brushed her fingertips along his jaw. Even through the pain, that aroused a pleasurable tingle.

      “That’s very nice,” he murmured.

      “I want to apologize to you, Tristan.”

      “Why?”

      “I knew this whole setup was fishy back at the palace, before we flew out of the ship bay. I should have refused to let Jenna take off, and I definitely should have kicked those hoodlums off my yacht. But I was worried about missing my asteroid being delivered and the official start of my big project. I’ve worked so hard on it for the last year and couldn’t imagine not being there for the drop. I made a poor choice, and now, you’re injured and we’re in a birdcage without food or water or any way out.”

      “It’s understandable to be passionate about your work.” Wasn’t he here, deceiving her, because he wanted nothing more than to be a knight for the rest of his working life? “I have no trouble understanding taking risks to achieve dreams.”

      “What about when your risks get other people hurt?”

      “Don’t worry about me, Your Highness. My job is to get hurt on your behalf, remember?”

      “Call me Nalini, please.” She brushed her fingers down his jaw again.

      “I don’t think I should. I appreciate this very much…” He released the hand on his chest to wave at her lap—at her. “But your future husband wouldn’t approve.”

      Her lips twisted. “I haven’t even met my future husband yet. I’m disinclined to worry about his approval.”

      “I…” He kept himself from saying that he had no choice but to worry about Jorg’s approval, since he couldn’t do that without blowing his cover. “I can’t come between you.”

      Her fingers paused, falling away from his face, and the disappointment in her dark eyes made him realize that she likely had been flirting with him.

      “I do hope he appreciates you,” Tristan said softly, though his heart ached because he feared Jorg wouldn’t. “I didn’t expect that a princess would have a job and do work, you know. I assumed… Well, I don’t know why I assumed that. Some of the nobility on Odin work. They oversee their estates, putting varying degrees of effort into running their family businesses. But a lot of them are useless and just burn through their parents’ money. It’s been my experience that more of them do nothing than something.”

      “Most of my brothers and sisters fall into the burning-through-the-family-money category. My father has several wives, and I have so many siblings that I learned early on that I wouldn’t get any attention from him unless I stood out. He’s so business-minded and loves working on expanding his empire and making money for the family. I wasn’t interested in mining, but when I was young, I loved building things with blocks. And reading. I read everything I could find, fiction and non-fiction.”

      Tristan held back a grimace at the mention of reading, something he could never enjoy with her. Not that he was supposed to be enjoying things with her. He had to rescue her from this situation so Jorg could enjoy being with her. A depressing thought.

      “Early on, I found books about real estate and loved the idea of building something out of nothing and also of making money being useful, by giving people a nice place to live. It seemed, I don’t know, more noble than simply making money trading stocks on the exchange and not creating any value in the universe. My father likes creating value, too, mining the ore that’s used to build all manner of useful things. He supplied all the materials for my first development project.”

      Nalini’s fingers had returned to his jaw as she spoke, which made him far more content than he should have been to lie there and listen. He would only let it go on for another minute. Soon, he would get up and survey their surroundings. He wouldn’t think about reaching up to pull her head down to kiss her. Definitely not.

      “After my first legitimate deal,” Nalini went on, “where I made money, the first of his children to do so, he started paying a lot more attention to me. By then, I was fifteen and shouldn’t have been so eager to win my father’s approval, but I was. I wanted to stand out, to matter, among this snarl of children he’d sired. There are so many of us that hardly anyone but our own relatives knows all of our names.”

      “That’s understandable,” Tristan said when she stopped talking.

      “Do you get along with your own father?”

      “Uh, my father was taken off to a penal asteroid for a life sentence when I was seven. All I remember of him was him yelling at my mother a lot and knocking us around. He was a robber, and in the end, he murdered someone when a theft went awry.”

      Nalini formed a silent, “Oh,” with her mouth.

      He immediately regretted admitting that. As if there wasn’t enough between them, he’d reminded her that they weren’t from the same social class. As far from it as possible.

      But maybe it was for the best. A reminder to her that she was destined to marry a prince, not run around with some commoner born to a criminal.

      “What made you want to become a knight?” Nalini asked. “Or was that always a ruse?”

      A ruse? Oh, right. His cover story. How much could he say without risking giving it up?

      “It was all I ever wanted. When I was little, and he was hitting my mother, I wanted to be strong enough to stop him. I grew up on stories of the knights, as all Kingdom boys and girls do, and how noble and chivalrous they’ve been throughout the centuries. I wanted to help people and be better than my father, and also to be…” He turned his face toward the bars. “Well, in the past, it’s always been hard for a commoner to become a knight, but if you made it, you’d make a good salary and have a safety net of colleagues to rely on for the rest of your life. Those in the knighthood are close, the kind of people who always have your back, no matter what.”

      “You do sound like you belong with them. What happened? You lied about being noble?”

      “It’s a long story.” One that was leading him perilously close to a truth he couldn’t tell. “Let’s see about getting out of here, eh?”

      Reluctantly, he rolled away from Nalini. His ribs screamed a protest, and he gasped in pain as he came onto his hands and knees. Blackness edged his vision, and he had to pause to take several shallow breaths.

      “You stay there. I’ll look around and tell you whatever you need to know.” Nalini rose and walked to the bars. “Your pertundo is still down there. No robot sweepers have come through to take it away.”

      Despite her suggestion, Tristan used the bars to pull himself slowly to his feet. When he pressed his forehead against them, he could see his weapon on the deck below, about ten feet down, as she’d said. He felt a modicum of satisfaction at the pieces of destroyed drones littering the deck like leaves after a hurricane.

      “I wonder how many drones are left?” he murmured.

      If they could get free, was there a chance he could finish them off in a second fight? His ribs protested the idea of another battle, but he could tighten his galaxy suit to provide more support for them. One more fight he could handle. The computer console was only a few meters away, and he even saw what looked like a display and controls for the bay that held their yacht.

      “The six that dumped you in the cage, and the three that dumped me in. They flew up there afterward.” Nalini waved to a corner where racks of drones hid in the shadows behind their cage. “Some of them are missing tentacles, but it would still be a very difficult fight.”

      She gave him a worried look. It touched him.

      “Yes.” Tristan spotted his DEW-Tek pistol over by his emergency kit and oxygen tank. The drones had torn everything off him while he’d been fighting them.

      He slid his hand over one of the bars, trying to guess the material. He didn’t know if a sustained DEW-Tek bolt would have been able to melt one, but it didn’t matter since neither of them had pistols. He was positive his pertundo could cleave through the bars, but…

      He stared down at the weapon, trying to drum up inspiration. “If we had something we could tie into a rope, maybe we could hook it. But it’s flat on the deck, so that would be a challenge.”

      Nalini stepped up beside him and peered down. “Is it metal?”

      “The pertundo? I don’t know the exact mix in the alloy, as it’s top secret, but the head, at least, is mostly metal.”

      “Magnetic?”

      “I haven’t checked. Maybe so.”

      Nalini looked down at their feet, and he caught on. Of course. The soles of their boots could be magnetized to attach to the deck in zero-g.

      “You may be getting naked for me, after all.” She smirked at him.

      “I shouldn’t find it pleasing that the idea seems to excite you.”

      “No?”

      “Not since we can’t…” Tristan spread a hand, then sighed and finished with, “Can’t.”

      “Well, take off your suit, anyway.” She peered between the bars. “And I guess I’ll have to as well. You’re tall, but I don’t think it will quite reach.”

      The thought of her stripping off her galaxy suit right next to him sent his mind in dangerous directions. Like maybe they could have a secret affair without being found out…

      But no, knights didn’t have secret affairs with soon-to-be-married women. Knights were noble.

      Tristan turned his back to her and started undressing, not modest himself but wanting to give her some privacy. He would not ogle her, definitely not. Noble knights did not ogle. That wasn’t in the code, but he was sure it should be.

      Nalini peeled off her galaxy suit, the flexible material loosening its give for the task. “It’s a good thing the atmosphere is breathable here. The air is even decently warm.”

      “Yes.” Tristan pulled off his suit more slowly, focusing on not hissing in pain as he eased the top off his shoulders and down his ribs. “Though I do wonder why. Why would they bother keeping the atmosphere breathable for humans when there aren’t any on board?”

      “We’re on board.”

      Tristan considered if it made sense that their captors would have prepared the mining ship for their sake. Lack of a breathable atmosphere might have encouraged them to stay on the yacht and out of trouble. Though—his gaze drifted to the bars of their cage—maybe Dubashi’s men had wanted them to venture out and be captured.

      “It could mean someone else is coming,” Nalini added, kneeling and dangling her suit out between the bars to see how far down the boot reached.

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      “If that’s the case, we should escape promptly. I need your pants.”

      “I know. I’m working on it.” Feeling geriatric and wishing he had a bench to sit on, Tristan maneuvered his suit the rest of the way off. Despite his efforts, a hiss of pain escaped as he tugged the leg down.

      “I’m sorry for being demanding. I wish I had a medical kit to give you a painkiller.”

      “It’s fine.” Tristan forced a smile and handed his suit to her. “I’ll gladly let you drug me up if we succeed at getting out of here.”

      He wasn’t too distracted by his pain to notice her gaze linger on his bare chest for a few seconds before she bowed her head and tied the suits together. He allowed himself to feel flattered and was tempted to examine what her lack of a suit revealed, but he resisted and instead lay flat on his stomach next to her, his forehead pressed to the bars, ready to assist if she needed help.

      Something clinked onto the floor beside him. One of his utility pouch pockets had come open while she was tying the garments together, and a tube of rock dust he’d collected from one of the ore piles on the way in rolled across the cage floor.

      His cheeks warmed as she peered curiously at it, and he groped for a way to explain his dirt collection. This was hardly the place to take souvenirs, but he hadn’t had a chance yet to gather a sample from this system, and he hadn’t been sure that he would get to visit anything except space stations and spaceships. Walking past all those piles of pulverized rock had been too tempting. He’d thought collecting dirt from an asteroid would be an exotic way to remember his time in this system.

      “What’s this?” Nalini asked.

      “Nothing.” Tristan reached for it.

      But she thumbed the lid off first, peered inside, and sniffed. “It smells like dirt.”

      “It is.” He drew the lid and tube gently but firmly from her hands, afraid she would tease him for stopping to take a sample and for having such a silly collection in the first place.

      “Some precious mineral flakes?”

      “I doubt it. I grabbed it from a pile of what looked like discarded dirt.”

      Her forehead creased. “Why?”

      “I just wanted something from this system. Like a souvenir.” There, souvenirs weren’t goofy, right? Everybody snagged them when they traveled.

      “Souvenir dirt? When we escape, we can get you a nice mug from our palace gift shop.”

      “That sounds good. Thanks.” He pulled over his suit’s utility belt, since it wouldn’t help with retrieving the pertundo, and tucked his sample inside.

      As she lowered the suit legs toward the pertundo, she stole glances at him. As if he’d turned into a puzzle she wanted to solve.

      “You’re almost there, Your Highness,” he said encouragingly, hoping she would focus on her task.

      “Are you sure you can’t call me Nalini now that we’re naked together?”

      “I’m still wearing my socks and underwear.”

      “Which requires formality.” She stuck her arm farther out. “I think I can reach the blade part. How heavy is the overall weapon?” She shifted her arm to get one of the boots closer to the wide head of the pertundo. “I turned the magnetization up to maximum, but I’m not sure how strong that is.”

      “Strong. It’ll be enough. The pertundo only weighs five pounds.”

      She dangled the boot lower, the two suits tied together making a clumsy rope.

      Tristan eyed the drones that had retreated to the rack near the ceiling. Accepting that he would have to fight them again, he contemplated the best way to do it without being injured further. After he had Nalini safely back at her palace, he could collapse in the infirmary, but for now, he was all she had to protect her.

      “Got it,” she whispered.

      Tristan glanced over as she knelt back, carefully pulling the weapon up, the flat of the blade hugging the magnetic sole of one boot. He got an eyeful of her chest doing interesting things as her arm muscles flexed, but jerked his gaze away. He stuck his arm between the bars, waiting for the weapon to come within reach.

      It shifted and slid slightly. Nalini froze.

      “Just a couple more feet and I can reach it.” He extended his arm as far as possible.

      “I don’t want to drop it and have it bounce out of reach.” She inched the pertundo farther upward, grimacing as it slid again. “You should be able to call it by name and have it fly up into your hand. I seem to recall some mythological god’s weapon did that.”

      “I’d have to name it first.”

      “You haven’t named it? I thought warriors did things like that, especially for such special weapons.”

      Tristan almost pointed out that the pertundo was on loan from the armory until he was truly accepted as a knight, but he caught himself. It saddened him that he couldn’t share his true story with her. He wanted to be her confidant, not someone spying on her.

      “No,” he said, when she glanced at him. “I haven’t named any parts of my anatomy either.”

      “You are an odd man.”

      “Yes.” Tristan flexed his fingers toward the weapon as it slid farther from the magnet, the weight of the shaft tugging it back toward the deck. A couple more inches…

      It slid further, and Nalini cursed.

      Tristan lunged, ramming his shoulder against the bar. His fingers snapped around the shaft just before it fell.

      “Nice,” Nalini said. “You have dexterous fingers.”

      “I’m going to nobly resist the urge,” Tristan said as he carefully drew his weapon between the bars, retracting the telescoping shaft to its shorter length, “to construe that as a sexual comment, since we’ve established that we have a professional relationship and such things wouldn’t be appropriate.”

      She arched her eyebrows at him. “I don’t have to be noble, do I? I’m not a knight.”

      He swallowed. Professional distance would be easier if she were as committed to it as he. It didn’t help that she didn’t seem to think fidelity to a man she hadn’t yet met was important. He couldn’t blame her for that, especially since he knew what kind of man Jorg was, but he couldn’t feel the same way.

      “Do real-estate developers not have a code of chivalry?” Tristan used the bars to pull himself to his feet.

      “It’s better for your reputation if you don’t lie and don’t back out of deals, but nobody’s going to be offended if you compliment their finger skills.”

      “I’m not offended.” He looked at the bars so he wouldn’t look at her near-naked body. “I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

      She hesitated, then rested a hand on his arm. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m just… This sounds silly, since we’ve been locked in a cage by demented robots that broke your bones, but I’m enjoying being with you. I didn’t expect you—any bodyguard—to be… fun.”

      He appreciated the sentiment and admitted that he also found her flirtations—her—fun, but he limited himself to saying, “If your only previous experience with bodyguards is your android, it’s understandable that you had that opinion.”

      Nalini snorted. “Devi has her moments.”

      Tristan stepped into the middle of the cage. “Get down in that corner, please. I’m going to have to take some big swings with my pertundo. I think it will cleave through the bars, but it won’t be easy.”

      Nalini scooted into the corner and raised her hands to protect her head. “Let me know if you want me to try. I know your ribs must hurt.”

      He wriggled his fingers in acknowledgment, even though he wouldn’t foist the task off on her. He doubted she had the strength—her arms and legs were feminine and appealing, not muscular.

      He hefted the blade, grimacing as even that much movement made his ribs twinge, but he paused. “We should put our suits back on. For protection and in case this rouses the robots.”

      “You go ahead and start on the bars. I’ll untie them.” Nalini pulled the garments into her lap.

      Tristan didn’t think that would take long, but he went ahead and put his back to her, swinging at a bar near the far corner. If this didn’t work, he would try the roof door they had been forced through.

      The pertundo bit into the bar, as if his target were made from wood rather than metal, and lightning streaked from the blade. An electrical charge wouldn’t do anything against the cage, but seeing it and the damage he made invigorated him. His muscles warmed as blood flowed to them, and some of the pain faded. Like a lumberjack, he cleaved into the bar again and again. He cut through it and worked on the next one. Then two more. He lowered his weapon, grabbed the broken bars, and heaved to bend them enough to make room for their escape.

      Those motions brought fresh pain, but he snarled, trying to funnel it into the effort instead of letting it derail him. The bars bent with a satisfying creak. He stepped back, pleased for the moment, but he reminded himself they would still have to deal with the drones.

      “Your Highness.” He spun back toward Nalini, bowing and gesturing toward their new door.

      He caught her watching him with a rapt expression, her gaze rolling down his body before he finished his bow. He thought she might blush and look away, but she met his eyes and arched a single brow.

      “Are you sure you haven’t named any of your anatomy? It’s quite lovely and deserving of recognition.”

      He was the one to blush. This wasn’t right.

      “If you want to submit proposals, I’ll consider them.”

      Her lips quirked into a lopsided smile. “Really? You’d trust my taste?”

      He started to say certainly but remembered all the shoes of dubious design. “Enough to consider your proposal.”

      “I suppose I should be honored.” Her smile turned a little sadder. “Sorry, I was going to stop flirting with you so you can more easily be noble.” Nalini rose to her feet and tossed him his suit. “Let me know if you need help dressing.”

      “Er.” His mind snagged on the offer before he realized she’d made it because of his injury. “I’m sure I can manage, but thank you.”

      He turned his back as she donned her own suit.

      “I think if you stay in the cage,” Tristan said, “they might not attack you. I’m going to put my back to that corner down there. That way, they can only come at me from two sides. That was poor planning last time.”

      Tristan had assumed the threat would come from the defender robots against the wall, not shadows in the back, but that was no excuse.

      “Just let me know when I can go to the computer.”

      “When all the drones are in pieces on the deck.”

      Once he finished dressing, Tristan squeezed out through the opening and jumped down. He landed in a crouch, ready for an attack. He wasn’t disappointed.

      The remaining drones swept toward him. He sprang for the corner, doing his best to ignore the pain that blasted him with each sharp movement, with each breath. He put his back to the walls and slashed and stabbed at the drones that swooped in at him.

      Behind the fray, Nalini slithered out of the cage and dropped to the deck. What was she doing?

      She must have believed the drones were all focused on him, for she sprinted to the computer bank.

      Tristan gritted his teeth, worried and irritated that she couldn’t stay put, but he couldn’t waste his breath to argue with her. Three drones dove in at a time, zipping in high and low, working together and trying to overwhelm him. But he knew better what to expect, and with his back protected, he whipped his pertundo about effectively. He blocked them with the shaft and rammed the point into their bodies or cleaved into them with the sharp blade.

      Pieces flew, clattering into the walls and deck, as he tore through his mechanical foes. Tears of pain plagued his eyes, but the heat of the battle gave him strength to overcome his discomfort.

      Soon, blessed silence fell. They had all focused on him, and they were all destroyed. No other foes presented themselves. The big defender robots that he’d originally worried about still hadn’t moved.

      Tristan strode to the computer console where Nalini’s fingers danced, trying to gain access. Or maybe she already had it?

      “I thought we agreed that you would wait in the cage,” he said.

      “Until I could tell that all of the drones would end up in pieces on the deck.”

      “There seems to have been a tense shift there. I’m certain we were going to wait until after the drones were destroyed, not until you could tell they would be destroyed.”

      She flashed a winsome smile at him and switched topics instead of arguing further. “Give me a few minutes. So far, I haven’t run into any prompts for retina scans or passcodes. Maybe I can lower the forcefield from here.”

      Tristan nodded and headed to inspect the robots along the wall, curious if they were a threat. None of them had so much as shifted forward an inch on their wide treads.

      There weren’t any indicator lights nor any other sign that they were online in any capacity. He clambered up on the broad treads of one and rapped his knuckles against the metal torso. It sounded hollow. The block-shaped head tipped sideways and fell off.

      He sprang back to the deck with his weapon up before his brain caught up to his reflexes and he realized it wasn’t an attack. He stared down at the detached robot head lying on the deck.

      “I know knights like to excel in all walks of life,” Nalini said, “but you needn’t attack the robots that don’t attack us.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness. I’m relieved you don’t require wanton destruction from your servants.”

      She snorted. “You’re not a servant.”

      “Are you sure? I believe I signed paperwork to that effect.”

      “No, you’re…” She spread a hand as she looked at him, her brow furrowed as if she truly didn’t know how to describe him. “Special,” she finished.

      His ribs hurt too much for a full bow, but he inclined his head toward her.

      A beep came from the console, and Nalini turned back to it.

      Tristan climbed back up on the robot and peered into the opening where the head had been sitting unattached. The torso was nearly empty inside, hollowed out save for a few snipped wires and a large circuit board leaning against the inside of the chest. It wasn’t attached to anything.

      He checked more of the robots. The heads didn’t fall off on all of them, but they were all missing parts to varying degrees. Several had open panels on their backs.

      “Maybe these were sacrificed for parts,” he murmured.

      “We have a problem, Tristan.”

      “More drones?” He eyed the shadows warily.

      “No. The forcefield in that bay is lowering.”

      “That’s good, isn’t it?”

      Nalini waved her hand and activated a display in time for Tristan to see their yacht sailing out into the asteroid belt.

      He sagged. “We did tell her to go without us if she got a chance. Did you lower the forcefield?”

      “No. They did.” Nalini pointed as two sleek blue combat shuttles flew into view.

      One immediately zipped off in the direction the yacht had gone. The other flew into the bay, and Tristan groaned. It looked like the human kidnappers that he’d been expecting had arrived.
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      “The Shredder,” Nalini read off the side of the combat shuttle pulling into the huge smelting bay. “That’s not one of my father’s ships. It has to be Prince Dubashi’s people.”

      Nalini silently cursed herself. If she’d been faster, she might have been able to figure out how to get the forcefield back up, so their enemies couldn’t enter. But then both combat shuttles would be out in space chasing Jenna. Nalini hoped her star yacht was fast enough to evade the single shuttle and make it back home to let the family know what was going on.

      In the meantime…

      “Tristan, we need to take over Dubashi’s shuttle.” She waved at the blue craft on the display. “Do you know the range of those types of combat shuttles? I know some are capable of intra-system travel between planets and others are only designed to go from orbit down to a moon or some such.”

      He leaned over her shoulder to look at the display. “It’s from the Star Viper line. It should be capable of flying us back to your palace.”

      Or on to Oceanus? Nalini wondered to herself.

      She had apologized to Tristan for her singular mindset getting them into trouble, and she’d meant it, but if they could somehow take over that shuttle and reach Oceanus, maybe she could still arrive in time to oversee the asteroid landing. Besides, Dubashi’s men might have more ships out there and expect her to fly home. If she flew the other direction, that might catch them off guard.

      “We’ll just have to deal with the crew first,” Tristan said grimly as the shuttle’s side hatch opened and six armored figures strode out with weapons.

      His hand strayed to his ribs, though he did not say anything to suggest he wouldn’t do his best to fight them.

      Brave, but Nalini didn’t want him to have to battle even one armored man. That would be worse than the drones. She and Tristan either had to surrender or think of something clever.

      “How many do you think are left on board the shuttle?” she asked as the six men gathered outside, some pointing toward the back of the bay and one waving toward all the mounds of ore.

      “It’s not a very big vessel. Might just be the pilot and a couple more. Those six look like they’re about to fan out and search for us.”

      “If they don’t have codes for the elevators, there’s not much to search, just that bay and this control room.

      “I know. They’ll be here soon.” Tristan looked toward the robots he’d been inspecting earlier. “What are the odds that they think Jenna got away with you aboard?”

      “They have to consider it a possibility.” Nalini wished she could communicate with Jenna to find out what was going on out there.

      “They’re heading for the corridor.” Tristan nodded at the display. “Not just a couple of them. All six.”

      “I bet they’re coming to check the cage.”

      Tristan glanced at it but focused on the robots. “I want you to hide in one of those hollowed out torsos. If Dubashi’s men don’t have sophisticated scanners along, they might not find you. If all they thought they would be doing is collecting you from a cage, they might not have brought much equipment.”

      “Hide? But—”

      “I’ll tell them that you went up the elevator shaft to hide in another part of the ship. If I get a chance to fight them when the odds are better, I will, but I can’t take on six men, not when they’re armored and I’m not.”

      He didn’t mention his broken ribs, but they had to be on his mind.

      “Maybe I can separate them and improve our odds. At the least, I’ll try to keep them from finding you.” Tristan pointed her toward the robots, touching her elbow, though he didn’t presume to use force. “Go, please.”

      Nalini worried that they would shoot him as soon as they spotted him, but if they thought he knew where she was, maybe they wouldn’t. They would only torture him. She grimaced. That was just as bad.

      But what else could they do? There were too many to fight.

      “All right, but if it looks like you’re in trouble, I’ll come out.” She headed for the robots.

      “If it looks like I’m in trouble, you shouldn’t come out. The point is to keep you safe until your father’s ships arrive. If they kill me but don’t find you…” Tristan shrugged and opened his palm, as if to say that would be a win.

      She didn’t agree, but the six men were passing the elevators. There wasn’t time for further conversation.

      Nalini approached the robot he’d examined earlier, grabbed the head off the deck, climbed its torso, and slithered inside. She had to twist her body and pull one knee up to her chin in order to fit. Wires prodded her, and the corner of a drive dug into her waist, but she wouldn’t be stuck like that for long. She hoped.

      She drew the blocky head over the hole above her so that, from a distance, it shouldn’t look like there was anything wrong with the robot. Once the head was in place, it blocked out all of the light except a tiny beam coming through a hole in a seam in the torso. Nalini leaned her eye up to it, her forehead pressing against cool metal, and had a view of Tristan.

      He’d gathered some of the drone wreckage together, and he lay in the middle of the chamber, as if he’d fallen in battle. He’d pulled in the shaft of his pertundo and was lying on the weapon to hide it under his body.

      Feigning unconsciousness wasn’t the tactic she’d expected him to take, but at least he was smart enough to know he couldn’t fight so many while injured. If their enemies had a medical scanner, they would know his injuries were not fake—his bruises alone should tell them that.

      The armored men strode in, the clanks of their boots reaching her ears before she could see them. They must have spotted Tristan right away because their walk turned into a run, and they charged straight up to him. All six of them pointed their weapons at his chest.

      Nalini tried to swallow, but fear and worry created a tight lump in her throat.

      Tristan lifted his head slightly, not feigning unconsciousness, after all. But he was definitely trying to appear weaker than he was. When he winced, it looked very real.

      “Who are you?” one of the armored men demanded, his voice muffled by his helmet.

      Tristan slumped back, his head against the drone pieces. “Security for the princess.”

      “That your first name or last?” the man asked.

      His colleagues—or were they subordinates?—laughed.

      Tristan closed his eyes and didn’t answer. One man removed a compact medical scanner from a utility pouch.

      “He’s got a bunch of broken ribs, sir. Cracked skull. Some other fractures. I’m surprised he’s conscious.”

      “He’s not very conscious,” another man muttered.

      The leader looked around at the wreckage, then up toward the empty cage. “You do all of this by yourself?”

      Tristan opened his eyes again but didn’t answer.

      “Where are his weapons?” one of the men asked.

      Another leaned down to push Tristan to the side. He tensed, and Nalini thought he would fight.

      She groped around the inside of the robot shell, wondering if there was anything she could do if they tried to hurt him. Her knuckles bashed against circuit boards still screwed in and something that might have been a motor with wires snaking through the housing below her.

      “Is that a pertundo?”

      “You a knight, man?” That was the one Nalini had dubbed the leader—another man had addressed him as sir.

      Tristan still looked tense, but he hadn’t moved from his back. One of the armored men had nudged the pertundo out from under him without picking it up.

      “I was,” Tristan said. “Got no love for the Kingdom now.”

      “But you had training from them?” The leader looked around at all the destroyed drones again. “That would explain this. It would take a squad of men with rifles—or anti-tank guns—to take down this many. I assume they were all attacking you?”

      “I wouldn’t have beaten them up if they’d stayed in their rack.” Tristan didn’t point out that he’d had two separate battles to destroy the twenty-odd drones on the deck.

      “Was the princess with you?”

      Tristan didn’t answer.

      “She hiding somewhere? We know she’s here. There was only one life form on that yacht, and we know there’s a pilot, so we know that was her.”

      Nalini wondered if she dared risk activating the light built into her helmet. The night vision wasn’t good enough to tell what components she was looking at. If the circuit board that controlled the cannon arms still worked, maybe she could aim the weapons at the men and fire.

      “How much the sultan pay to get you to protect her?” the leader asked, switching tactics. “A former knight ought to be worth more than a simple security officer or bodyguard, don’t you think?”

      Tristan focused on him for the first time.

      Nalini stopped poking around and watched the men. She didn’t like this new line of questioning. She thought Tristan was honorable, even if he’d lied to his people to try to become a knight, and she didn’t want to believe that he might be tempted away from her side by money. But he wasn’t a knight, even if he had one of their weapons and had trained as one. She had to remember that. He’d grown up poor, and if the money was right, wouldn’t he be tempted to betray her?

      “Pay’s all right.” Tristan kept watching the leader.

      “Just all right? My father, Prince Dubashi, would pay well to have a knight working for him. A former knight. He wouldn’t mind some fresh insight into the Star Kingdom right now, and I reckon you have that. You’re not old enough to have been out of the knights and the Kingdom for long.”

      “That might be.”

      “And we need the princess. My father wants to make sure she’s not available to marry Jorg and that none of the sultan’s other bazillion spawn will either. She on this ship somewhere? She run off and hide while you were saving her ass down here from those drones?”

      “I told her to run.” Tristan’s tone sounded cooler.

      Was he affronted on her behalf? Or was that Nalini’s imagination?

      All of the armored men were focused on Tristan so she stuck her thumb over her peephole and risked turning her helmet lamp on to the lowest setting, so she could take a better look at what remained inside the robot’s housing.

      Was that a motor down there? It appeared to be intact. If the robot could be made to roll around, maybe she could…

      What? All it would take was a few blasts from one of those men’s rifles to blow the robot into shrapnel.

      “Run where?” the leader asked. “Back out into the big refining bay?”

      “What’s in it for me if I talk?” Tristan asked. “You offering a job?”

      With her peephole covered, Nalini couldn’t see what was happening, but she heard a thump and a pained hiss that sounded like it belonged to Tristan.

      “Don’t, Brannon,” the leader said sharply.

      “Sorry, sir. My foot slipped.”

      “Uh huh. Look, Sir former-Knight. You help us find the princess, and we’ll get you patched up—we’ve got a med-kit aboard the shuttle—and you can come back with us. I’ll tell my father how useful you were. A former knight ought to earn at least fifty thousand Union dollars a year, and my father pays his people bonuses if they do any dangerous work or long hours.”

      Nalini bit her lip. How much was her father paying Tristan? She didn’t know.

      “I don’t know where she went, but she climbed up one of the elevator shafts and into the depths of the ship. I told her to hide until her father’s backup arrived.”

      Nalini closed her eyes, relieved that he hadn’t given her up. She hadn’t wanted to believe he would, but she also hadn’t known if she was being naive about him. Just because he kept saving her life didn’t mean there wasn’t a price at which he’d be tempted to turn against her.

      The leader hissed. “What backup? How much is coming?”

      “Not sure.”

      “That sergeant was supposed to make sure she didn’t get any distress calls out and was too busy to use her chip.”

      Nalini clenched her jaw, remembering Habib’s garishly slit throat, his blood floating away from his body. Habib had betrayed her, but it still seemed like he should be known as more than that sergeant.

      “Seif,” the leader said to one of the men, “help our knight back to the shuttle. Tell Yazdi to throw him in the cell for now but also to give him some pain patches.”

      “Sir? We’re really helping him?”

      “Look what he did by himself. He’s worth getting on our team.”

      “If he’d betray his current employer, you really think your father will want him?”

      “My father will be willing to pay more than that cheapskate Shayban. You’ll see. Do as I say. Everyone else, we’re going on a hunt for a girl.”

      “Yes, sir,” the men said as one.

      Nalini dimmed her light and peered into the chamber again. She was in time to see one armored man sling Tristan over his broad shoulder. The group strode out of the control room.

      She bit her lip, forcing herself to wait a minute after their footsteps had faded before carefully lifting the head of the robot to peer out. If they’d suspected she was hiding in the chamber, they might have left a guard. But no, she was alone with nothing but the drone pieces scattered on the deck. The drone pieces and Tristan’s pertundo.

      It was strange that they had left it. The men must have known what an important weapon it was to him or to any knight—surely it had value even if it was sold on the black market to a non-knight.

      Nalini tapped her fingers on the robot’s motor, debating her options. If Tristan had succeeded in sending five out of the six men to the upper levels to hunt for her, that would still leave at least one armored man and the pilot—that Yazdi the leader had mentioned—in the combat shuttle. And it was possible there were several more people in there.

      If she sneaked in, she wouldn’t be able to count on Tristan to help her overpower them. They were putting him in their brig.

      But she had to take over the shuttle. There was no other way off the mining ship. Even though she hoped her father’s men were coming, she couldn’t be positive that her message had gotten home.

      “Let’s see if this works,” she muttered, prying open the lid of the motor and searching for manual controls. A small circuit board lay inside, wired to the treads. There was nothing as obvious as a control box, but when she fiddled with the wires, she got the robot to roll forward. “Ah ha.”

      After another minute of fiddling, she figured out how to get it to roll backward, left, and right.

      “Good enough.” She drove it toward the abandoned pertundo, its heavy treads crunching over the drone debris.

      There was no way to get to the weapon without doing so, but she winced at the noise. If the leader—Dubashi’s son—had left a man out in the corridor, he was sure to investigate the noise.

      She stopped the robot and made herself wait another long minute before lifting the head again. The chamber remained empty and silent, save for the hum of computers in the control center and the distant clang of machinery separating ore from rock in the bay.

      Nalini slithered out of her cramped nook. She lifted the pertundo and climbed back into the robot, wincing when she banged the wide blade on the housing. She twisted it but realized it wouldn’t fit inside with her. Groaning, she pushed herself out and looked for some way to bring it along without tipping anyone off—she fully expected her robot to be noticed. Her hope was that it would be mistaken for some of the automated mining machinery in the ship.

      There was nowhere obvious to stick the pertundo. She leaned it artfully against the robot’s back panel—maybe the men would mistake it for part of its framework.

      “Sure, Nalini,” she muttered, dropping back inside. “This is definitely going to work.”

      Fearing she’d already wasted too much time, she rolled her strange conveyance toward the corridor. It was slow going, giving her mind the opportunity to worry.

      What if the team had already searched as much of the ship as they were going to and were on the way back? Or what if they’d decided to torture Tristan instead of healing him, to make sure he’d truly told them what he knew?

      As she navigated the robot into the corridor, one of its treads caught against the jamb. She wasted even more time backing it up and awkwardly shifting it to try again. The tiny rusted-out peephole provided a limited view of the way ahead. On the third try, she squeezed the robot through.

      She passed the bank of elevators—two sets of doors had been forced open. Or maybe not forced. Dubashi’s people might have the passcodes for the mining ship.

      When her robot rolled out into the big bay, she almost jerked her hand off the wires. An armored man stood to the side of the sliding door. He wasn’t engaged in searching—he’d been left to stand guard.

      Was he one of the six men she’d already seen or another one?

      Realizing it would be suspicious if the robot reacted to him, Nalini kept it rolling forward. She had no way to see what was happening behind her—alas, the robot hadn’t come with a rear peephole—so she could only hope for a bland and bored expression on the guard’s face.

      She wanted to roll straight for the combat shuttle, but that would also be suspicious. If the guard believed the robot was on an automated circuit, he would be far less likely to follow it—or blow it to pieces. She hadn’t missed the big rifle in his grip.

      Nalini allowed the robot to roll halfway toward the shuttle, then veered off toward a conveyer belt that ran along one side of the bay. She parked her ride between two piles of ore, lifted the head enough to peer behind her, then shimmied out, grabbing the pertundo on the way down. For the moment, nobody was in sight, aside from a couple of automated ore carts rolling their loads toward the smelting area.

      Though she wanted to hurry to the combat shuttle, she scooted into a nook between two piles of pulverized rock and made herself wait to see if anyone had followed her robot. She was about to step out when the armored guard appeared, walking along the aisle she’d used, heading toward the conveyer belt.

      She melted back into the shadows, pushing her back into the rock. As the guard walked, his helmet turned from side to side, searching. He spotted the abandoned robot and left the aisle to walk slowly around it.

      Nalini tightened her grip on the pertundo, the weapon cool and unfamiliar in her hands.

      Dare she attack an armored man and hope for the best? She’d never used anything like it and doubted she would have a shot against her opponent unless she caught him by surprise. Since combat armor came with a rear helmet camera, that seemed unlikely.

      The man looked at the front of the robot—he stood no more than five feet from the nook Nalini had hidden in. A faint voice sounded—someone comming him? She couldn’t make out the words, but he walked back into the aisle and toward the guard post he’d occupied.

      Nalini didn’t know if she’d gotten lucky or if that had been the announcement that the rest of the men were returning, but she hurried out of the alcove and chose a circuitous route toward the shuttle. If she could get on board it without being spotted and taken prisoner, maybe she would find a chance to contact her father’s people. Maybe she could even sneak back and free Tristan if he was in the brig.

      When the craft came into sight again, the hatch was still open, and nobody was guarding it, at least not from the outside. She bit her lip, pausing to observe it from the shadows between two pieces of machinery. If someone was waiting inside the hatch, she might be walking herself into a trap. No need for Dubashi’s men to search for her; she would have turned herself right over to them.

      Nearby, a trio of ore carts whirred toward a conveyer belt. She jumped in front of the last one, hoping it had a sensor to keep it from hitting people. She suspected it did since it looked similar to carts she’d played in during trips to her father’s mines as a girl. She’d even disassembled one when her chaperone had made the mistake of looking the other way for too long.

      The cart stopped as the other two sped off. Hoping she wasn’t wasting time, she stepped forward and tried to remove a control panel on the front, but it was screwed on too tightly. She wedged Tristan’s pertundo blade into the crack and found it had an impressively thin and sharp edge. With a flick of her wrist, she popped the panel open. The control boards inside were familiar.

      She popped out the guidance card, along with one that allowed it to sense obstacles and steer around them, then pushed the cart toward an open area beside the shuttle. It whirred past the hatch, then it rammed against a pile of rock on the far side of the landing pad. And it kept ramming it, trying to get through to deliver its load.

      If anyone was inside the shuttle, that ought to draw them out to investigate. Then she could sneak inside.

      Unfortunately, the cart made more noise than she’d expected. She worried the guard back at the corridor would hear it and be the one to come investigate.

      A head poked out of the hatchway, not a helmeted head.

      “Tristan!” she whispered at the familiar tousled hair.

      He was looking at the ore cart, but he spotted her and waved, a stunner in his hand. He turned the wave into a come-here gesture.

      Nalini raced across the deck and scrambled through the hatch, Tristan giving her a hand up. As soon as she was inside, he slapped a control panel, and the hatch swung down.

      “I’ve secured the shuttle and was about to come back to get you, Nalini. This makes things easier.”

      She grew warm all over at the sound of her name on his lips and loved that he’d forgotten to call her Your Highness.

      Tristan looked down at his pertundo in her hands. “Is that for me?”

      “I don’t know. You left it, so I claimed it as a souvenir.”

      “I left it because I was hanging over some goon’s shoulder.” He headed toward the front of the shuttle, stepping over an unconscious body in the aisle—the man wore armor, but his helmet was off.

      “I suppose I’d be willing to trade it to you for something more useful for someone like me.”

      “Such as what? Shoes?”

      “Shoes are inherently useful.” She followed him toward the navigation station.

      “Even if they have fuzzy blue worms growing out of them?”

      “Especially then. Function plus fashion are all the things a lady could need.”

      They reached the front where the unconscious pilot lay crumpled on the deck beside his pod.

      “It looks like you objected to them putting you in their brig,” Nalini said.

      “Yes. I don’t suppose you know how to fly a combat shuttle?” Tristan waved hopefully at the empty pilot’s pod. “I’ve found the controls to lower the forcefield, so we can leave anytime, preferably before the rest of the men get back here.”

      “I do have a pilot’s license, but I’ve only flown my yacht and a small ore transporter.”

      Tristan beamed a warm smile at her, though his face was still mottled with bruises and tender-looking lumps. “That’s two more things than I’ve piloted, so you get the job.”

      She settled into the pod as he dragged the unconscious men into the back—hopefully to the cell Dubashi’s son had mentioned.

      The shuttle’s navigation console wasn’t too different from that of her yacht—she thought the ships might have been made by the same manufacturer—so it didn’t take her long to fire up the engines. She rotated through the various exterior cameras, checking for threats. As soon as that guard realized his ride home was taking off without him, he would alert the others. If he hadn’t already done so because of a certain suspicious robot…

      “We’re ready to fly,” Nalini said as Tristan eased into the co-pilot’s pod, wincing again. “And I see you’re ready for a first-aid kit.”

      “As soon as we’re out of here,” he agreed, tapping the controls. A display monitoring the forcefield shifted from red to blue.

      “I hope that means we can fly out.” Nalini fired the thrusters to raise them from the deck.

      “Yes, and we should do it now.” Tristan pointed to one of the camera displays.

      Six armored men sprinted out of the corridor and ran toward the shuttle. Nalini engaged the forward accelerator and held her breath. The men fired, orange energy bolts striking the exterior of the shuttle. An alarm flashed.

      Grimacing, she flew the craft out of the mining ship without resistance from the forcefield. She turned to the side, and the men stopped firing.

      The comm panel lit up with someone trying establish a connection. At least that meant that this ship had operable communications.

      “I suggest we ignore that,” she said.

      “I’m amenable to that.” Tristan leaned back in his pod and closed his eyes.

      As soon as they fully cleared the mining ship, Nalini would comm Jenna and the palace. But she first let herself bask in knowing that they’d escaped.

      She gazed over at Tristan, relieved that he didn’t seem to be any more injured than before, and also relieved that he hadn’t been tempted by the Dubashi boy’s promise of more money.

      Maybe that was because he hadn’t believed it had been a genuine promise. Or maybe it was because she could trust him.

      Nalini smiled, choosing to believe that. She wasn’t sure what she had done to win his loyalty, but she felt honored to have it.
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      Even though Tristan hated to be a burden on anyone or ask for help, he admitted that it was more practical to have someone else tend his wounds, especially those on his back, than attempt to do it himself. So, when Nalini walked back with his pertundo, caught him slathering SkinFill on his cuts and abrasions, and took the tube from him, he didn’t fight it. In nearly thirty minutes of gingerly working on himself, all he had managed was to peel out of his galaxy suit again, wash his wounds, and take a painkiller. Thanks to the last, he felt numb enough that he didn’t flinch when she touched him.

      “Sit down, please.” She pointed his weapon at the deck-locked chair in the back corner of the shuttle’s main cabin.

      A sign labeled the area as the sickbay, with a couple of cabinets and extendable monitoring instruments built into the wall. There was also a fold-out exam table, but he didn’t need that. He sat on the edge of the chair and let her run a medical scanner over him. They were no longer affected by the spin gravity of the mining vessel, but the shuttle was accelerating enough to keep them pressed to the deck.

      She leaned the weapon against the bulkhead next to him.

      “Did you decide I don’t have to trade you anything to get it back?” He smiled, certain that she’d only been teasing him.

      He had felt like an idiot for leaving it behind, even if he’d been playing the part of a docile and defeated man too wounded to fight, and he’d been considering how to go back for it—and her—when that ore cart had crashed outside the shuttle. Having Nalini stroll up with the weapon had saved him a lot of time.

      “No, but I decided what to ask in trade.”

      “Oh?” Should he be wary?

      She smiled cheerfully at him. “I want to know why you really took a sample of that dirt.”

      “Oh,” he repeated, his cheeks warming again. He wasn’t sure why he was embarrassed, but he was. The anticipation of being mocked, he supposed. “I wasn’t doing anything that would interest you—or anyone. I genuinely wanted a sample for my dirt collection. I know it’s silly—you’ve probably traveled a lot and think nothing of it—but I only got off Odin for the first time last year for a trip to the orbital moon base. I had the opportunity to get some fancy lunar dust, and that’s when I started the collection. I thought it would be neat to get different kinds of dirt from all over the Twelve Systems, or at least anywhere I had the opportunity to travel.”

      “That’s not silly. I take souvenirs from the job sites of the projects that I’ve helped develop. That way, I can remember something about the place and the people who did the hard building work to make it a reality.”

      Tristan nodded, encouraged that she understood. He waved toward his utility belt and the pouches there. “I am a little disappointed that I don’t know the specific asteroid that dirt came from. I put labels on the tubes. I guess this one will be: From a random mining ship in System Stymphalia.”

      “How about From a random mining ship in System Stymphalia where I kept Princess Nalini from being captured by nefarious conspirators determined to undermine her father’s wishes for an alliance with the Kingdom?”

      “The labels aren’t that large.”

      “You may need bigger sample tubes.”

      “It is possible.” He waved toward the comm console up front. “Did you manage to get through to your pilot and your family?”

      He’d heard her talking to someone, but there was background noise in the shuttle, so he hadn’t been able to make out the words.

      “Yes. My father already had people on the way to search for us. A couple of ships have diverted to escort Jenna and the yacht back home—that combat shuttle chased her but didn’t fire. I think they thought I might have been aboard. The rest of my father’s ships are coming to provide an escort for us. He was very apologetic about not getting help here earlier. I told him that you rescued me and kept me from being hurt, even though you were injured yourself in the process.” Nalini smiled at him, her dark eyes warm as their gazes met.

      Tristan swallowed, appreciating the acknowledgment—and the smile. “Thank you.” He thought if he kept looking at her eyes and her lips that he might end up kissing her, and he could not do that, so he studied his lap. “Are we en route back to the palace?”

      “Not precisely.”

      He met her gaze again. “How not precisely?”

      “We’re going in the opposite direction. Toward Oceanus.”

      He didn’t try to hide his dismay. With so many people openly after her, she should go straight back home to the safety of her father’s palace. A palace buried deep within an asteroid and full of armed men who could protect her, along with countless fighter ships that could be deployed against enemy invaders.

      He knew that he shouldn’t, in his role as bodyguard, question her, but he was here to make sure she survived to marry Jorg. He ought to steer her in a direction likely to ensure that.

      Though a treacherous part of his mind pointed out that he would get to spend more time with her if they headed away from the palace instead of toward it. But that would be dangerous for reasons that had nothing to do with kidnapping.

      “I did a few calculations,” Nalini said. “This shuttle is fast and has long-range travel capabilities. We can reach Oceanus in time for the big event, my asteroid delivery. I have people waiting there for me, and once I give the go-ahead, the biggest project of my lifetime will be underway. Tristan, I’ve developed condominiums and single-family housing complexes—even a huge mixed-use commercial and condominium project that took up a third of a space station—but nothing like this.” She leaned forward and gripped his forearm, her eyes bright. “We’re building an entire island. A huge island. If all goes well, it’ll one day be able to house millions.”

      Tristan should have tried to sway her—he wanted her to be safe, and not just for Jorg’s sake—but he didn’t want to put a damper on her dreams.

      “My father’s escort will catch up to us before we get to the planet,” Nalini added. “We’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I’ll even fix up your ribs.” She lowered the scanner and opened a cabinet. “Or at least I’ll stick the tech to your skin that will do the job for you. I see some nanites in here that can be programmed for bone repair.”

      “Thank you.” He leaned his head back and pretended not to notice how nice it felt as she brushed her fingers across the skin of his chest. Thanks to the painkillers, his injuries had settled to a dull ache, so he could focus on other sensations.

      “I should thank you,” Nalini said as she worked. “I don’t know if you were tempted at all by their offer of more pay, but I would be in their brig right now if you hadn’t stuck with me.”

      Tristan kept his mouth shut because he couldn’t explain that she was his mission and he never could betray the Kingdom and the king. If they weren’t a factor, he still wouldn’t have betrayed her for money, but could he say he would never betray her under any circumstances? What if Jager or one of Tristan’s supervisors insisted that he betray her for some reason? Even if they didn’t, wouldn’t he one day betray her, in a sense, by leaving? By being moved to a new post? He was a spy, not a permanent bodyguard. As soon as she married Jorg, his superiors would switch him to some new job. That saddened him. And the idea of leaving her alone with Jorg worried him.

      “We might still be dangling in that birdcage if you hadn’t thought to use our boots to get my pertundo,” he finally said, realizing the silence had grown long. At the least, he could offer her the compliment she deserved.

      It seemed to be the right choice, because she smiled. “I do have something of a reputation for creative problem solving.”

      “How many days to Oceanus?”

      “Five. I think your bones will have healed by then.” Nalini held up a jet injector full of nanites.

      “Then I’ll stand at your back as you work your deals, and do my best to dissuade anyone from kidnapping you.”

      “Good.” Her smile widened. “I thought you’d try to talk me out of it.”

      As if he could have accomplished it, anyway. “Talk you out of pursuing your dreams? That would be discourteous.”

      “Yes, it would, but many have tried.” Nalini pressed the injector to the side of his ribs, and it hissed, causing a little burst of pain that was inconsequential compared to what he’d endured. “I should use the next few days to check in with my other properties around the system and make sure everything truly is taken care of for the start of this new project. Do you want anything to read while you’re resting? We were interrupted in our earlier discussion about investing. I have some network articles that I’ve written that talk about the basics of buy-and-hold rental properties. If you have any interest in attaining financial independence, so you need not spend your life nearly getting killed to protect others, I would be happy to share them with you.”

      “No reading. Thank you.” Tristan closed his eyes, hoping she would think he had a headache and that was the reason for the rejection.

      He didn’t want to reject her. He could see the merit in learning about investing, since it wasn’t as if knights made huge sums of money, but he was still focused on becoming a full-fledged knight without an asterisk next to his name on the roster. After that happened, then he could think of his financial future.

      “Ah.” She sounded disappointed.

      “Not right now, I mean,” he amended, hating to disappoint her, “but maybe later when I’m feeling better.”

      “Of course.” Nalini patted his arm, and he thought she might rise now that she’d delivered the nanites, but she paused. “Why don’t you like to read?”

      He stifled a grimace. He thought he’d hidden that better.

      “It’s all right if you don’t,” she said. “I just… It’s something I’ve gotten such pleasure out of throughout my life that I can’t imagine—it’s hard for me to understand why some people don’t like it.”

      “I don’t dislike it; it dislikes me.” Tristan opened his eyes in time to catch a frown from her. He hated to share his weaknesses, but after they’d been through so much, did it matter? “I’m dyslexic. I have a hard time seeing words the right way, so I’ve always found reading to be frustrating and looked for other ways to learn.”

      “Oh.” She didn’t sound like she knew what that was—maybe in the gene-cleaned rest of the Twelve Systems, it wasn’t common. Her eyes grew distant as she accessed her chip. Looking it up, no doubt. “Oh, it’s a learning disability common in the Kingdom, more so among boys than girls. Interesting.” Her frown shifted back into a smile. “I understand now. Then I could send you a bunch of audio interviews and lectures I’ve done. They cover a lot of the same material. And I’ve done some presentations that were recorded as videos. Can you read graphs? I have lots of graphs about this stuff. I used to do presentations for my father to convince him to give me money to invest, back before he learned to trust me with everything.”

      “How old were you then?” He imagined a young Nalini in pigtails with a pointer standing in front of a slide presentation.

      “The first time? Uhm, ten. I convinced him that we could turn empty storage warehouses near the ship bays in the palace into lodging for guests.”

      He smirked. Pigtails definitely might have been involved.

      “Why are you smirking?”

      “I get excited by graphs. I’m fortunate that I don’t also have dyscalculia. I’m not great with spreadsheets full of data, but graphs and I get along. Feel free to send me any audio or video material.”

      “I will.” She beamed a smile at him, and when their gazes met, he didn’t see any disappointment in her eyes.

      He’d been judged before by people who thought having trouble with reading made him stupid, usually by teachers and superiors, but once by a girlfriend who’d thought him good at sports but dull at everything else.

      He was relieved that Nalini didn’t seem to think that. It made him want to hug her and kiss her and forget about Jorg, his mission, and the rest of the universe.

      Unaware of his jumbled thoughts, she touched the side of his face in parting and headed toward navigation.

      He watched her go, wistful longing starting a new ache in his chest. Painkillers wouldn’t help this time.
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      Nalini lifted her hand to protect her eyes from the intensity of the Oceanus sun. The sea was calm, the barge only bobbing a little on the waves. It was the perfect day to create a massive new island—and she’d made it in time.

      She grinned, almost giddy, and turned toward Tristan, who loomed protectively behind her shoulder as a good bodyguard should. After what they’d been through, she would have preferred to have him at her side, but she doubted he would agree to that. He was determined that they maintain a professional princess-bodyguard relationship, even though she’d caught him checking out her ass more than once. And even though she’d spent the last five nights wishing they were doing a lot more than discussing the lectures on real estate that she’d selected as foundational material for him.

      Tristan raised his eyebrows at her grin, then looked slowly down her body.

      She blushed, surprised at this blatant perusal, until his gaze landed on her shoes. She wasn’t wearing her fuzzy blue palace slippers, the first footwear of hers that he had not commented on, but her foot flamingoes, as they were called, were noteworthy. The satiny pink slip-ons themselves weren’t that remarkable, though the dark bird silhouettes sewn on the sides were adorable, but the flamingo necks and heads that thrust up from the tops tended to attract attention. They did not, despite what her brother said, look like pink mushrooms growing out of her feet. They were limited editions, with fewer than a hundred pairs having been made. Any sane woman would die for foot flamingoes.

      Nalini folded her arms over her chest, waiting for a comment. When Tristan looked back up, after letting his gaze linger on them for several seconds, he smirked, his eyes twinkling.

      “Not saying anything?” she asked.

      “Not out loud, no.”

      “Some of the scions of the Miners’ Union would have you flogged for that.”

      His smirk deepened. “For not speaking?”

      “Yes. It’s infuriating.”

      “Really?” His humor faded, and a hint of concern entered his eyes, as if he worried he’d hurt her feelings.

      She clasped his hand. “No.”

      Tristan smiled in relief and returned the hand clasp. “Good. Because sometimes while I’m not speaking, I’m contemplating the interviews you’ve been sharing with me.” He looked down at their hand-holding, seemed to remember they were being professionals, and withdrew his grip, though his fingers twitched back toward her before he clasped his hands behind his back. “The neighborhood where I grew up in the capital was rough and dangerous when I was a kid, but it’s been getting more—what was the word you used in your discussion on up-and-coming markets and opportunities?—gentrified. I was thinking how someone might still be able to buy a small property there inexpensively enough that the rent would cover the mortgage, and that in another ten or twenty years, it would likely be worth a lot more. A few years ago, the king delivered a big speech about how crime anywhere on the planet was unacceptable, and the Kingdom Guard has been doing quite a bit to improve that neighborhood and make it safer.”

      “So you want to buy a property there?”

      “Maybe.” The hand came out from behind his back as he gestured grandly. “If certain job prospects work out.”

      Such as if he became her bodyguard permanently and he had a secure income?

      Nalini knew that keeping someone she was attracted to that close wouldn’t be wise once she married the prince, but she was delighted that Tristan was taking an interest in her passion. She caught his hand before he could hide it away again and squeezed it and held it to her chest. She didn’t intend it to be a romantic gesture; she just wanted to let him know that she approved that he was thinking of his future.

      But he grew still, the humor in his eyes turned into something deeper and more intense. She flashed back to that moment when she’d first seen him in the arena, when he’d bowed to her and held her gaze. Back then, he’d almost seemed to be looking through her, as if she were some vague goal to be obtained rather than a real person, but now, he was gazing straight into her eyes, as if he saw nothing but her.

      She needed to let his hand go. She knew she did. But she wanted to kiss him instead.

      Would that be so wrong? She hadn’t even met Jorg yet. How could she be expected to be loyal to him?

      Meanwhile, Tristan was here, and he cared about her, and she cared about him. He was—

      “It’s coming. It’s coming!” someone shouted.

      Tristan pulled his hand free and looked upward. Nalini noticed the cool breeze against her skin when his warm fingers were gone, but she shook the feeling away and focused on the sky.

      A shadow fell across them as the huge oblong asteroid passed in front of the sun on its way down, heading rapidly toward the precisely chosen location in the sea. The water wasn’t that deep there, with a huge continental shelf only a hundred meters down. Numerous rockets rented from the local governments had hooks in the asteroid from above and were firing against gravity to slow its descent, but it would still make a big splash.

      It had all been calculated and recalculated, and everything should work out fine, but nerves fluttered in Nalini’s stomach. What if some unforeseen calamity happened?

      It wouldn’t, she told herself. There was nothing for it to fall on except water. Even if the asteroid split a thousand times upon impact, it was large enough that the mass would still rise above the surface, providing plenty of building room. It would take time and money to craft it into a beautiful island capable of sustaining millions of citizens, but she had enough investors to fund it. And she’d already pre-leased condominiums to thousands of space-habitat residents who longed to live on a real planet with sun and soil but couldn’t afford the astronomical housing prices on Oceanus’s small and overpopulated existing continents.

      “Is it supposed to be plummeting out of the sky so fast?” Tristan’s voice was dry but also concerned.

      “Yes, actually. They just released it. Look, you can see the rockets flying away. They brought it in as far as they could before the gravitational pull was too much for the ships to counteract.”

      “Uh, how big is the splash going to be?”

      “We’re fine. We’re at a safe distance.”

      “That didn’t answer my question,” he said.

      “I could send the calculations and projections and all of the information on the asteroid and the process, but you said you don’t like reading.”

      “I’m fine with graphs and diagrams. Or you could just send a picture of the size of the splash with a stick-figure knight standing next to it for comparison.”

      She snorted. There wasn’t time to send anything. In seconds, the huge asteroid, which now filled the entire western sky, would slam into the water. Barely conscious of the movement, she gripped Tristan’s hand again. He didn’t pull away.

      Shouts and whistles came from the barge crew, and then the asteroid struck. It came with more of a bang than a splash, the noise so loud that it hurt Nalini’s ears from miles away.

      “Brace yourself, mates!” someone cried.

      “Are they supposed to be that big?” Tristan asked as the first massive waves rolled toward them.

      “We’ll ride right over them.”

      “What about when they get to land?”

      “Land is a thousand miles away. That’s why we picked this spot. They’ll have settled down into barely noticeable waves by the time they reach those existing shores.”

      Even as she reassured him, she squeezed his hand tighter. Her stomach dropped as the first wave reached the barge, lifting them high up over the surrounding ocean. Even though she’d chosen a stable craft for exactly this reason, she couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement—and fear.

      As the wave passed, the barge sank down into the depression, and her stomach sank with it, her fear increasing as they were in the hollow between two massive waves. Excited whoops came from the crew—but a few terrified screams, as well.

      Tristan was a supportive rock, and she caught herself leaning against his chest as they rose up atop the next wave. For balance, she told herself. Nothing else.

      Up and down they went more times than she could count. Finally, the swells grew less pronounced, and she could see the results of months’ worth of planning. And she grinned again.

      The asteroid, with its various lumpy shades of brown, wasn’t much to look at, and it had lost its shape in places, breaking apart upon impact, but it rose high enough that it truly appeared like a great island with hills and valleys and future coastlines. Her team would use robotic terraformers to erode the jagged edges into pristine beaches and prime waterfront real estate. Inland, there would be lakes and farms—she’d selected this asteroid not only for its size but also its composition. They would have to bring in amendments to make fertile soil, but the rock itself had the raw materials a growing metropolis would need to survive and thrive.

      “That’s rather incredible,” Tristan remarked as the waves quieted further.

      One of Nalini’s project managers jogged up before she could respond. Edgar. He glanced at the handclasp she shared with Tristan, and she released it.

      She doubted Edgar would report back to her father or judge her for having a relationship with a bodyguard, but she didn’t need to court trouble. Especially when nothing was going on between them.

      “It came down right where we wanted, Your Highness.” Edgar smiled, wispy hair sticking out in all directions in the breeze, and held up a tablet. “Here are the latest projections on development. I’ll send them to your chip. That deal you were working on came through. We got one of the northern-continent governments to grant us free use of their terraforming equipment since you agreed to reserve five thousand housing units for low-income families at a rent they can afford. Also, they’ve got industrial and service businesses clamoring for the first available warehouses and manufacturing facilities.”

      “I’m glad. Thank you, Edgar. Yes, send everything over to me.” Nalini smiled and waved to her chip, not glancing back toward Tristan. She hoped he hadn’t been paying attention.

      This was part of the secret she didn’t want her father to know about, that many of her properties were acquired or built with units set aside for lower-income families at below-market rents. She still made plenty of money for her father’s coffers, but he was a shrewd capitalist, and he would rant and lecture if he knew she didn’t squeeze every cent possible out of their investments.

      Nalini doubted that Tristan would blab to him about that, especially after all they had been through, but her father had been the one to hire him. She had no idea what had passed between them or if he felt more loyalty to the sultan than to her. It was also possible that he would say something by accident that could get her in trouble. Maybe on the way back, she would take him aside and confide the need for secrecy to him.

      “Yes, of course, Your Highness.” Edgar, originally a Kingdom man, bowed before walking away.

      “You build housing for people who can’t afford regular rents?” Tristan asked.

      Nalini licked her lips, suddenly nervous, and faced him. So much for him not paying attention. “That’s not everything I do, but I reserve some in every project. It’s still profitable.”

      Even though she wasn’t talking to her father, she felt defensive. She remembered broaching the idea to him when she’d embarked on her first project, and how he’d told her it was ridiculous to charge less than the market rate, that people with lower incomes wouldn’t take care of the homes and she would regret her decision. She hadn’t then and she didn’t now.

      Nalini looked Tristan in the eyes. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to my father. He believes in always maximizing profits and wouldn’t understand.”

      “I won’t.” He met her gaze, that intensity lingering in his eyes again.

      She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “Or Prince Jorg. I shouldn’t have to justify my investments to him, but I don’t want to deal with any more drama than I’m already going to have from our…” She chopped her hand, not wanting to say the odious word marriage.

      “I won’t tell him anything,” Tristan said, almost fiercely, as if he were making an oath.

      Relief washed over her like one of those waves. She gripped his shoulders, intending to thank him and hug him, but her gaze was drawn to his mouth—his appealing lips, so quick to smirk and tease—and she kissed him before she could think better of it.

      A ripple of surprise went through him, and she almost drew back, certain he would remind her that they had a professional relationship.

      But one of his powerful arms swept around her back and pulled her against his chest. He returned the kiss with the same intensity that was in his eyes, and a charge of pure energy crackled through her body, making every nerve spark with electricity.

      Even though she’d been flirting with him for days, she hadn’t intended to kiss him, and she damn well hadn’t thought that if she did, she would like it this much. She wanted nothing more than to drag him back to her ship, tear off all his clothing, and—

      A text alert came into her chip and flashed up on her contact display. A message from her brother with the headline: Prince Jorg just arrived at the palace.
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      Tristan didn’t say a word as he followed Nalini off the barge and onto the mainland where she attended numerous meetings. He did his best to stay alert, focus on his duty, and not think about the kiss. The kiss that she’d thankfully stopped before it had led to the thoughts flashing through his mind, of pulling her behind the crates stacked on that barge and having wild passionate sex with her.

      Thankfully.

      Oh, he hadn’t been thankful in that moment. Even if she’d initiated the kiss, he—and all of his jubilant hormones—had been eager to go along with it and see where it might lead.

      But now, as his body had time to cool and rational thought returned, he could nod firmly and be thankful they hadn’t crossed a line into something he would never be able to explain to his superiors. Or to Prince Jorg.

      The problem was that he couldn’t regret the kiss. He wanted to do his duty and become a real knight, but he was falling in love with this forbidden woman. Damn it.

      It was well after dark when Nalini finished her last meeting and returned to the combat shuttle they’d taken from the mining ship.

      As far as Tristan knew, nobody had questioned her about the ownership—perhaps Prince Dubashi, presumably the rightful owner, hadn’t wanted to report it missing, since everything else would also come out. Tristan wasn’t sure how the law worked in this system, since there were dozens of individual governments on the planets, moons, and space habitats, not counting the two mining families that controlled the belts. The Kingdom, which ruled over all of his home system, was simpler to understand.

      Once he and Nalini stepped into the shuttle and closed the hatch, alone for the first time that day, she faced him. Tristan braced himself, knowing he should lift his hands and refuse a kiss if she offered one, but also not sure that he would.

      Nalini kept her distance and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you. I know you don’t feel it would be right for us to have a relationship when I’m supposed to marry another man. Even if I haven’t met him yet.” She smiled, but it seemed laced with frustration. “It wasn’t right of me when you’ve made it clear that we should maintain a professional distance. Even if I thought it was an excellent kiss and if you carried me off to my bedroom right now, I’d make sure we had the most memorable night of your life.”

      Heat rushed to his face—and other places. She didn’t even have to touch him to get him excited.

      In order to avoid thinking about how she might accomplish such a memorable night, he looked at the single cabin of the small shuttle. “Your bedroom? I wasn’t aware that there were bedrooms in our escape craft.”

      She followed his gaze. “I believe the seats in that back row recline.”

      “Intriguing, but…”

      “I know, I know. Professional distance. Even if…” Her smile turned sad as she looked back at him. “I’m not doing a good job of apologizing, am I?”

      “There have been a lot of even ifs in it.”

      “Yeah.” The smile grew lopsided. “I was just… It meant a lot that you didn’t judge me for not being a consummate capitalist. I guess it makes sense that you wouldn’t since you don’t seem to care about money.”

      “You’ve probably figured out that I was one of those low-income people you’re helping.” And he would be again if Jager refused to make his placement in the knights permanent. With his combat training, he supposed he could qualify for a security job somewhere, so he wouldn’t necessarily be on the street, but Jager could also ruin his life and ensure he never worked again, especially in the Kingdom. Would he? Tristan didn’t know. He didn’t think Jager was typically that spiteful—Jorg might be—but if he ruined the prince’s marriage plans by giving Nalini a reason to call it off, Jager might be more bitter than usual. “We got kicked out of our apartment more than once because my mom couldn’t afford the rent,” Tristan added.

      Nalini stepped forward and hugged him. He was afraid even that would lead to something that would get him in trouble, but when she pressed her face against his shoulder, he couldn’t keep himself from returning the hug. And noticing that her hair smelled like the lilac blossoms that bloomed in the spring in the parks in the capital. He wished he could take Nalini there and show her the neighborhood where he’d grown up, not because it was lovely but because she would see it as an appealing challenge and want to make it lovely.

      Eventually, Nalini stepped back. Tristan resisted the urge to tighten his grip and keep her close. He dropped his hands to his sides.

      “We better get back to the palace.” Nalini studied the deck. “I got a note from my brother. Prince Jorg arrived early for the ball.”

      “Ah.”

      Tristan wondered if that note had come in while they’d been kissing. It might explain why she’d broken it off when she’d seemed to be enjoying it so much. When he’d been enjoying it so much.

      “I don’t want to marry him,” Nalini continued, “as I’m sure you’ve guessed, but my father has made it clear that there are threats out there to our people—Prince Dubashi, for starters—and that an alliance with the Kingdom would be useful to us.”

      “You don’t have to explain anything to me, Your Highness—Nalini. I’m just your—” Bodyguard, he’d been about to say, but she looked up and shook her head, making him pause.

      “A noble man deserving of much happiness.”

      “Thank you for that.” It meant a lot, especially since she believed—or should still believe—that he’d been kicked out of the knights for mendacity.

      “And I would be tempted to run off with you if not for the needs of my father and those he governs.”

      Tristan’s throat grew tight with emotion. He inclined his head in a bow, not trusting his voice.

      She touched his arm, then turned and headed toward navigation to pilot them back to her home, where she would marry a man she had never met and might never love. For the sake of an alliance. The universe wasn’t fair.

      She patted one of the back seats on the way by, then offered an impish grin over her shoulder. “And just in case you weren’t sure, I’d happily turn off the interior cameras and spend the entire trip back locked in a passionate embrace with you. No one would ever need to know.”

      Since she continued on to navigation, he was positive she didn’t believe he would consider it. Alas, she was right. His honor wouldn’t allow it.

      The universe definitely wasn’t fair.
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* * *

      Nalini watched the familiar lumpy asteroid draw closer on the combat shuttle’s forward display, the asteroid that contained her father’s palace, and the only home she’d known in her twenty-five years.

      They had an escort now—four of her father’s cruisers—and had for the entire return trip. Their captains, after traveling all the way to Oceanus to protect her, had been apoplectic when she’d insisted on flying the combat shuttle back home instead of riding with them. She’d explained that she wanted Dubashi’s shuttle as proof that he’d sent men after her. The captains had offered to have one of their own pilots fly it back so she could ride in the luxury she was due on one of their larger vessels. She’d resisted, in part because she wanted to return home like a victorious general with a battle prize, but mostly so she could spend a few more days alone with Tristan before being introduced to the man she would marry.

      And before having to tell her father that Tristan should be reassigned to someone else.

      She was falling in love with him, and she knew it. Even if his honor would keep them from ever acting on their feelings, it wouldn’t be fair to him to keep him as a bodyguard once she was with Jorg. She could too easily imagine them spending the rest of their lives sharing longing gazes and wondering what could have been if she hadn’t been her father’s daughter and bound to do what was best for their people.

      The need for separation was unfortunate for more reasons than one. They’d continued his financial education on the way back, and he was better at numbers than most androids she’d worked with. He also had a great memory—no doubt from a lifetime of practice having to remember what he heard, since he couldn’t easily look up information on the network. She could envision him in the role of business partner, traveling around the system with her to find new projects and make deals.

      But that wouldn’t be any better as far as longing gazes went. No, it would be best for them both if they didn’t see each other again.

      Maybe Jorg would surprise her and be interested in real-estate development.

      “Tristan?” Nalini looked over the back of her pod to find him exercising in the open area behind the troop seats. He’d recovered from his injuries but seemed to worry that he’d lost his fitness by being forced to rest for a few days—that hardly seemed likely—and had been training hard on the return trip.

      He popped to his feet. “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “You can call me Nalini, remember. At least when we’re alone.”

      “I’m afraid I would forget and do it when it wouldn’t be appropriate.” He clasped his hands behind his back.

      “Ah.” She supposed she should be glad that he was mature and wise and wasn’t tempting her away from what she knew was right.

      She guided the shuttle into the mouth drilled in the asteroid and the long passageway that led back to the palace.

      “Did you only call me up to reiterate name preferences?” Tristan smiled gently.

      No, she’d wanted to ask him again, now that they knew and trusted each other, for information on the man she was about to meet. Before, he’d said he barely knew Prince Jorg and couldn’t comment on what he was like, but she’d sensed that he’d been holding something back. She wished she could get his honest opinion now, because Jorg might put on a different face for her, at least at first, than he would have for servants and employees. She wanted to truly know what kind of man she was going to marry.

      But she chickened out and said the first thing that came to her mind that wasn’t that. “I thought you might want to not comment on the boot decorations I purchased back at the Northern Oceanus spaceport before we hopped onto the launch loop.”

      She swiveled in her pod to show him the purple and lavender tassels that she’d attached to her boots for their homecoming. The ends lit up when she shook her feet. They weren’t quite as satisfying as purchasing all new shoes, but they did match her purple-nebula galaxy suit.

      “I see.” Tristan studied them. “I am not commenting on how… perky they are right now.”

      “That’s kind of you.”

      “Yes.” He smiled again and rested a hand on her shoulder.

      He looked like he wanted to say more, but they had reached the palace, and the bay doors were opening. As Nalini guided the shuttle through them, a winged dark-purple spaceship that she didn’t recognize came into view. It took up more than half of the bay that usually housed twenty smaller ships.

      Tristan dropped his hand, all expression washing off his face. Nalini remembered that Kingdom royalty favored that rich dark purple. This was Jorg’s ship. It had to have room for two hundred people, but it was a transport ship and couldn’t have needed a crew of more than ten or twelve. Had he traveled with that many servants to tend to his needs?

      She told herself not to prejudge him, but she also hoped she wouldn’t have to deal with him until the next day. Even though the trip back from Oceanus hadn’t been arduous—she would even consider it restful—she wanted time to speak with her brother and Devi—she hoped Devi was back in operational shape—and get the lay of the land. She also wanted a long soak in a hot bath. The combat shuttle’s amenities were decidedly basic.

      “What’s he like?” Nalini finally asked as their craft settled onto the deck. She should have asked sooner.

      Tristan hesitated, and she thought that he would withhold an answer, or choose something diplomatic again.

      “I don’t like him,” he finally said, “but he’ll probably be different with you than with me.”

      That was one of Nalini’s fears. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life with someone who was an ass to the staff and only said the right things to those in power who could do something for him. In her experience, those people always tended to be jerks through and through, something that came out even with their families when they lost their tempers.

      “You never told me,” Tristan said softly, his gaze toward the display, “what prompted you to start building portions of your properties for people of lesser income who couldn’t normally afford to live in such places.” His gaze shifted toward her. “You’ve done a lot of that. I’ve been researching your developments. If I could qualify, I could afford to live in one of your beachfront condos on Oceanus on my… bodyguard pay.”

      Knight’s pay, he’d been about to say.

      Whatever had happened in the past, he still held himself like one of those knights, was still as honorable as they were reputed to be. It occurred to her for the first time to doubt the story he’d given her father. She believed that he’d grown up as a commoner and worked hard toward the dream of becoming a knight, but had he truly wanted it so badly that he’d lied about his ancestry? And even if he had, wouldn’t they have easily figured it out? Something didn’t quite click, but he was gazing at her and saying he’d been looking into her work, and that made her want to forgive him for any transgressions in the past, any evasions he might have made when they first met.

      “I was kidnapped when I was a kid,” Nalini said. “Not for political reasons that time. It was by a bunch of nomadic Star Striders who’d apparently heard my father was fonder of me than some of my siblings. They just wanted money. They swept me off to Rama Moon and had me for six weeks before my father’s people caught up with them. He’s not one to give in to ransom demands, but he had a dozen ships hunting for me. My captors weren’t cruel to me or even unkind. They were desperate, and I almost felt sorry for them. The leader told me about how, because they were gypsies and didn’t have references and employment records or steady jobs, they couldn’t get legitimate places to stay, even when they had the money. It gave me a chance to see a life I’d had no experience with before, one of poverty and constant fear of the future.”

      She closed her eyes. She hadn’t thought of this event for some time, but the memories came back surprisingly clearly, the pervasive scents of mold and mildew in the underground tunnels of the moon colony, the gauntness of the people who lived there, how the gypsies laughed and sang songs to each other even though their lives were so hard.

      “There was a girl my age who was sick with Mrtyu Fever, and she was one of the reasons the group was trying so hard to get some money. There was a treatment, but only for those who could afford it. The night before my father’s people found me, the girl—her name was Abhitha, I remember—died. They hadn’t been able to get money together for the treatment in time.”

      Nalini gazed at the display, at the indicators letting them know the bay outside was being pressurized and that they could go out soon. “I almost wish my father had paid the ransom, even though I understand why he has the policy he does. Then Abhitha might have made it. But then I wouldn’t have spent that time there, long enough to see how different the rest of the universe is from the palace where I grew up. That made an impression on me. I didn’t have an aptitude or interest in the medical field, but I thought I could still find a way to help people like that, people who wanted a clean, safe place to live and raise their children. My father never understood charging someone less when others were willing to pay more. I stopped telling him about it. I just make sure the numbers work out well enough that he sees a positive amount come into his account at the end of each month.”

      “I understand that kind of desperation that prompts people to make unwise choices,” Tristan said quietly. “I’m glad you’re using your position to help them.”

      Before Nalini could respond, a chime let her know that the docking procedure was complete. A second later, the interior doors of the bay opened, and a party strode into view. It included her father, her brother Samar, numerous bodyguards, and a man she recognized from his network photos as Prince Jorg.

      So much for getting to bathe and relax before having to deal with him.

      It wasn’t until she and Tristan were walking out of the shuttle alone that she realized their lack of a chaperone might cause Jorg concern. The Kingdom always seemed uptight and rigid when it came to sex and relationships, and more, Jorg might know who Tristan was and believe him a criminal. Which might technically be the case in the Kingdom, but Tristan was not a criminal here—he was a hero—so she wouldn’t allow him to be disparaged.

      Jorg did frown as Nalini and Tristan approached their party, but it was hard to tell where it was directed. His chin was lifted, and the supercilious frown might have been a permanent fixture on his face.

      As her father rushed forward to hug her, Nalini made herself smile at him—and also at her future husband. Nothing good would come from prejudging him.

      “Nalini.” Her father wrapped his arms around her and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m terribly sorry for what you’ve endured. Never would I have guessed that Habib—my trusted sergeant, Habib!—would betray me so. And betray you. It is a shame on his family.”

      “It’s all right, Father. I had Tristan, and he proved loyal and capable. You were wise to recruit him.”

      Her father released her and nodded to Tristan, who barely noticed him or the rest of the party. He was eyeing Jorg warily, but Jorg was ignoring him.

      “Samar, do the introductions, yes?” her father said.

      “Oh, is that why you brought me along?” Samar’s lips quirked.

      “I thought you should serve some function.”

      “Of course. Nalini, this is Prince Jorg of the Star Kingdom, eldest son of King Jager. That’s important, I understand.” Samar arched his eyebrows, conveying the desire to roll his eyes without actually rolling them. “As is the fact that he’s from a hereditary line that hasn’t been broken for more than twelve generations. It was his direct ancestor, King Ansel, who expanded the original Kingdom into the Twelve Systems and left its distinct and unique imprint on all of known humanity.”

      Samar sounded like he was reading this introduction out of a book. Or that he’d been forced to memorize it.

      “Does that mean he believes he’s better than us?” Nalini smiled at Jorg to make sure he knew it was a joke—even if she wasn’t sure it was.

      “Naturally,” Samar said. “You know how grubby and pedestrian it is to actually earn your way to a title.”

      “I did not say that,” Jorg said coolly.

      “You didn’t not say it.”

      Jorg turned his back on Samar and looked Nalini up and down.

      She wished she were in something more glamorous than her galaxy suit and felt silly when his gaze lingered on her purple tassels. Even though Tristan teased her about them, he was always playful, and she didn’t truly feel that he was judging her. Jorg’s nostrils twitched. With judgment.

      Jorg was elegantly dressed in finely tailored if unimaginative filigreed dark-green trousers and tunic, with a royal cloak that matched the hull paint of his ship. His shoulder-length hair was combed back from his sharp face and long nose, the style making him look overly slick and ready to make deals. He wasn’t unattractive, but he also didn’t make her heart zing. To be fair, few men did, and it hadn’t been until she’d gotten to know Tristan that she’d started fantasizing about him. The kiss had helped that along tremendously, but as she eyed Jorg’s thin and judgmental lips, she found the idea of pressing hers against them unappealing.

      After checking out her galaxy suit—or maybe her figure underneath it, his gaze lingering on her chest—Jorg bowed to her. “Princess Nalini. I am pleased you’ve finally arrived home and that you appear safe and uninjured. The sultan has informed me that some of his Miners’ Union colleagues of dubious taste may not wish us to marry, even though it will clearly be beneficial for both of our governments to form an alliance.”

      “Clearly,” Nalini murmured.

      “You two youths will have plenty of time to get to know each other at the ball tomorrow night,” her father said, smiling and patting them both on the shoulder, though Jorg grew stiff at the touch. “I must speak with Nalini now, and she’ll need time to unpack and prepare.”

      “Of course, Sultan Shayban,” Jorg said.

      Nalini stifled a groan. She hadn’t forgotten about the ball, but she hadn’t been keeping track of the days, and she hadn’t realized it was so soon.

      “As I told Nalini a couple of weeks ago,” her father said to Jorg, “the Frost Ball, attended by numerous important people in our system, will be the perfect time to announce your betrothal.”

      “I agree,” Jorg said without hesitation.

      I don’t, Nalini thought, but she forced herself to smile again when the two men looked at her.

      Tristan was behind her, as befitting a bodyguard, so she couldn’t see his face. She doubted he was reacting outwardly, but she wondered what he thought.

      “Samar,” her father said, “see if the prince needs anything. Nalini, join me in my office as soon as you’re able. Your android has been repaired and will be along to unpack any belongings you’ve acquired along the way.” He glanced at her boot tassels. “Pilot Jenna and your yacht made it back with your luggage early last week. I suppose we shall call this your salvaged craft?” He extended a hand toward the combat shuttle. “It was reported as lost and adrift.”

      Of course it was.

      Nalini looked over her shoulder to Tristan. “Is salvage the right term for what happened after Dubashi’s men tried to kidnap us?”

      “Unless they wish to suggest another word to explain the incident, Your Highness,” Tristan said.

      Even though they had discussed that first names wouldn’t be appropriate in public, his distant formalness stung. Jorg was watching their exchange, and he frowned and looked Tristan up and down, as if noticing him for the first time.

      “That is a knight’s weapon, guard.” Jorg pointed to the pertundo. “You have no right to carry it. More than that, I suspect you of having stolen it.” Jorg looked toward Nalini’s father as Tristan’s face grew even more masked and difficult to read.

      “I’ll relinquish it if the rightful owner comes and finds me, Your Highness,” Tristan said, “but as I’m certain you know, you’re a guest in this system, and the Kingdom has no jurisdiction here.”

      It was a more challenging statement than Nalini would have expected from Tristan, and Jorg curled a lip.

      “For now, perhaps, but I should think your honor as a man would compel you not to use a knight’s weapon when you are clearly not a knight.” Lip still curled, Jorg looked Tristan up and down again dismissively.

      Something in the words seemed to surprise Tristan—though he kept that frozen mask up, it took him a few seconds to respond. “A bodyguard cannot worry about his own honor. He must do what is necessary to protect his charge, and I am more capable with the weapon than others.”

      Nalini’s father clapped his hands firmly. “Enough of this. We have a ball to get ready for. Nalini, come. I will have the story of the last few days from you.”

      Nalini felt like a child being called to her father’s office to explain herself, but since it meant leaving Jorg behind—and poor Samar, who seemed to have been assigned guide duty—she walked after her father without hesitating. When Tristan strode after her, she glanced back and caught Jorg glaring at him again. Tristan had said he barely knew the prince, but now she wondered if that was true.
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      Tristan stood in the silk-draped hallway outside the sultan’s office, his hand resting on his pertundo as he waited for Nalini to finish her meeting with her father. The pertundo that was his, damn it. What had Jorg been implying?

      A bland-faced butler in gray silks and a wide black sash—the uniform that the non-combat palace staff wore—walked up the hallway carrying a drink tray. Usually, Tristan saw robots and androids performing such services, but some of the residents preferred being waited upon by people.

      Instead of passing by, as Tristan expected, the butler stopped beside him in front of the sultan’s door. He placed his back to the wall and held his tray patiently, as if he expected to wait for a while.

      Tristan nodded at him but didn’t attempt a conversation. Until the butler spoke to him.

      “You’ve made unwise decisions,” the man murmured.

      Tristan almost snapped a sarcastic response but caught himself, realizing how rare the butler’s accent was in this system—and how familiar. Kingdom. Could this be the contact he hadn’t had time to locate before leaving?

      “How so?” Tristan kept his tone equally quiet and moved his lips as little as possible.

      “You shouldn’t have spent all those days alone with her.”

      News traveled fast…

      “There was little choice. Who are you?”

      “In the beginning, perhaps, but on the way back, her escort offered to take both of you aboard one of their ships, and you chose to remain alone together on that shuttle.”

      “Nalini chose.” Tristan was on the defensive, and he almost felt threatened, as if he should draw his pertundo, though the butler—the Kingdom spy—bore no obvious weapons. “And nothing happened.”

      “Nobody will believe that. The prince knows who I am—call me only Dom here—and already pulled me aside to ask if you’re sleeping with her.”

      Anger tightened Tristan’s muscles, and heat rushed to his face. “Then you can tell him that nothing happened.”

      For the first time, the butler—Dom—looked at him. “I find that unlikely, but even if it were true, it wouldn’t matter. Appearances are everything in this realm.”

      “Nalini—the princess,” Tristan corrected, realizing familiarity would only hurt him here, “—said that it wouldn’t matter if she took a lover from among her staff, even though that’s not what happened.”

      He’d been so careful not to let it happen. After all that, would he be punished, as if it had?

      “To her family, likely not. To Prince Jorg? You know how the Kingdom feels about such things. He would prefer a virgin—he let that be known—but was at least heartened to learn that Princess Nalini was not as promiscuous as many of her sisters. I’m sure learning that you’ve been alone with her for the last two weeks has changed his opinion—especially since you were sent to spy on her and ensure she was ready to step into his embrace.”

      Tristan wanted to gag at the idea of Jorg embracing Nalini. He didn’t want to think of any man doing that, but if she were to wed someone kind and honorable, he might have been able to wish her happiness.

      “If he wants a virgin, he can marry someone else,” Tristan muttered.

      “If I were you, I would go to him and make sure he knows you’re still loyal. He can ruin your career with a word, and I saw the fury in his eyes when he first learned you were alone with her. If you truly did not touch her, make sure he believes it.”

      Tristan ground his teeth at the idea of pleading to Jorg for his career or for anything, but he didn’t say that he wouldn’t. What was at risk if he didn’t straighten things out with Jorg? And how could he? He couldn’t truly say he hadn’t touched her, not after that kiss.

      “I thank you for your advice,” Tristan forced himself to say, aware of Dom watching him. “I was supposed to report to you about anything that happened to the princess.” He didn’t truly want to report anything about Nalini’s activities or words, since it seemed a betrayal to spy on her, even when that was why he’d been sent here. But the Kingdom should know how Prince Dubashi felt about this alliance, since he might make further trouble. “Are you aware that the son of Dubashi was the mastermind behind the kidnapping attempt, and the one to pay off Sergeant Habib and get his assistance?”

      “I heard some of it, yes. Say no more here.” Dom waved to the hallway. It was mostly empty, but a robot with a vacuum attachment worked on the wall silks farther down. “I’ll send you my chip contact ID and encryption software so you can write up a report to transfer directly to me.”

      “Yes, sir.” Tristan did not know the man’s rank but assumed it was greater than his and that he worked in Royal Intelligence. He was probably an officer.

      “Don’t forget to talk to the prince. Say whatever you must if you want to be welcome on Odin again.” Dom headed off down the hall without delivering the contents of his tray. “And go to him on your knees.”

      Tristan didn’t bother holding back his grimace.

      Based on his previous interactions with Jorg, he doubted any diplomatic campaigns launched from his knees would work. He would have to figure out some other approach. He wasn’t ready to accept that his career might already be over. After all the years of training he’d endured, the thought of losing his dream was too depressing to contemplate.
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* * *

      Nalini sat on one of the cushions arranged around the meeting table in her father’s office and waited for him to join her. He was grumbling under his breath about technology and pushing a memory card in and out of the slot for his built-in projector. She caught herself glancing toward the door, wishing she’d dared to invite Tristan to come in with her, rather than leaving him in the hall. It was the appropriate place for her bodyguard—it wasn’t as if something would threaten her in her father’s office—but she’d stopped thinking of him as just the bodyguard long ago.

      Which was the problem. She kept thinking of that kiss they’d shared instead of how she’d soon be expected to share kisses with Prince Jorg.

      “She’ll be along shortly.” Her father waved at the door.

      “She?” Nalini shifted her expression into one of polite inquiry, realizing he’d caught her looking at the door and thinking of Tristan. Even though her father couldn’t know her thoughts, he wasn’t completely lacking in perception. He might guess.

      “Your android. I know you consider her a friend.”

      “Oh, Devi. Yes, good.”

      “Here we go.” As a holographic projection appeared above the table, the lights dimmed, and her father sat cross-legged on one of the cushions. “Prince Jorg brought this, but he made it clear it’s King Jager’s offer, and that the full support—and resources—of the Kingdom are behind it.”

      “Do we… want their support?” Nalini didn’t know yet what this was about, but a video started playing, showing a large cylindrical space habitat with numerous rings and spokes. It was an animation rather than actual camera footage, and she didn’t recognize the structure, but the green-gray moon in the background looked like Rama in their system.

      “You know we need it. A marriage and official alliance will insinuate much to Dubashi and the rest of the Miners’ Union families, but having a Kingdom habitat in our system, close to Middle Belt, will leave nothing to misinterpretation.”

      “Jager wants to build a habitat in our territory?” Nalini thought of dead Sergeant Habib’s belief that the Kingdom would encroach on their system and life would change for everyone—change for the worse. Had he been correct?

      “He wants you to build a habitat in our territory.” Her father raised his eyebrows. “Your future palace and a station and habitat capable of housing twenty million. He thinks you have the knowledge and ability to develop it and oversee building it, and that you and Prince Jorg can live there in our system. He promises he won’t try to extend Kingdom rule beyond its walls, and you’d be there at Jorg’s side to help him govern under Jager’s guidance. He did stipulate that he wants ship bays sufficient to house a military fleet, so your habitat will be able to defend itself, and so there’s a force nearby should we need help.”

      Her father’s tone was neutral, as if he didn’t want to influence her one way or another, which surprised her. This sounded like everything he’d wanted. Did he plan to leave the decision up to her?

      Graphs and data sets popped up around the proposed habitat. Twenty million people? That would make it one of the largest habitats in the Twelve Systems, if not the largest.

      Nalini leaned in, squinting at the dimensions. It would be the largest. She’d go down in history, at least for a time, if she were the one to design and develop such a project. She’d need engineers and architects on her team, since her specialty was financing and making deals, not actually building, but she had plenty of people that she worked with regularly with space-station experience. She’d have time to finish her current project on Oceanus, but she could put a team together capable of doing this.

      They sat in silence as a fifteen-minute presentation ran. Jager had even recorded a few minutes of himself making a pitch and stating that Jorg and Nalini would be responsible for this together. The Kingdom would finance the purchase of the necessary materials from her father, so the sultan and his family would win.

      “It’s intriguing,” she said. “I wouldn’t have guessed King Jager knew or believed that I was someone capable of taking on such a project. I assumed he just wanted one of your children and didn’t care overmuch which one. Other than Jorg presumably wanting a female. The Kingdom seems to be a stickler for that.”

      Her father grunted. “He requested you specifically from the beginning.”

      “Because he knew I could do this and that it would tempt me? And also because he wants a toehold in our system and believes this is something we’d agree to?”

      “I do believe it’s a very deliberate offer,” her father said. “Dubashi hasn’t heard about it yet, but I’m certain he will object vehemently and perhaps want to go to war to stop it, but if we have the Kingdom military to back us, we could stop caring about what Dubashi thinks. Maybe Jager would even wish to get rid of such a volatile neighbor.” He sounded so wistful.

      “He is the one who was responsible for my kidnapping attempt.”

      “So I understand.”

      “Father, I know this is what you want, but do you trust them? Jager? Jorg?”

      Her father rested his palms on the thick carpet behind his cushion and leaned back on them. “We would have to keep our eyes open and be very careful in dealing with them. Jager is a man of great ambition, and he’s still young enough to cause a lot of trouble for the rest of the systems. The Kingdom ruled all of the systems once. Many believe Jager wishes to make that a reality again. They’ve been building up their military resources for decades. He is in a position to strike soon if he wishes.” He stretched a hand toward the projection. “I’ve decided that this offer is for you, not for me, and you are the one who must decide if it appeals to you.”

      “But I’m to marry Jorg no matter what?” She wished her father would leave that decision to her.

      He frowned. “You would be foolish not to, my daughter. We are not without power and money, but to marry into the Kingdom’s royal family would ensure that no matter what happens, our family would come out ahead. We would not have to worry if the Kingdom came to conquer our system.”

      “Do you think that’s likely?”

      “It is a possibility. It has been generations since the Miners’ Union was unified in anything but our name. Few would come to fight with us against such a force. In our current state, we could easily be annihilated by a Kingdom fleet.”

      “So we are either with them or against them? That’s what they said?”

      “Not blatantly, but I believe it is implied.”

      “I understand, Father. You’ve given me much to consider.”

      As Nalini headed for the door, she wondered what Tristan would think of all this. He might have insight into Jager and the Kingdom that her father and his intelligence gatherers lacked.

      “One more thing, my daughter,” her father said as she was about to walk out. “At Prince Jorg’s request, I’ll be arranging a new bodyguard for you.”

      Alarm flared in Nalini’s chest—could her father know that she had feelings for Tristan? Could Jorg?

      “Oh?” she asked over her shoulder, striving for a casual response. Even though Nalini knew that she and Tristan should be separated, it alarmed her that someone else believed it was necessary. “Why? If not for him, I might not be alive, and I certainly wouldn’t be safely back home.”

      “Jorg objects to him.”

      “So?”

      “So he will be reassigned to guard Esrin on her shopping trips. You will receive someone equally skilled.”

      “Esrin?” Nalini spun back toward her father, remembering Esrin and Fadime ambling out of the men’s bathing room where they had been, Samar had told her, attempting to seduce Tristan. She imagined him giving in and sleeping with Esrin, their naked limbs entwined under the sheets.

      “Yes, Esrin. She might be an easy target for a kidnapper, thanks to her hobby. She should have a good bodyguard.”

      “That’s not my objection. I just…” Nalini trailed off.

      Her father was gazing blandly at her. She hadn’t even wanted a bodyguard. What would he think if she kept insisting on keeping Tristan now?

      “Let him go, my daughter,” her father said gently. “Do not start your new marriage with strife.”

      Nalini dropped her chin to her chest and walked out. Everything about this new marriage had her feeling defeated. It wasn’t an emotion she usually experienced, and she didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      Tristan waited in the hallway and focused on her right away, alert, attentive. Handsome.

      She had the urge to rush forward and kiss him, to pull him back to her suite and claim him for her own.

      But that couldn’t happen, no matter how much she wished it could. She had to be responsible, to marry the prince, and ensure that her family and all those who depended on her father had a safe place in whatever universe came their way.

      “Are you all right?” Tristan gave her a sad smile, as if he sensed her thoughts. Or maybe he was experiencing similarly depressing ones.

      “Just thinking about how it would be nice to run away from it all sometimes.”

      He looked down at her purple tassels. “Those might slow you down if they get caught in something.”

      “I suppose.” She wanted to clasp his hand and take him somewhere to talk—she wasn’t even sure what she wanted to talk about—but Devi strode around the corner then.

      “Nalini!” her android friend blurted. “You wouldn’t believe the dire things that happened to me while you were gone. I must tell you all about it.”

      “Of course,” Nalini murmured. “Lead the way home, please.”

      As they walked away, she couldn’t stop thinking of Tristan with Esrin and of the odious marriage ahead of her.
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      The lights had dimmed in the suite, signifying bedtime, but Tristan alternated between doing pushups and pull-ups from the doorjamb of his small room off the foyer. He had weights tied to his waist to make the exercises more challenging since the lower gravity of the palace station made his own body mass lighter. He wanted to go for a long run somewhere, but he couldn’t assume that Nalini wouldn’t be in danger just because she was back home. His duty was to be here near the door and react instantly if someone forced their way in.

      “Well, that’s something Devi rarely did,” came Nalini’s voice from the foyer.

      At that moment, he was dangling from the doorjamb. He dropped to the floor and unbuckled the weights as Nalini walked up.

      She wore her nightgown with her hair loose and tumbling around her shoulders, thick and lush. Remembering well how the flimsy sleep garment revealed her curves, Tristan swallowed and made himself look into her eyes, though that wasn’t exactly safe territory. They were deep and dark and warm, inviting his gaze to linger.

      He looked toward the wall. The wall was safe. A pale blue that reminded him of the sky on Odin.

      Nalini’s gaze drifted to the T-shirt he wore, and he grimaced, knowing it was damp with sweat. If he’d known she was still up and would visit him this evening, he would have stayed in the uniform he was supposed to wear in the palace.

      “Your android doesn’t do exercises?” he asked, remembering that she’d commented as she walked up.

      “No, and she doesn’t leave sweaty handprints on the doorjambs.” Nalini waved over his head, though he didn’t think he’d truly left any visible prints.

      “It’s possible she’s more civilized than I am.”

      “She would agree to that. She finally went to the bedroom.” Nalini waved back into the rest of the suite. “After telling me all the heinous details of her attack and deactivation.”

      His mind immediately went to security threats. “Did she implicate anyone beyond those we already know were plotting against you?”

      Nalini blinked, then looked thoughtfully at the floor tiles. “She described a man that sounded like Killer. She didn’t know anything about Habib but mentioned there was another man that she didn’t recognize. It could have been—what was the silent one’s name?—but I suppose it could have been someone else. Whoever was in charge wiped the cameras in the hall out there—Habib would have known how to do that—and I don’t have any in here.”

      “Do you want me to contact palace security and try to get more information? We shouldn’t assume that there isn’t anyone else left angling for you.”

      “In the morning, yes. I wanted to talk to you first.”

      “Of course.” Tristan started to extend his hand toward his little room, but there was only a small bed and a desk and chair in there. Even if there weren’t cameras, it wouldn’t be appropriate for him to invite her in. Not now. Not ever.

      He was a little surprised he hadn’t been removed from this duty yet, by someone from Jorg’s staff if not by someone from the palace. He hadn’t been able to bring himself to hunt down the prince to plead his case yet—he’d told himself that he had to stick with Nalini for as long as he was her bodyguard, or as long as she might be in danger.

      She must not have had inappropriateness on her mind, because she walked into his room and sat on the edge of the bed. Tristan set his weights down with a clank, and even though she’d left room on the bed, he chose the desk chair. She gave him a sad, almost hurt look that made a lump form in his throat. Maybe it wasn’t wise, but he switched positions to sit next to her.

      Nalini leaned against his shoulder, a lock of her hair brushing the bare skin of his arm. A heated jolt of awareness swept through him.

      “My father wants to assign you to my sister,” she said. “Technically, Jorg is the one who wants you reassigned.”

      A stab of disappointment went through him, but he’d known that he wouldn’t remain her bodyguard forever. That he’d return to the Kingdom, back to life as a knight. Though that wasn’t a certainty anymore. He might have nothing to return to now.

      “I admit,” she went on, “that I’d already decided you would have to be reassigned, that it would be too difficult for me… for us…” She bit her lip and looked at his face.

      “I will be sad to leave you,” he said quietly.

      “Why did I kiss you, Tristan? Why did you let me kiss you?”

      He didn’t think she truly expected an answer, but he had one. “Because you help people like me. You work hard to change your system and make a difference.” Maybe he shouldn’t have said anything, but it sounded like this would be their last night alone together, and he felt compelled to honesty, to tell her everything she wanted to know as she leaned against his arm, barefoot and vulnerable. “And because you’re beautiful, and I’ve been attracted to you since…” He was going to say since the beginning, but he’d been more focused on his mission than anything else that night he’d been fighting in the arena. Somewhere along the way—maybe it had been the quirky shoes—he’d started to notice her. And since then, he hadn’t been able to stop noticing her. “I’ve been attracted to you for a while,” he finished.

      “Me too.” She clasped his hand.

      That caused more jolts of awareness, and an alarm bell rang in his mind, but there was no way he would pull his hand away. Instead, he threaded his fingers through hers.

      “I mean, I was attracted to you from the beginning, even though I didn’t want a bodyguard. Now, all I can think about is that I’m about to enter a future in a prison—a lavish prison, but a prison nonetheless—with a man I care nothing for, and you… You’re going to be stuck shopping with my sister for as long as you keep working for my father.”

      “A lavish prison?” He didn’t want to talk about the sister or the job he wouldn’t take, because he didn’t want to lie.

      Nalini told him about the habitat the king wanted her to build and live in with Jorg.

      “Ah,” he said when she finished, not sure how he felt about the political machinations, but certain he dreaded the idea of her with Jorg.

      “I’ve considered… I think I’m too old for it to be called running away from home, but I’ve been sitting back there in my room and wondering what would happen if I said forget it to the marriage and walked away from everything. Not everything. There is one thing—one person—I’d want to walk toward.” Nalini looked at his face again, her eyes searching for answers. “What do you think I should do?”

      “I…” Tristan watched her eyes, her warm appealing lips, and wanted to kiss her. But he couldn’t. “I think that you won’t be that happy with Jorg but that you’ll have the power to help a lot of people. I know that’s important to you. And I think if you ran off to be with some scruffy bodyguard that you don’t even know that well, you might regret it later. As much as I’d love to take you away from a future with him…” He frowned down at his lap. “I may have already screwed up my life, Nalini. I don’t want to entice you to screw up yours. Besides, I’m… not what you think.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      He rubbed his face with his free hand. Could he tell her? Would he get into trouble? Into more trouble?

      Would she be angry when she found out? It wasn’t as if he’d truly done much spying on her or reported anything detrimental. He hadn’t even known who his contact was until earlier that day.

      “Tristan?” She squeezed his hand.

      “I’m not a criminal back home. My father is—that much is true—but I wasn’t chased out of the knights. I met a knight when I was fourteen and fixing dishwashing robots in a restaurant in the capital. His name was Sir Sebastian Hanh, and I asked him how I could become his squire. He said commoners couldn’t become squires, but I cited every exception throughout history. I’d longed to be a knight for a long time, you see, and I’d memorized all the heroes, noble and common, from past centuries. I was very persistent and earnest—one might say annoying—and he relented and gave me a chance. I’m positive he thought I’d hate all the hard work and training, but I did everything he asked and more. It was my dream, and I wanted it badly, and he was a good man. It wasn’t hard to serve him, to learn from him. He trained me for the exams, physical and mental, and I passed, so I was made a probationary knight. That meant they would give me one year to prove that I, the common-born son of a criminal, had what it took and could be relied upon by other knights. Everything was going well, and my year was almost up when Sebastian was killed in action. I wish I’d been with him, because I’m arrogant enough to believe I could have made a difference, could have kept him from…”

      Tristan paused to swallow and clear his throat. It was thick with emotion, with memories that weren’t yet far in the past.

      “At his funeral, King Jager walked up and said he would confirm my knight status if I spied on this princess that Jorg was to marry and make sure she didn’t decide to run off instead of accepting his offer.” He went back to studying his lap. It was cowardly, and he knew it, but meeting her eyes would have taken more courage than he had in that moment. He feared what he would see there. Disappointment? Betrayal? “And to send whatever I learned of her and her family back to Royal Intelligence.” He didn’t mention Dom. He wouldn’t go so far as to betray his position, especially when Dom had likely worked a long time to gain trust here.

      Nalini hadn’t interrupted him while he spoke, and Tristan finally summoned the courage to meet her gaze and gauge her reaction. Did she feel betrayed? He’d fought and risked his life for her, but, at least in the beginning, it had been for the king and for the Kingdom. For his duty. Not for her.

      Now, he would risk himself simply for her sake, but was it too late? Would that matter to her?

      “That makes sense,” she said.

      Tristan blinked. “It does?”

      “Actually, if I’d contemplated the story my father gave me a little further, I think I would have guessed it was something like that. The fact that you got out of there with a knight’s pertundo seemed strange, but it was even stranger to imagine you stealing one. Doing anything dishonest, really. You’re a good man, Tristan. As soon as I came to know that, it didn’t make sense to me that you would have lied and cheated your way into being trained as a knight.”

      She thought he was a good man? He wanted to kiss her all over again.

      But he made himself look away before he could act on that impulse. “I appreciate that, but I lied to you and your father to be accepted for this spy position.” He’d noticed earlier that she had added him to the list of people her suite door opened for, and he almost told her that it had been a mistake, that she should rescind his access.

      “Because you thought serving your king was a greater good. Though I’m not sure I’d agree with that.” She snorted, sounding more amused than offended.

      “Because I wanted to be a knight so badly, I was willing to believe anything I did for the king would be for a greater good.”

      “It’s easy to let one’s dreams cloud one’s judgment. I know all about that.” She sighed and gazed at a blank spot on the floor.

      Was she thinking about that habitat she was being given the opportunity to develop? He could see her finding that appealing.

      “I’ve been told,” he said carefully, not wanting to reveal his contact in the palace, “that we made a poor choice in staying alone on the shuttle, and that Jorg isn’t pleased with me because he assumes… Well, I don’t care what he assumes, but he has the power to ensure my probation period never turns into the real deal, that I’m not made a knight.”

      Nalini’s grip tightened on his hand, and her chin came up in indignation. “You did everything they asked you to, and you saved my life. You’re amazing. They’d be foolish not to take you into their stodgy knighthood.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      “I can do more than praise you.” Nalini rose to her feet. “I’ll speak to Jorg. If he wants this alliance, he’d better treat you right. You deserve everything you want and more. It’s not like you want something that’s not noble.”

      “Wait, Nalini. If you tell him, he’ll know I told you I’m his spy and not… Oh, I suppose it doesn’t matter. I’m a lousy spy, and the lying made me uncomfortable from the beginning. It always seemed to go against the code. But listen, please don’t bargain away your freedom for my sake. If you want to marry him and build that habitat because it will benefit the people of your system and your family, I can’t object. I meant to encourage you in your dreams, not be an obstacle that leads you astray. Please don’t make any deals for my sake.”

      “You’re not an obstacle, Tristan. You’re…” She lifted her hand and touched his short hair, then slid her fingers down the side of his face.

      He closed his eyes, wanting… what he couldn’t have. What they couldn’t have.

      “I need to go,” she blurted, then rushed out the door.

      He stared out into the foyer long after she was gone, confused by her abrupt departure, but understanding that it was for the best. He just hoped he hadn’t made a mistake by telling her the truth. It had been better when the only thing she’d worried about was him going to work for her sister. Now… He dreaded the idea of her making some draconian deal on his behalf. He wouldn’t let that happen. Even if she might have the influence to make sure Jorg didn’t stand in the way of his career, he couldn’t let her do that. If she married Jorg, Tristan wanted it to be because it aligned with her dreams, not because of anything to do with his.
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      Nalini watched the preparations from the library balcony that overlooked the great ballroom. The big event was hours away, but decorations were being hung and tables carried out.

      Behind her, palace guests and off-duty staff checked out books, played games at the terminals, or chatted at the tables around an espresso cart where a robot doled out caffeine and alcohol. Prince Jorg was supposed to be on the way to meet her. He’d sent a message requesting that she not bring Tristan, which irritated her, but she didn’t need to start a war with her future husband before they’d even had a private conversation. Devi was trailing her around the palace instead.

      Nalini was barely conscious of her and her occasional chitchat. She kept thinking of her conversation with Tristan the night before—the truths he’d revealed about his mission here, and the truths he had inadvertently revealed about himself. That he cared about her and didn’t want her to risk her future for his sake, even though he might have no future of his own to look forward to right now.

      By the stars, how she wanted to give him a job and tell him to leave the Kingdom behind. No, more than a job. He wasn’t simply some uneducated security man. He was good at math and handy in all manner of situations. She could easily imagine making him a partner in her business. And in her life?

      Perhaps. She wished she had the freedom to pursue a romantic relationship with him and see if they would be as good together as she kept thinking they might. Her cheeks flushed as memories of her previous night’s dreams came to mind. It had been difficult to walk out of his room after brushing her fingers through his soft hair, down the hard line of his jaw. She’d wanted to kiss him so badly, and she knew he’d wanted it, too, but also that he wouldn’t act on that desire.

      She understood now more than ever why he wouldn’t do anything to betray Jorg or the Kingdom. He was still their man. Not hers.

      It was for the best, she told herself. It would have been all that much harder to let him go if they had done anything. It was already hard enough because the one kiss they’d shared had held so much promise. And he held so much promise.

      “Princess Nalini,” came Jorg’s formal voice from behind her.

      Nalini jerked her hand down, realizing she’d been touching her breast, and turned to face him.

      Jorg was dressed formally in a rich blue quasi-military uniform with a white fur cloak clasped to his shoulders. His straight, dark-brown hair hung to his shoulders, tidily combed, and his jaw was freshly shaven. His face was masked and hard to read.

      Two of his bodyguards stood behind him while two others were walking around the room, inspecting nooks and eyeing people sitting at tables around the coffee cart. The men shooed a group to another table, then waved the robot barista over to wipe down the surface of theirs, presumably for their master’s use.

      “Prince Jorg,” Nalini returned the formal greeting, then made herself say, “It is good of you to make time so we can meet privately before the ball.”

      “Yes.” Jorg’s expression changed little as he extended a hand toward the table. “Sit with me.”

      Nalini bristled inside, for it was clearly an order from a man who presumed everyone he spoke to would obey him, but she thought of her father’s wishes for this marriage and alliance, and withheld the sharp words that came to her tongue. At least for now. Though she suspected she would have to inform Jorg eventually—before they were married—that she was used to being in a position of power herself, and that she would not obediently do whatever he asked.

      There were four chairs, so she could have chosen one next to him, but she opted to perch on the edge of one across from him. He didn’t comment, merely waving for one of his men to fetch two drinks, without asking what she preferred.

      Jorg folded his hands and rested them on the table as he gazed—stared—into her eyes too long for comfort. “My sister informs me that you, as a businesswoman, are likely to prize a straightforward negotiation of contract rather than flowers, wooing, and statements about your beauty.” His left eyebrow twitched. “Is that true?”

      “A straightforward negotiation is fine.”

      It actually was what she preferred, though now that she’d lain nearly naked and side by side in a cage with Tristan as they tried to magnetically retrieve his weapon, she considered that the most intriguing way she’d started a relationship with a man.

      “Good. I’m poor at wooing.” Jorg smiled quickly, but it didn’t reach his eyes, and she pegged it as insincere. “I also have some questions for you before we publicly announce this betrothal at your father’s little ball.”

      Little ball? Was he trying to be condescending or did he not realize he was doing it?

      “Go ahead,” she said neutrally.

      “I’m going to be frank. My father chose you for me based on your father’s wealth and influence. There’s nothing actually royal or noble about your family’s bloodlines—all of the Miners’ Union ruling families made their money within the last two centuries and then declared themselves royalty based on who was more ruthless in acquiring territory.” Jorg sniffed disdainfully. “I had expected my father to arrange a wedding for me with Queen Konstantina or Princess Ying Yue, but he believes the Miners’ Union families hold more power than the rulers in any of the existing kingdoms or empires.”

      Nalini sat back in her chair as the words sank in. He didn’t want to marry her? He didn’t think her blood was good enough?

      She was so used to being respected because of who her father was and because she’d proven herself in her industry that it hadn’t occurred to her that Jorg might find her a disappointing match.

      “You would have been a better match for my younger brother Finn, in my opinion, but what are we going to do? Our fathers are the ones with the true power, and it’s our duty to do what they believe is best for our people.” Jorg issued another smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      The robot server brought two steaming mugs of black coffee over, saving Nalini from having to come up with a political response. Not that Jorg seemed to care if she gave one—or if she spoke at all. As soon as he picked up the mug, he continued on.

      “In the Kingdom, marriages are between a man and a woman and ideally forever, especially among the nobility. It’s important for us to maintain standards and cultural ideals. I understand that out here among the asteroids, you all do whatever you want with whomever you want—dear God, your father and his half-dozen wives will give our people moral conniption fits—but such is not the way of the Kingdom. You will need to be monogamous and faithful.” He narrowed his eyes and pinned her with his gaze as he took a sip from his mug.

      Something about that squint made her suspect he believed that she and Tristan were having a relationship.

      “And will you be monogamous and faithful?” she asked.

      He spat out his coffee halfway through her question, spraying it on the table and rearing back with a snarl toward the coffee cart. “This is boiling hot, you idiot robot. Bring me some ice.” He clanked the mug down, spilling more on the table. “And come clean up this mess.”

      The robot rolled over to obey without comment.

      “We like our coffee hot out here among the asteroids,” Nalini murmured.

      “No doubt because you’ve already scorched off any nerve endings in your tongue.” He gave her an exasperated look as the robot dropped ice cubes in his mug and toweled off the mess. After it left, he composed his face back into the aloof mask.

      Nalini thought of how Tristan had been unwilling to speak poorly of the prince and thought she might ask him again what he was really like. If this was Jorg trying to be civil for the sake of first impressions, she doubted she wanted to see him truly lose his temper.

      “What was I saying?” he asked.

      “You were about to answer if you would also be monogamous and faithful to me.”

      “Of course. As I said, it is our way. If my father has sexual relations with women other than my mother, I’m not aware of it.”

      Nalini wasn’t sure what to make of that statement, since it hadn’t been a proclamation of certainty that King Jager was faithful. Did it simply mean that one had to be discreet?

      Not that she could discreetly have a relationship with Tristan on the side even if he would be willing to sleep with a married woman—she doubted he would. He would be off doing a knight’s duties, if he got what he wished, and she would be busy building the largest space habitat in the Twelve Systems with this man who was disappointed in her blood and in her. Likely, she wouldn’t end up having much sex with anyone.

      In the last few years, she’d rarely had relationships and hadn’t cared to make the time for them, but she’d always had the choice. The thought of being in some isolated prison of a marriage without love was depressing. She would still have her career, but would that be enough?

      “As I already told your father, your current bodyguard is unacceptable—” Jorg sneered, as if his own father hadn’t placed Tristan in the position, “—and he’s agreed that you’ll be protected by androids from now on while you’re here. Once we’re married, you’ll share my bodyguards. They are exquisitely trained and known for their professionalism.”

      Nalini glanced at the stone-faced men—they hadn’t reacted to Jorg’s outburst with the coffee, and they didn’t react now. They might as well have been androids themselves.

      “When my father passes one day,” Jorg said, “you’ll be considered queen consort, as my mother Iku is. You will have no power to rule over the Kingdom, but you may pursue your real-estate career and continue to acquire and improve land, so long as you don’t require the Kingdom’s funds for it.”

      “So generous of you.” Nalini had no interest in ruling the backwards Kingdom, and she didn’t want any of its money, but the idea that he was clearly laying out that she would get nothing from him or his government was insulting. Did he think she needed his money?

      Ignoring or misreading her sarcasm, he continued with, “Queen Iku does diplomatic work on my father’s behalf. Perhaps one day, you’ll be moved to fill a similar role.”

      Perhaps one day, she would not.

      A message popped up on her chip. Your Highness? It was Security Chief Namjoo. Your bodyguard is here at the security headquarters, saying he wants to research the guest list for the ball and the names and crews of the visitor ships that have been coming in. He suspects Prince Dubashi or someone else may try to kidnap you again or otherwise interfere with your betrothal. I’m inclined to agree with him, and we’ve been doing similar research ourselves, but I wanted to make sure he was here with your permission.

      Yes, Nalini replied. I trust him.

      I see. Very well.

      Was there judgment in Namjoo’s words? Maybe she shouldn’t have been so prompt with her response. She was getting the feeling that the gossip that she and Tristan had shared a shuttle alone together for several days had gotten all around the palace. That wouldn’t have been gossip-worthy, she was positive, if one of her sisters had spent private time with a bodyguard, but maybe because she didn’t have such a history, it was more noteworthy. Or maybe it was because she was about to become engaged to Jorg.

      I will give him access to the files. Namjoo, out.

      Nalini was tempted to send Tristan a message to see if he’d found anything interesting yet—and to let him know what a sow’s hind teat his prince was being—but Jorg snapped his fingers.

      “Are you listening to me?” he demanded.

      “No.”

      His eyebrows flew upward.

      She was tempted to leave it at that but diplomacy compelled her to add, “The palace security chief sent me a message that distracted me. My apologies.”

      “Is there anything to be concerned with? If you feel threatened here, you are welcome to stay aboard my ship. I have many well-trained military officers among my crew, as well as my bodyguards.” He waved at his stolid men again.

      “Wouldn’t there be gossip and disapproval from your proper people if I was sleeping on your ship before our marriage?” As if she would ever choose a guest cabin in his ship over staying in her own suite.

      “My people know their monarchs are honorable. They would wish you protected, which you would be aboard my ship. And we could get to know each other better.” He gave that quick smile—this time it had a predatory aspect to it—and let his gaze dip to her chest. And linger.

      Honorable, right.

      Nalini kept her response to a tightening of her fingers around her coffee mug. Her chest had been leered at often enough, everywhere from space-station corridors to business meetings with wealthy and influential colleagues, that it didn’t faze her that much. But it irked her that Jorg had informed her she was his third choice—if that—for a marriage partner and that he would gladly foist her off on his little brother, yet he wanted to have sex with her. Right away, apparently.

      “There’s nothing to be concerned with at this time,” Nalini said. “They’re merely putting precautions into place since so many guests from all over the system attend the palace balls. Sometimes, diplomats and Miners’ Union scions from other systems attend.”

      “Yes, I gather it will be quite the circus, in which we’ll be the preeminent performers, with all manner of media cameras on us. Oh well, I’m accustomed to such.” He flicked a dismissive hand. “You may go, Princess. I believe we understand each other.”

      She managed to keep her snort inward, positive the only thing he cared about was that she understood him.

      “Perfectly,” she made herself say and left quickly with Devi.

      “I do not like him for you, Nalini,” Devi said as they walked toward the exit. “I am trained to read body language, and I found him to be insincere bordering on deceitful.”

      “I know, Devi. I got that too.” Nalini glanced back at the table as they walked out and caught Jorg watching her ass.

      He didn’t bother to look away and pretend to be ashamed at being caught in such an open appraisal. He merely gave her that predatory smile again. It made Nalini uneasy, and she had the sense that she might be signing up to marry a pervert—at the least, she was positive he had a temper and maybe a cruel streak—not simply someone who would be indifferent to her.

      “What will you do?” Devi asked. “Will you tell your father that you won’t marry him?”

      She sighed and thought of everything that was at stake, not simply what her father wanted but a safe future for the millions of Union citizens who lived under their family’s rule. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “You’d better figure out for sure soon. The ball is in just three hours.”

      The ball and the betrothal.

      Nalini tried to push the memory of Jorg leering at her out of her mind and reminded herself that she could better protect her family and her father’s people by becoming the prince’s consort. And the future queen consort.

      She just wished she didn’t feel like she was walking to the gallows.
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      Tristan gripped his chin as he stared at the faces and identification information scrolling slowly down the display.

      After less than an hour of this, he had a headache and was lamenting, for the five thousandth time in his life, how painstakingly slowly he read. He’d started with the computer reading the files aloud to him, but there were six men and women in the security control center with him, and they’d kept glancing back at him. He wasn’t sure if they were suspicious of his reasons for being here—the security chief had checked in with Nalini to see if he should be allowed access—or annoyed at the noise of the computer reading, but he’d silenced it so they wouldn’t feel the urge to kick him out.

      It was possible that nothing would happen at the ball and that Nalini was safe, but Tristan wouldn’t bet her life on that. Prince Dubashi, or someone else who didn’t want the marriage to occur, might feel this ball was the last chance to do something to stop it. After Nalini and Jorg were officially betrothed, Nalini might be moved to planet Odin deep within Kingdom territory, where entire fleets of military spaceships were on guard around the clock. If that happened, she would be a much more difficult target to reach.

      A familiar name appeared on the display, and he paused the scroll. The name was familiar but the face wasn’t.

      “Chief Operations Officer Hassani from the Morning Star Development Company on Oceanus,” he read carefully aloud, making sure he had it correct.

      He did. Nalini had introduced some of her colleagues to him before the asteroid landing. Hassani had been on the barge. But not with that face.

      There was nothing shifty or nefarious-looking about the man in the photo—he was clean-shaven with a tan and dark brown suit similar in style to what the businessmen on Oceanus had been wearing—but he wasn’t the right guy. Tristan pulled up the Morning Star ship and the roster of guests traveling on it.

      It was listed as the Cloud Raven with a crew of six and six guests, colleagues of Nalini’s and approved to come to the ball. Tristan didn’t recognize any of the other faces, but he didn’t recognize the names either. Hassani was the only one he’d met.

      “Chief Namjoo?” Tristan called into an office adjoining the control room.

      The short, dark-haired security officer came out, and Tristan pointed to the record.

      “You may want to check on this man if he’s in the palace.” The record showed that the Cloud Raven had arrived, docking earlier that morning. “Maybe it’s just a glitch, but this isn’t what Hassani looks like.”

      “I’ll check on it. Thank you.” Namjoo walked back into his office.

      Tristan frowned, not certain whether Namjoo meant to take him seriously or not. His assistant, Habib, had betrayed the sultan and betrayed Nalini. Could they trust this man implicitly?

      Tristan made a mental note to show this to Nalini as soon as she was done with her meeting with Jorg. He was tempted to check up on her, to make sure she was all right, but he doubted Jorg would do anything improper to her. Just because he was an ass to commoners who longed to be knights didn’t mean he would treat an equal poorly.

      The door opened, and two men in Kingdom bodyguard uniforms walked in ahead of Jorg and Samar. Tristan gaped. Was Jorg’s meeting with Nalini already over? Why had he come here?

      Jorg carried a tablet under his arm, as if he were doing some inspection of the station and checking off areas as he went.

      “And this is our security office,” Samar said, waving toward the computer consoles and a large window that overlooked one of the big ship bays. “We’re vetting all of the guests now to make sure nothing untoward happens at the ball. Nobody in the palace would dare mess with one of the sultan’s events, but we have people coming in from elsewhere. And the Kingdom.” Samar smirked, as if to suggest the Kingdom people would be the problem.

      Tristan thought Jorg might take offense, but Jorg’s gaze latched onto him, and he didn’t seem to hear the comment.

      Tristan straightened, bowed, then clasped his hands behind his back. He hadn’t expected to see Jorg here and hoped Samar swept him out right away.

      “It’s a boring room,” Samar said. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you the gardens and the art galleries. A few of my pieces are in there, so it’s naturally a scintillating place to spend time.”

      He headed for the exit, but Jorg pointed at Tristan. “I will speak to this man in private.”

      “Uh.” Samar paused in front of the open door. “All right. Maybe the chief will let you use his office for a—”

      “Leave us,” Jorg said firmly to the people working in the room.

      A few of the officers exchanged looks, and Chief Namjoo stepped out of his office wearing a frown.

      “It’s not our policy to allow non-employees in security headquarters. Our equipment—”

      “Will not be touched.” Jorg lifted his chin. “I will speak with this traitor to the Kingdom and nothing more. Is he still employed here? I told the sultan to have him removed as Nalini’s bodyguard.”

      “Told the sultan?” Namjoo mouthed, then gave an incredulous who-does-this-asshole-think-he-is look to Samar.

      Jorg’s fists clenched, and he also looked at Samar, clearly expecting more preferential treatment than he was receiving. Jorg didn’t seem to realize that he wasn’t in the Kingdom and had no power over anyone here, other than whatever power the sultan diplomatically granted him.

      “Let’s clear the room,” Samar told Namjoo and waved for the workers to leave. “We’ll wait in the corridor to continue your tour, Your Highness.”

      “Good,” Jorg said stiffly. “Do.”

      Tristan kept his hands clasped behind his back while he waited to see what this was about. He understood that Jorg was irritated that he’d traveled unchaperoned in a shuttle with Nalini, but to draw attention to him and call him a traitor was to put his father’s mission at stake. Admittedly, Tristan had already revealed his true purpose here to Nalini, but Jorg couldn’t know that.

      Unless Dom had Nalini’s suite bugged. Was that possible?

      Tristan panicked at the idea that some camera might have caught her visiting his room last night and fondling his hair. Not that they’d truly done anything—certainly not what he’d later dreamed of them doing—but it might have hinted at greater intimacy than there had been.

      “Your Highness?” Tristan asked carefully when they were alone.

      He wouldn’t volunteer anything and incriminate himself.

      “My father,” Jorg said without preamble, “sent you here to spy on the princess, report to Agent Dom, and ensure that Nalini would be properly indoctrinated to the idea of marrying me.”

      Indoctrinated? That wasn’t what Jager had said.

      “All the king told me was to keep her from running away from the marriage if she had that notion,” Tristan said.

      Jorg grunted. “As if that would happen. These people stand to gain far too much from this alliance to risk throwing it away with histrionics. But instead of a woman ready to swear her obedience and fidelity to me, I find this.”

      He’d flicked on the tablet without Tristan noticing, and he raised the display to show camera footage of Tristan kissing Nalini on that windswept barge on Oceanus. Dread filled his heart. That one impulsive moment… He hadn’t considered that someone there might record it or that it would make its way back here. Nor had he realized how passionate and hungry their kiss had appeared from the outside. He’d grabbed her ass—he didn’t even remember that—and she’d flattened her chest against him, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and dug her fingers into his hair as their tongues explored each other’s mouths…

      Jorg snapped the display off and jerked the tablet to his side. “Explain yourself.”

      Tristan swallowed. How could he?

      He’d thought Nalini had initiated that kiss, but on the video, it looked like they’d both come together at once in mutual agreement. Mutual passion.

      “It was…” What? A mistake? Tristan had loved every second of that kiss. “We went through a lot to get there. It was an impulsive action. An unwise one.” One that he would make again if he had the chance. “It hasn’t happened again since. I knew—”

      “Oh, I’m sure. You took a six-day private shuttle back to the palace so you could read peacefully together. I know what a big reader you are.” Jorg’s face was flushed, his eyes burning with anger.

      For the first time, anger flared in Tristan, as well. He resented the implication that Jorg knew about his reading difficulty and that he would throw that in his face here.

      “You were offered a ride on a more luxurious ship where a princess could be properly waited on by attendants, and you both rejected it,” Jorg said. “Instead, you stayed with her until the last minute. Don’t tell me you two weren’t fucking like rabbits the whole damn time. When you knew she was to be betrothed to me, that I was here waiting for her arrival.” Jorg stepped forward, his chest inches from ramming into Tristan’s chest, his fists so tight his knuckles showed white against his skin. “My father gave you a chance to prove yourself by helping her learn how to be loyal to me, and you stabbed me in the back.”

      “It had nothing to do with you.” Tristan knew he should back away, that he should drop to one knee, bow his head, and beg for forgiveness—this man was the son of the king he’d sworn to obey, the second most powerful man in all of the Kingdom. To do anything but grovel now was career suicide, if not true suicide. But he couldn’t make himself back down. “I like her.”

      “I bet you do. She’s got an ass and tits that any man would want to grab while fucking her brai—”

      Tristan didn’t make a conscious decision to throw the punch. But it happened. His fist slammed into Jorg’s nose with a satisfying crunch.

      But it wasn’t satisfying enough. He sprang after Jorg, grabbing his shirt to keep him from falling, and punched him again. Jorg roared and returned the attack, launching a punch of his own. He had also been trained as a knight, but he’d never trained like Tristan had, never been so driven or had to work so hard to prove himself.

      Tristan blocked his every attack and evaded an attempt to grab him and hurl him to the floor. He hammered more punches into Jorg’s face and gut, backing him up until he could jam the bastard against the wall, wrap his fists in his lapels, and thrust him up until his shoes dangled above the deck.

      “If you don’t treat her like a noble lady,” Tristan growled, “I will find you and kill you, even if I have to upload my consciousness into an android body in order to do it because you’ve had me shot.”

      “Let go of me, you common shit.” Jorg’s words came out mangled—he could barely breathe.

      Tristan knew this was the stupidest thing he could have done, but he couldn’t make himself loosen his grip, couldn’t let Jorg insult Nalini or act like she wasn’t worth as much as he was. Hell, she was worth a lot more than Jorg, as far as Tristan was concerned.

      Jorg grabbed Tristan’s wrists, trying to force his hands away from his neck. Tristan didn’t budge. Jorg tried to drive his knee into Tristan’s groin. Tristan shifted his leg and blocked the attack.

      “You’re the same apeshit asshole your murderer of a father is,” Jorg snarled. “You were never going to become a knight. Never.”

      “Promise me you’ll treat her well.”

      “Screw you. And screw her. Which I will. Hard and long until she cries. She’s mine now, you worthless shit. Mine.”

      Tristan tightened his grip, aware of Jorg’s face turning from red to purple and wondering what would happen if Jorg passed out in his hands. Wondering what would happen if he never let the prince breathe again. Would he be doing the universe a favor if he ensured Jorg couldn’t succeed Jager? He knew he’d be doing Nalini a favor if he ensured this spoiled asswipe didn’t live to touch her. Tristan would be shot, but that was going to happen anyway now, wasn’t it?

      But could he truly murder a man? A knight would slay an enemy in battle, but he wouldn’t murder a man for throwing insults and threats.

      A throat cleared in the doorway.

      Shit.

      Tristan dropped Jorg and jumped back, certain the prince’s bodyguards were storming in. He didn’t know if he meant to defend himself or sprint past them to escape, but he landed in a fighting stance with his fists up.

      Samar stood in the doorway, and he raised his open hands. How long had he been there? Had he heard anything or only walked in to see what must have looked like Tristan trying to kill a prince of the Star Kingdom?

      Jorg’s legs wouldn’t support him, and he fell to his knees, grabbing his throat. But he managed to lift his head and yell, “Guards!” in a raspy voice. “Kill that man!”

      Tristan sprinted for the door, knowing he was a dead man if he let himself be trapped. He was a dead man anyway, as soon as they caught up with him, but his instincts urged him to flee, and his legs obeyed.

      Samar stepped aside as Tristan raced into the corridor. The bodyguards leaped toward the door, trying to block him, but Tristan threw flurries of desperate punches and elbow jabs. Somehow, he found an opening and escaped. He sprinted down the corridor and lunged for the first bend.

      A deadly energy bolt from a DEW-Tek pistol skimmed past, stirring his hair as it just missed blowing up his skull. It slammed into a wall as he ran around the bend. Tristan ran around another corner and another, not sure where he was going, just knowing he couldn’t stay.

      But he also didn’t know where to go. If he left the station, he would be leaving Nalini in danger. Damn it, what was he supposed to do?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nalini adjusted the sash on an elegant sapphire-blue dress that she hadn’t worn in more than seven years, not since the last time she’d gone to one of her father’s balls. She was relieved it still fit. Her obsession with her work and a tendency to forget to eat were the only things that saved her hips from a love affair with Chef Zivai’s famous plantain chips and chocolate-dipped lava cupcakes—those were so good that he wrapped them up and shipped them around the system.

      “Come, come, Nalini,” her sister Khepri said, waving a hairbrush. “You look lovely. I’m so excited for you. We never thought you’d get married.”

      Nalini stepped out of her dressing room and into the arms of her fussing sister. Esrin, Fadime, and four of her other sisters were getting ready for the ball themselves, primping and preening for whatever eligible bachelors might show up. Khepri had married two years earlier to Prince Thomas of Starfield Habitat, and they lived here in the palace, so she didn’t need to spend so many hours preparing for the event herself.

      “Thank you,” Nalini murmured, though excited wasn’t the adjective that described how she felt about Jorg.

      Even if he’d been an appealing gentleman, she doubted it would have kept her from thinking about Tristan. Tristan, who was worried about her safety and was even now researching the guest list for any suspicious parties.

      Nalini sat and let Khepri run the brush through her hair.

      “He’s handsome too,” Khepri said. “You’re so lucky.”

      “Who? Jorg?”

      “Of course Jorg.” Khepri laughed. “Who else would I mean?”

      Tristan’s face appeared in Nalini’s mind.

      “I’m a little envious. Thomas is a decent sort and pleasant to me, so I can’t complain, but he doesn’t seem to care about that bald spot or his rotund midsection. There are so many simple medical treatments to treat one’s hair follicles or adjust one’s metabolism. I admit I’m one of those who fantasizes about a fit man with muscles. What do you think Jorg looks like with his shirt off?”

      Nothing like Tristan…

      “I don’t know. He didn’t strip down at the coffee cart.”

      “You should have asked him to. You know, study the wares before making the purchase.” Khepri chuckled.

      Nalini was relieved when the door chime rang.

      “Come in,” she called, then stepped away from her sister’s ministrations and leaned out the bedroom door. Maybe it was Tristan. Though if he came back, it would likely be with news of a threat.

      Samar walked into her suite, and Nalini slumped against the doorjamb in disappointment.

      It was in that moment that she realized how much she truly wanted to be with Tristan—she’d thought of him four times in as many minutes—and how little she wanted anything to do with Jorg or his pretentious Kingdom. A pit of certainty dropped into her stomach, the knowledge that if she married Jorg, she would regret it for the rest of her life.

      Would her father let her out of this? Could she look at herself in the mirror every day if he didn’t… and she walked away anyway?

      She leaned her head against the doorjamb and closed her eyes.

      “I’ve never seen anyone look so dreadful at my approach,” Samar said. “I usually light up rooms. It’s my effervescent smile, I’ve been told.”

      Nalini sighed and looked at him. He wasn’t smiling now, and she couldn’t manage one for him.

      “Did you also come to brush my hair?” she asked.

      “No, I have something more serious to discuss with you.”

      “A princess’s hair is extremely serious.” Khepri stepped up behind Nalini looking like she meant to swat Samar with the hairbrush. “You can’t attract men if your hair is flat.”

      “I don’t think hair volume matters that much when it’s an arranged marriage.” Samar wriggled his fingers toward Khepri but focused on Nalini. “We need to talk. Before the ball.”

      Nalini stepped back and waved him into the bedroom. “Come in. Khepri, thanks for the help. I’ll see you tonight.”

      Khepri appeared dubious, or maybe that was suspicious, but she let herself be waved out.

      Nalini barely noticed her departure. Samar was never serious, so if he said in a serious tone that they needed to talk, they needed to talk. He was carrying a tablet, and he lifted it as soon as Khepri was gone.

      “I was debating whether to show this to you, because I know Father wouldn’t want me to do anything to jeopardize this marriage and alliance, but you’re my only sibling who talks to me. I’d hate to see you with someone who’s going to be an ass to you. Or worse.”

      Nalini stared at the tablet. “What happened?”

      “I walked in toward the end of what was clearly a row—I’ll be curious to see how his royal pompousness covers up his bruises tonight—but I got the gist. I hit record right away.” He waved to his embedded chip and contact display, which included a camera, then tapped the tablet’s display to life. “I transferred the file here.”

      He held it up to show her.

      Tristan, more furious than she’d ever seen him, had Jorg pinned to a wall, his feet dangling above the floor. Blood streamed from one of Jorg’s nostrils as he snarled, “You’re the same apeshit asshole your murderer of a father is. You were never going to become a knight. Never.”

      “Promise me you’ll treat her well.” Tristan’s hands weren’t around Jorg’s throat, but they were close, his powerful grip keeping the prince from escaping.

      “Screw you. And screw her. Which I will. Hard and long until she cries. She’s mine now, you worthless shit. Mine.”

      Nalini stared at the ugly anger on Jorg’s face and at the pure rage in Tristan’s eyes. For a moment, she believed Tristan had killed Jorg and that was what Samar had come to tell her about, but a throat cleared in the video—Samar’s—and Tristan jerked away from Jorg.

      Only then did Nalini realize that Tristan hadn’t known Samar was there. Neither had Jorg. He’d said those things believing that Tristan was the only witness.

      She winced when Jorg shouted for his men to kill Tristan, and she lifted a hand, longing to help him, as Tristan raced out of the room. Samar turned enough to record him evading four bodyguards—men trained to stop and kill deadly enemies. They couldn’t do either to Tristan. He was too fast, too well trained himself. He sprinted away, dodging around a corner an instant before an energy bolt would have slammed into the back of his head.

      “Dear stars,” Nalini breathed. “Where is he now?”

      “Tristan? I don’t know. The prince’s men took off after him. Jorg demanded that Sergeant Namjoo commit all of his forces to finding Tristan, then rushed off to clean his bloody nose. I reminded Namjoo that guests are still arriving for the ball and that our security forces should focus on that event rather than worrying about wayward bodyguards.”

      “Wayward…” Nalini shook her head. Tristan had only been defending her honor—and her body. She shuddered to think of Jorg climbing into bed with her to act out his cruel desires. “I need to find him.”

      Samar raised his eyebrows. “You need to go to the ball and talk with—”

      “I don’t want to talk with that man or ever see him again.” She flung a hand to indicate Jorg, even though the display had turned off. “I can’t do this. I can’t marry him, not even for Father’s alliance.”

      “Well, you need to tell Father that. Before he makes the announcement. It’ll be that much harder to rescind afterward.”

      Nalini had been on the verge of sprinting out of her suite to hunt for Tristan, to help him hide or figure out a way to evade the prince’s bodyguards, but she paused. Samar was right. She had to go to the ball, because that was where her father would be. She had to tell him that she wouldn’t marry Jorg. Before it was too late.

      “You’re right. If we cancel the betrothal, then maybe Jorg will go away and forget about hunting down Tristan. Maybe he’ll go away this very night.”

      “I’m noting your supreme concern for your bodyguard. What exactly happened while you two were off alone together?”

      “He didn’t make fun of my shoes, and we talked about investment math.”

      “Well, no wonder you’re in love.”

      Nalini didn’t deny it as she ran for the door. She just hoped Tristan could take care of himself while she put a halt to this betrothal.
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      Tristan skulked in the shadows of a fire-extinguisher alcove near the smallest of the palace’s four ship bays. There were no fewer than twenty spacecraft resting on the landing pads inside. Plenty of ships he could sneak aboard and stow away on to escape the palace and Jorg’s bodyguards, who had been hunting him relentlessly for the last half hour.

      But Tristan’s feet remained rooted in the alcove. He kept thinking about Nalini and that she would be in danger at the ball. At the least, someone was passing himself off as one of her colleagues. Who knew what else was afoot? What if someone didn’t stop at kidnapping her and decided that shooting her was the only way to keep the sultan from forming an alliance with the Kingdom? He wished he knew if Chief Namjoo had taken his warning seriously.

      He leaned his head back against the wall, torn between hiding and trying to find a way back up to that ballroom to help her. The latter would likely get him killed. Worse, it might get him killed before he was able to stop Nalini from being targeted.

      Maybe the best thing to do would be to get away on a ship and comm Nalini with everything he knew. Chief Namjoo would be certain to listen to her. A part of him wanted to also send her notice of where he would be going, in some deluded hope that she would join him there.

      Though he remained conflicted, Tristan straightened his shirt and walked toward the ship bay doors. He tried to look normal, as if he were on an errand for Nalini or the sultan, instead of like a fleeing fugitive. With luck, all of the guests would already have gone up to the ball and sneaking onto a ship would be easy.

      But as he approached the doors, they opened, and a group of eight men and women in formal attire strode into the corridor.

      Tristan moved to the side to get out of their way, but he didn’t stop.

      Most of the group passed him by without a glance, but the last man stepped away from the others and put himself in Tristan’s path, raising a hand to stop him.

      “Yes?” Tristan asked, striving for a normal tone.

      “You’re Princess Nalini’s bodyguard, right?”

      Tristan almost blurted that the man had mistaken him for someone else, but he looked certain about the identification.

      “I am.” Tristan hoped this newcomer hadn’t heard the security announcement that must have gone out on all the palace channels by now, that he’d tried to kill the prince and was to be shot by anyone who spotted him…

      “Good. I have an offer I’m hoping you’ll be interested in.” The man waved him to the alcove Tristan had left.

      “An offer?” Confused, Tristan let himself be led into the nook.

      At first, all he could think about was his own problem, but some instinct told him to order his chip to record the exchange through his contact lens camera.

      “An offer,” the man said firmly, peering into Tristan’s eyes.

      He had bronze skin, short black hair, and forgettable features that could have come from any one of dozens of worlds. Tristan hadn’t traveled widely enough to use accents to guess a person’s origins, but he was somewhat comforted that the stranger didn’t sound like he came from the Kingdom.

      “Go ahead,” Tristan said when the man paused, glancing up and down the corridor.

      The rest of his party had disappeared without looking back.

      “The princess will not be harmed,” the man said.

      As Tristan realized this was about Nalini instead of him, he grew very intent, his muscles quivering like a dog on point.

      “You needn’t worry, but the prince…” The man gazed again into Tristan’s eyes, as if he might read his mind. “I saw your record. You fled from the Kingdom. Are you loyal to the prince?”

      Tristan snorted before he could catch himself. He shouldn’t have reacted or given anything away, but he thought of how he’d been so enraged that he’d contemplated killing Jorg less than an hour ago. He was glad he hadn’t, but he couldn’t help but feel that Nalini would be safer if he had.

      “I’ll take that for a no. Good. He’s not worth anyone’s loyalty, and neither is that manipulative, ambitious king. The whole Kingdom is…” The man shook his head. “What we do is for the good of the Miners’ Union. The good of the entire Twelve Systems.” His dark eyes took on a zealous look, and Tristan feared he would launch into some fevered tirade of righteousness.

      “What is it you want from me?”

      “Nothing. Just to look the other way when we make the grab.”

      “The grab for… the prince?”

      “We have no wish to harm Princess Nalini. She’ll be safe. You can help ensure that by getting her out of the ballroom when the ruckus starts.”

      This man had no idea that Tristan couldn’t go anywhere near the ballroom now.

      “Look the other way when we take the prince, and we’ll make it worth it for you.”

      “Are you working for Dubashi?”

      “You don’t need to know that. Just look the other way, and I’ll personally ensure that ten thousand Union dollars finds its way into your account.” The man’s eyes were unwavering and full of intense sincerity. “We saw you fight. We know you can make trouble for us. But Jorg isn’t worth your loyalty. Look the other way.”

      “For ten thousand dollars.”

      “Yes.” The man nodded and stepped out of the alcove. As he walked away, he gazed back over his shoulder and said, “Look the other way,” one more time. “And you’ll be rewarded. My word.”

      “You didn’t tell me your name.”

      “Azrak.”

      Was that a surname or a first name? Did it matter?

      The man disappeared from sight, and Tristan pressed his palms against the wall and stopped the recording on his camera. He could send it to Chief Namjoo. Or he could do nothing. Look the other way. He wouldn’t even have to do that because he couldn’t go up to the ballroom. If he stayed here in hiding and didn’t alert anyone, it was possible that the man’s plan would work, that he and whoever was with him would kidnap Jorg. Or even assassinate Jorg.

      That was what it had sounded like to Tristan, that they wanted the prince completely out of the way. If they kidnapped him and ransomed him, King Jager and Sultan Shayban might end up on the same side, working together to get him back. But if Jorg died here in Shayban’s Palace, and Jager believed the sultan had been inadvertently or intentionally responsible, their alliance might shatter before it was even fully formed.

      More importantly to Tristan, if Jorg were killed, he wouldn’t have to worry about him being a jerk to Nalini. She wouldn’t be able to marry him at all.

      Maybe she’d be available to choose whom she would marry. Was it crazy to think that in a world of free choice, she might choose him?

      “Yes,” he muttered, leaning his forehead against the wall. They barely knew each other, and he wouldn’t be able to look her in the eyes and ask for a date, knowing he’d stepped aside and let criminals assassinate Jorg.

      He groaned.

      Until Jorg reported back to his father about Tristan’s conduct and the king officially said he was no longer a knight, Tristan was a knight. He couldn’t stand aside and let someone assassinate the prince because it was convenient for his love life. He also couldn’t hide in a spaceship while terrorists rushed into the sultan’s ball with weapons, possibly hurting or killing other guests as they chased after Jorg, who would be well guarded by his men. Whatever happened, it was likely to be a bloodbath up there.

      He risked turning on his chip and sent a copy of the video to Dom. Maybe that would be sufficient. Dom would tell palace security and all of Jorg’s security about the threat, and Tristan wouldn’t have to do anything. He could stow away in a ship and get out of here with his life.

      But by now, Dom would have been warned about Tristan and would know that Jorg wanted him dead. What if Dom didn’t take Tristan’s warning seriously? Videos could be faked. What if Dom thought this was a ruse, some diversion tactic that Tristan had made up to keep the prince’s bodyguards busy?

      “That is unfortunately a possibility,” he mumbled, staring at the wall.

      Clenching his jaw with resolve, Tristan stepped out of the alcove again and headed for the lift to the main levels of the palace. He had to visit Nalini’s suite briefly, and then he had to go to the ball.

      He might be walking to his death, and the prince might give his men the order to shoot him before the threat ever showed up, but at least he wouldn’t die a coward. He would die as a knight, on his feet, facing his adversaries, and trying to protect people.
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* * *

      Nalini headed to the ballroom with Devi at her side, and a pair of discreet bodyguards that had been waiting in the corridor outside of her suite. Extra precautions on Chief Namjoo’s part, she assumed, recognizing the faces as men from security. But she eyed them warily, tempted to outpace them or try to evade them, because she’d recognized Sergeant Habib, too, and he’d betrayed her. How many other men in palace security might have been paid off to derail the alliance?

      Well, once she canceled the betrothal announcement, her life could get back to normal, and there would be little reason for people to target her. There would be no marriage and no alliance with the Kingdom, not unless her father wanted to marry off one of her sisters. But Nalini would strongly recommend against that. None of them deserved that asshole.

      As she exited the lift on the ballroom level, the soft refrains of the Frost Winter Saga emanated from the walls. She strode past a few groups of guests in the silk-draped corridors, white “snow” ribbons snaking around the decorative columns on the sides.

      Most of the people held drinks and chatted amiably. A few of them glanced curiously at her, but nobody tried to stop her. She didn’t know if it was because of her determined expression or the stern-faced guards striding along after her.

      Instead of entering the open double doors in a refined and stately manner, Nalini burst inside, almost tripping over the high-heeled ivory shoes she’d chosen, believing that sedate dances would be her most vigorous evening activities. They clacked as she strode along and pinched her toes, but she’d always liked the extra height they gave her. She’d wanted to be able to look Jorg straight in the eyes. She still did.

      Guests were already dancing as servants with trays of wine and raki meandered on the outskirts of the great ballroom. White glow-balls floated near the ceiling, and faux snowflakes fell, the holographic illusions dusting people’s shoulders and piling in drifts along the walls.

      Nalini looked toward the dais and her father’s throne-like chair atop it, the great seat appearing to be carved from ice, but he wasn’t in it yet. She huffed in annoyance. She’d hoped she would be able to go straight to him and tell him that she’d changed her mind. Even though she dreaded the disappointment that would be on his face, she prayed he would understand, that he wouldn’t disown her or, worse, make her feel that she was failing him and her people.

      As she searched the crowd, hoping to spot her father heading for the throne, she sent a message to Tristan—a second one. He hadn’t responded to the first, and she feared he’d turned his chip off so security would have a harder time locating him. It was either that, or he was unconscious—or dead.

      Tristan, wherever you are, I thank you for defending me earlier. I’m going to tell my father I can’t marry Jorg, and I’ll hope for the best. Please stay safe. I’m sure Jorg’s men are after you. If you can get off the station, do so. If you can’t, wait for me somewhere, and I’ll find a way to help you. A part of her wanted to say that she would go with him, but she had better wait until she saw the result of her upcoming demolitions. Let me know where you go if you manage to leave tonight. I… want to see you again.

      It seemed a weak thing to say, hinting at so much less than what she felt, but this wasn’t the place to carefully compose a more meaningful message. Besides, knowing his difficulty with reading, she would rather share her feelings in a video—or face to face.

      “Princess Nalini,” came Jorg’s cool voice from behind her. “I’m pleased that you arrived promptly.”

      She groaned to herself and turned to face him but only because he presumed to grip her elbow.

      The memory of his confrontation with Tristan and the words he’d snarled sprang to her mind, and a little surge of fear went through her. Rationally, she knew he wouldn’t do anything to her here, but irrationally, she imagined all the things he might want to do to her once they were alone.

      “Yes.” Right away, Nalini noticed his face was covered in makeup that he hadn’t worn before. It concealed the bruised skin that couldn’t have had time to heal, though some medical ministrations had brought down the swelling from what must have been numerous lumps. He’d appeared thoroughly battered on Samar’s video. “I’m looking for my father. I don’t suppose you’ve seen him?”

      She glanced toward the bodyguards behind Jorg. There were only two. What had happened to the other two? Were they hunting down Tristan right now? And what of the large crew on the ship he’d brought to the palace? Had he ordered his troops into the corridors to join the search? Was Chief Namjoo allowing that?

      “I have not,” Jorg said. “But I’d rather hoped you burst into the ballroom looking for me. Will you dance? I’m certain the guests will expect it from the soon-to-be-betrothed couple.” He smiled, once again that smile that didn’t reach his eyes, and looked her up and down. “You look pleasing in that dress. A far more sexy woman than the cold businesswoman I’d been led to expect.”

      Nalini wished she’d worn a suit that hid everything.

      “Thank you. Your face looks puffy. Are you feeling all right?” She smiled sweetly.

      He lifted his gaze—he’d been checking out her chest again—and squinted at her, but all he said was, “Let’s dance.”

      “Jorg.” She drew her arm back, extricating it from his grip. “I will dance with you—” only because everyone would consider it a heinous social faux pas if she didn’t, “—but I have to tell you something first.”

      Did she? Couldn’t she simply tell her father and then have his people tell Jorg’s people?

      Perhaps, but it seemed cowardly. Besides, her father wasn’t here yet. What if Jorg or some of his people took it upon themselves to announce the betrothal?

      “What?” His squint deepened.

      “I can’t marry you.” Nalini kept her tone as neutral and nonjudgmental as possible. “You’re not what I expected. It wouldn’t work out.”

      His brows flew upward. First shock and then rage flared in his dark eyes.

      Jorg lunged forward, reaching for her arm again. Nalini tried to spring back, but the ivory shoes thwarted her, and she almost stumbled again. His steel grip fastened on her arm painfully, and he pulled her toward him as he stepped forward. Their chests bumped, and his lips curled into a sneer.

      “You, some fourteenth spawn of a money-grubbing Union worker, are rejecting me? After I’ve spent weeks flying here and waiting for you to finish cavorting with that damn criminal?”

      “He’s a knight, someone who would have been loyal to you if you hadn’t—”

      His grip tightened until she gasped with pain, and he snarled, “He is nothing. He came from worse than nothing, and he’ll be dead before the night is over, if my men haven’t already caught up with him and shot him. If you’re rejecting me because of him, you’re a lot stupider than your bio says.”

      “Let go of me,” she growled, glancing over his shoulder to where Devi saw her predicament and ran toward them.

      But a cloaked and hooded figure stepped in from the side, reaching her first. A hand clamped onto Jorg’s wrist, twisting it hard. This time, Jorg gasped, and he released Nalini.

      She stepped back into the curve of a gentle arm that wrapped around her shoulders. At first, she tensed, not certain who the newcomer was, but she recognized the jawline visible inside the hood.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Nalini whispered, even though she wanted to fling her arms around Tristan and kiss him for coming.

      Jorg yanked his arm back so hard that, when Tristan released it, he almost tumbled onto his ass. Unfortunately, his two bodyguards surged forward and caught him.

      “Someone is going after Jorg,” Tristan said loudly enough for Jorg and his guards to hear.

      Unfortunately, it was also loudly enough for them to recognize his voice. Jorg’s eyes widened with fresh rage.

      “You!” he growled.

      “Me.” Tristan released Nalini and stepped away from her, his focus on the prince’s bodyguards. “You’re in danger, Your Highness. A group here wants to kidnap you—or worse—to—”

      The bodyguards sprang toward Tristan. He ducked and charged straight for Jorg, wrapping his arms around him and taking him to the floor. They grappled, but only for seconds before the guards hauled Tristan off, hurling him into the air.

      Tristan twisted as he flew away and landed in a crouch, pushing his cloak back and pulling out his pertundo. The wicked blade made the bodyguards pause before charging after him.

      “I’m not your enemy,” Tristan said, somewhat incongruously since he’d knocked Jorg down. “I came to warn you. I—”

      As Jorg scrambled to his feet, shouts came from the doorway.

      “Look out!”

      “Men with guns!”

      Weapons fired, the buzz of DEW-Tek rifles. Devi rushed toward the armed men streaming into the ballroom as guests flung themselves to the floor or stampeded for the back exits. A female guest took a crimson energy bolt in the chest and screamed. Other security guards appeared, racing toward the intruders.

      Nalini hadn’t brought any weapons—who went armed to a ball?—and could only back away from the insanity breaking out. She tried to stay behind Tristan, but he was busy fighting both of Jorg’s bodyguards.

      Jorg yanked a stunner from a holster inside his jacket. He glanced at Tristan but frowned and pointed it toward the men rushing into the ballroom. There were more than twenty. Devi plowed into one, taking him to the floor, but still more streamed into the room.

      A clank sounded off to Nalini’s side. She looked in time to see a canister rolling across the floor, but smoke spewed out of it, clouding the view.

      A man jostled Nalini as he ran past. She turned, trying to watch for threats from behind, worried she would be targeted again. Should she flee the ballroom? Or wait and try to help Tristan? What could she do without a weapon?

      More canisters plunked down all around her. Smoke gushed from them, forming a thick gray cloud over the ballroom floor. Acrid air stung her eyes.

      Chief Namjoo, she sent a quick message, copying her father in on it as she scooted toward a buffet table along the wall, hoping to stay out of the way. The security guards had clashed with the intruders, halting their flow into the room, but shots were still being fired, crimson beams slashing through the smoke in random directions. You probably already know, but there’s chaos in the ballroom. We need more men here. Tristan said Prince Jorg is the target, but—

      A male voice cried out in pain behind her. She paused, halfway to the table, or where she thought the table was. It was hard to see anything in the smoke. Had that been Tristan? It had sounded like him.

      Staying low, Nalini moved back toward the cry—toward Tristan. If he’d come to warn Jorg and that ass killed him…

      More weapons fired as the thuds and grunts of men fighting hand-to-hand punctuated the terrified shouts of the guests. Nalini knew she was nuts for not hiding under the table or getting the hell out of the room, but so many people were gunning for Tristan. She couldn’t leave him.

      She kicked something, and it skidded several feet along the floor. A stunner. She lunged and plucked it up.

      She felt better armed, though she still worried she was being a fool for not fleeing. Footsteps thundered past, the dark shapes of men charging through the smoke. An unfamiliar figure loomed up before her—a stranger with a rifle. He didn’t look at her. He was running for the door.

      Before she could think better of it, Nalini fired. The nimbus of the stunner caught him, and he tumbled to the floor, his rifle clattering away from him.

      Another armed man sprang out of the smoke and into her view, and she fired as he was bringing his rifle to bear on her. Just in case she was too late, she lunged to the side, fearing he would shoot before the stun effect took hold. But he seemed to recognize her and didn’t fire. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped to the floor.

      These men weren’t here for her, not this time. An orange energy bolt streaked over her head, and she flinched. They could still kill her by accident.

      “We’ve got him!” someone shouted from the corridor. “Clear out.”

      Who did they have? Jorg? Or were they yelling that they’d taken down Tristan?

      Nalini kept going in the direction she’d last seen him. Sweat slicked her palm, but she didn’t dare tuck away the stunner.

      It grew quiet in the ballroom save for a few groans of pain here and there. Most of the guests must have found an exit.

      Had Tristan run out in the smoke without her seeing? Maybe he’d charged after the kidnappers.

      She was on the verge of turning for the exit when she picked out a prone figure on the floor. Even before she could make out his face, she knew it was Tristan. Blood trickled from his ear, and he wasn’t moving.

      Fear clutched her heart as she lunged forward and dropped to her knees beside him. His eyes were closed. Had he been stunned? Surely not killed.

      She rested her hand on his back. “Tristan?”

      Nalini glanced around, hearing rustlings in the smoky room, the moan of an injured woman to her left.

      When he didn’t move, she shook his shoulder. “Please be all right. I didn’t get a chance to say… anything, damn it. Why didn’t you tell me you were running off to pick a fight with Jorg?” Her throat was tight with emotion, and the words came out rougher and more accusatory than she intended.

      She shifted her hand, fingers trembling, and reached toward his throat to check for a pulse. But dread froze them before they reached his skin. If he was all right, simply stunned, she vowed to kiss him later, no matter what his damnable honor said. If he wasn’t…

      His eyelids fluttered, and her soul soared.

      “Tristan.” She squeezed his shoulder. “Wake up. We have to get out of here.”

      He blinked a few times before his eyes focused. He might have been clubbed in the head rather than stunned. She wanted to take him back to her suite, to pull him into her bed, and cuddle with him until he felt better. Forget Jorg and whatever trouble had found him.

      “I know,” he rasped, wincing as he pushed himself up on one elbow.

      He pulled a compact electronic device out of his pocket, a flashing dot on the glowing display. Nalini was surprised to recognize it.

      “Is that the tracking device Devi wanted to use on you before we left on my trip?”

      “Yes. I stuck the pin in Jorg’s pocket when we grappled.”

      “That’s why you attacked him?”

      “This time, yes.”

      Nalini thought about telling him that she’d seen Samar’s video of the first time, and finding a way to more thoroughly express how much she appreciated that he’d defended her honor, but he was already pushing himself to his feet. He wobbled a little, one arm spreading for balance, then strode toward the exit. He gripped the tracker in his free hand.

      “He’s on the move,” Tristan said. “They’re probably taking him to a ship in one of the bays, but I can’t be sure. It sounded like they might kill him, not kidnap him. Don’t worry. I’ll find him. You should stay here.”

      Nalini gripped his arm as he headed out into the corridor—it was also smoky out there.

      “Wait, you should stay here too. You’re injured.”

      He shook his head, his jaw set, blood drying on the side of his neck, and he switched from a stride to a run. “I’ve got the tracker. I have to go. Tell your security people I can find him. I just wanted to let the terrorists get out of the ballroom since there were so many people.”

      Nalini picked up her pace, trying to keep up, but the ivory shoes restricted her movement. She snarled, tore them off, and sprinted after him barefoot. She couldn’t tell her security people where the prince was being taken until she knew herself.

      Tristan ran around one turn and then the next, then to a fire-ladder well instead of a lift farther down the corridor. As Nalini followed him, doing her best to keep up, she sent a message to Chief Namjoo.

      Chief—where did your people go? She hoped they were on the heels of the terrorists and would end up in the same place as Tristan. We’re following a tracking device that’s in the prince’s pocket.

      Princess Nalini! came the prompt reply. You must stay away from the intruders. Please, go to your suite.

      Uh, we may actually be headed that way. She’d expected Tristan to head down toward the ship bays instead of up, but he was climbing toward the levels of personal quarters.

      We are doing our best to capture the men who masqueraded as your colleagues before they escape to their ship.

      Masqueraded as her colleagues? She thought of the fierce armed men who’d invaded the ballroom and started shooting. None of them would have passed as businessmen. Was Namjoo after someone else?

      Tristan lunged out of the ladder well on one of the levels that held servants’ quarters. Why would Jorg have been dragged up here?

      Still a level below, Nalini lost sight of him. She pushed her legs to power up the rungs more quickly. There were numerous corridors up there, and if she lost track of which way he went, she wouldn’t be able to catch up. He might prefer that, for her to be safe and out of the way, but he was already injured. If there were as many men surrounding the prince as she feared, even he might not stand a chance. He wasn’t wearing combat armor or even a galaxy suit.

      Maybe she was foolish to believe she could help, but she had the stunner, and she wasn’t half bad at negotiating deals. Maybe she could reason with whoever was in charge.

      As she reached the level where he’d gotten out, a hand gripped her wrist, pulling her up the last few rungs and out into the corridor. Tristan. He’d waited.

      “I can’t help but notice that you’re following me instead of hiding.” He smiled quickly at her but soon focused on the tracker and the corridor it was leading him down.

      “I’ve seen you fight…” Nalini was breathing harder than he was and struggled to get the words out before he took off again. “The safest place to hide… is behind you.”

      “I doubt that’s true.” He waved for her to follow and ran down the corridor, but not so fast that she couldn’t keep up.

      “Also… Namjoo is after some… imposters pretending… to be my colleagues.” She gulped for air as they rushed past the closed doors of servants’ quarters. She hadn’t realized how long the palace corridors were. “He may not have any idea… about the people who really… have the prince.”

      “No, I think that’s who has him. But they may have split into two groups.”

      Tristan slowed down, alternately glancing at the doors and at his tracker.

      “He’s either in here,” he whispered, “or the guys who grabbed him found the tracker and stuck it in someone else’s pocket.”

      The idea seemed so plausible that Nalini sagged against the wall in defeat.

      “Just in case, tell your security people we’re here. At… Room 511-H. Do you know who lives here?”

      “No idea.”

      “Right. Can you open this?” He waved at a security pad on the wall—if the door had been unlocked it would have opened already.

      “Yes. I can access anything in the palace.”

      “Good. Maybe they won’t be expecting company.” Tristan glanced up, but there wasn’t a camera above the door, not like there was for entrances to the royal suites. “None of these cabins have back ways in, do they?”

      Nalini shook her head. “Sorry.”

      She knew of ventilation ducts but nothing large enough to crawl through.

      Tristan pulled something from his pocket. One of the smoke grenades that the intruders had been hurling into the ballroom. He must have snagged it from one of them.

      “If I run into a fight, go get help.” Tristan rested his thumb on the grenade tab. “Don’t come in. Don’t risk yourself for him.”

      “Why are you risking yourself for him?”

      “My sense of duty and honor requires it.”

      “That sounds inconvenient.”

      He smiled sadly. “Sometimes, it is.” He nodded for her to unlock the door and stood off to the side.

      She pressed her palm to the pad, staying off to the other side.

      As soon as the door opened, crimson DEW-Tek bolts whizzed out, hitting the corridor wall on the far side. Nalini scooted farther back and flung out an order to Namjoo to get his men up to 511-H. They had the right place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Tristan, well aware that he wasn’t wearing combat armor, threw his smoke grenade into the room toward the source of the gunfire. The energy bolts blasting through the doorway paused for a second. That was all he needed.

      With his pertundo in hand, he dove in, somersaulting across the floor and smashing into the legs of one of the shooters. He leaped up, slamming his blade into an armored shoulder as he took in the rest of the room with his peripheral vision. Smoke already hazed the air, but he could see outlines.

      A second armored gunman spun toward him. There were more unarmored men in the back, standing in front of a prone figure who must be Jorg—he was tied and gagged on a carpet next to a bed. Those men couldn’t fire at him without hitting their own guards, so Tristan focused on the closest two first.

      He slammed a side kick into the chest of the second man as he wrenched his pertundo deep into the shoulder of his original target. The guard screamed as the high-tech blade cut into flesh. Lightning sprang forth, shorting out the electrical components of his armor.

      Tristan ripped the man’s rifle out of his grip and threw it into the corridor.

      He glimpsed Nalini creeping through the doorway and hugging the wall, her stunner in hand. Nobody was looking at her, but Tristan roared as he retracted his blade, then swung and cracked it into the helmet of the man in front of him—he wanted to draw everybody’s attention toward him.

      Glasnax crunched. Tristan pulled his attack up short, so it wouldn’t cut through the man’s skull as well as his helmet, then kicked him toward the people in the back—they were spinning to target him with pistols. His injured foe flew several feet and landed in the middle of them, tripping on Jorg and falling to the floor.

      The second armored man, the one Tristan had kicked, recovered. He snarled a curse as he pointed his rifle. Tristan dropped to the floor a split second before energy bolts streaked over his head.

      Terrified that they would hit Nalini as she sneaked in, Tristan roared again and sprang up, charging the man.

      His foe shifted his rifle to target him again, but Tristan was too fast. He barreled into the armored man, grabbing him about the waist and hefting him into the air. Powerful fists slammed down into his back. Tristan barely felt the pain. He spun around twice, gaining momentum, and flung his foe into the wall hard enough to dent his armor.

      A stunner fired, and Tristan whirled and dropped low, afraid someone was targeting Nalini. But she was the one shooting. She stayed calm, unnoticed in the smoke, and picked off the men charging toward Tristan.

      He spotted someone with a bladed weapon—was that a sword?—standing over Jorg, poised to kill. Nalini couldn’t stun him from her position—there was furniture in the way. The man was a second from cleaving Jorg in half.

      Tristan hurled his pertundo like a throwing axe.

      The blade lodged in the man’s chest with a meaty thud before he could swing downward with the sword. Jorg curled up in a ball as much as his bonds would allow. The sword tumbled from his attacker’s fingers, thumping down onto the carpet. The man thumped down beside it, half-burying Jorg.

      Tristan peered around the smoky room for more threats. He’d knocked out the first armored man. The second was stirring. Tristan strode toward him, but the man glanced around the room, then sprinted for the exit.

      Nalini, still crouched by the wall, fired at him, but the stunner nimbus didn’t penetrate his armor. He disappeared into the corridor.

      Before Tristan could decide if he should race after him, Jorg groaned. He was wiggling out from under the dead man.

      Tristan walked over and hauled the corpse away.

      Jorg stared up at him, eyes huge. He appeared more furious than grateful, and Tristan was tempted to leave him gagged until Nalini’s security people arrived. But Jorg jerked up his tied wrists. Tristan retrieved his pertundo and carefully used the blade to cut off the bonds. Jorg pulled off his own gag. The first thing he did was swear—a great deal.

      Then he glared at Tristan and Nalini and said, “I detest this system and this station.”

      “It doesn’t look like they love you much either.” Nalini pointed at a man Tristan hadn’t noticed before. He was bound and gagged and half hidden behind the bed. “I think this is one of our butlers. This must be his room.”

      Tristan helped Jorg to his feet, then walked over to join her. The smoke had cleared enough that he had no trouble recognizing Dom.

      He was conscious and stared warily up at Tristan. Did he expect Tristan to attack him? Why would he? Unless…

      “How much did they offer you to look the other way?” Tristan asked quietly.

      Or had it been even more than that? Had Dom volunteered the use of his quarters for Jorg’s assassination?

      Dom winced and avoided his gaze. Tristan didn’t say anything else. He didn’t think he needed to. Jorg’s people could deal with the double-crossing agent.

      “Thanks for the help.” Tristan waved at Nalini’s stunner and smiled at her.

      “You’re welcome.”

      He was tempted to hug her, but Jorg was glowering in their direction, and footsteps thundered in the corridor.

      “That’s Namjoo and his men,” Nalini said.

      “Better late than never?” Tristan murmured.

      “Those who come late get to clean up the mess. That’s the rule.” She eyed the man who’d died to Tristan’s pertundo—and the blood staining the carpet under him.

      Tristan didn’t regret his choice since, whoever he was, he’d been about to murder Jorg, but he couldn’t help but wonder if he was on the right side. If being a knight and being loyal to King Jager—and his heirs—was truly what was best for the Twelve Systems. Maybe it didn’t matter now. Unless Jorg had a change of heart, Tristan would never be able to return to Odin or have the career of his dreams.

      He slumped against the wall, feeling too weary to worry about it further that night.
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* * *

      Nalini watched Tristan slumping against the wall, his eyes closed, and worried that he was injured. They had won, hadn’t they? Why didn’t he feel jubilant? Because Jorg was sitting on the bed, rubbing his wrists and glowering at them?

      To hell with that man.

      She set the stunner aside and slipped her arms around Tristan. He hesitated but then returned the hug, resting his face against her hair.

      As she’d expected, Chief Namjoo and several of his frazzled security officers rushed into the room. What she hadn’t expected was for her father to rush in right after them.

      Nalini knew she should pull back from Tristan, especially since she hadn’t had a chance to tell her father that she wouldn’t marry Jorg, but she didn’t. She was tired after the long day and the race through the palace, and she just wanted to lean against Tristan. And for him to keep resting his face on her head. She also didn’t want him to think she was embarrassed about her feelings for him and would hide them. Let the palace know.

      Tristan, noticing her father in the room, was the one to release her. He stepped away from the wall and clasped his hands behind his back to face him, like a man ready for punishment.

      No way. Jorg had already given him enough crap. Nalini would not allow Tristan to be punished here in the palace, not when he’d saved her life the week before and had now saved the life of an obnoxious, arrogant prince who hadn’t deserved to be saved. Jorg hadn’t said as much as thank you, and he didn’t speak as Namjoo led him away while his officers dragged out the unconscious men.

      “Father,” Nalini started as Samar slipped through the doorway, coming to stop behind their father. “I need you to know—”

      “My daughter.” Her father rushed forward and wrapped her in a hug. “Why did you risk yourself to chase those assassins? That was not your duty.”

      “I had to help Tristan.”

      “Help him? You are not some warrior woman.” Her father held her at arm’s length and looked down at her bare feet. “Warrior women wear shoes proper for chasing down villains.”

      “Or just shoes, period,” Samar said.

      “Tristan didn’t complain about my footwear,” Nalini said. “He never does.”

      “She probably was safer staying with him than remaining in the ballroom,” Samar said. “Did you see what happened to your throne? And the ice sculptures on the buffet tables? Of course, one doesn’t think much of it if something as temporary as an ice sculpture explodes. It’s more alarming when it happens to a throne.”

      Their father frowned over his shoulder at Samar, then focused on Tristan.

      Nalini braced herself, anticipating the worst. By now, her father had surely heard of Tristan’s altercation with Jorg in the security headquarters.

      But her father reached out a hand to him. “Tristan, yes. I must thank you, both for protecting my ambitious but recalcitrant daughter these past weeks and for stopping these madmen from assassinating a royal visitor in my own palace.”

      Nalini stared at him. Gratitude wasn’t what she had expected.

      Tristan looked down at her father’s extended hand, seeming as startled as she, before realizing it was an offer of a handclasp.

      “You’re welcome, Your Highness,” he said quietly, accepting the grip.

      “I understand you may be unwelcome in your own homeland now. I wish to offer you asylum, if it turns out you need it, and a permanent position of employment.” Her father waved toward Nalini. “I think a bodyguard was too lowly of a position for you. I am in need of a new assistant chief of security. The pay is good, and you would have men to command.”

      “Wait a minute.” Nalini lifted a finger. “I’d intended to offer him a position of employment working for me. I was even thinking of making him a partner. He’s very good at math and too smart to be some assistant to someone.”

      Tristan released her father’s grip and stepped closer to Nalini to whisper, “You think I’m smart?”

      “Of course.” She waved toward the tracker he’d discarded as he raced into the room. “Don’t you?”

      He genuinely seemed to consider that before answering. “I think I’m all right. But I’ve never had anyone else…” He gazed into her eyes, almost shyly, his brow a little furrowed as he bit his lip and shrugged.

      It was such a hopeful, vulnerable expression that it startled her. Minutes before, he’d been the fearless and deadly warrior, certainly not with any doubts about his prowess in that area, but did he truly not believe he was smart? Why not? Because he had a few scrambled circuits that made reading difficult? She vowed to regularly tell him he was intelligent so he would know and not forget. In the meantime, she wanted to kiss him and smooth his brow, but not with her father watching.

      Her father, to whom she still hadn’t told her decision about Jorg. Would he change his friendliness toward Tristan when she did? What if he blamed Tristan for her choice?

      Nalini faced him and took a deep breath to explain, but he was looking at Tristan.

      “A partnership?” Her father raised his eyebrows, turning back to her. “You’ve never taken on a partner. You’ve most vehemently assured everyone who suggested that such a person might be helpful that you didn’t need a partner.”

      “I didn’t think I did. Until the right person came along. If he’s willing, Tristan can protect me from villainous types while checking my math.”

      “I would love to check your math,” Tristan murmured. “Regularly.”

      “Huh.” Samar scratched his jaw. “I’d occasionally wondered what a romance might look like with Nalini. I should have known math would be involved. And late-night pillow talk about returns on investments.”

      That sounded delightful, having someone to bounce ideas off. Maybe not in bed, but certainly at the breakfast table, though she would insist on proper meals, not green sludge and lava cupcakes.

      “Romance?” Their father blinked and looked back and forth between her and Tristan.

      Nalini hid a grimace and took that bracing breath again, while shooting Samar a dirty look for being so blatant about what their father hadn’t figured out yet.

      “Father, I can’t marry Prince Jorg.” Nalini lifted her chin, mentally arranging a list of arguments why not.

      “No, certainly not,” her father said. “I already sent him notice that, upon closer examination, we find him a completely unacceptable candidate. And I also forwarded Samar’s video to his mother, Queen Iku. I have heard that she is a good woman, and I trust she will issue the appropriate words to educate the wayward boy on his deplorable attitude toward women. I fear he is more his father’s son than hers, as that seems to be the way nobles are raised there, but perhaps she has some sway. I do hope so. For the sake of his soul.”

      Nalini’s jaw sagged open. It took her a moment before she could gather words to look at Samar and whisper, “You showed him?”

      “Of course I showed him.” Samar sniffed. “You’re my only sister who doesn’t talk down to me and who recognizes that I am an ascended being on a transcendental journey through the arts and beyond. I couldn’t let you marry some Kingdom troglodyte whose crown has clearly cut off circulation to his brain. What a pompous shit.”

      “Do ascended beings usually use profanity?” Tristan murmured.

      Samar smiled and bowed.

      “I am not displeased that you pummeled him soundly,” her father told Tristan. “I only wish I’d been there and that I could have done it myself.” He leaned forward and patted Tristan on the shoulder. “Welcome to the family, my boy. You two, join me for breakfast in the morning, eh?”

      He headed for the door, waving for the rest of Namjoo’s security officers to leave with him. They were dragging out the butler now.

      Samar winked, waved, and followed them out.

      Nalini stared at the doorway for several long moments before it dawned on her that she was alone with Tristan and could be taking advantage of that.

      “That went… better than I expected,” he admitted—maybe he’d been too stunned to speak right away too.

      “Because my father didn’t order you beheaded for striking royalty?” As she recalled, that was on the books somewhere as a punishment. “Or because I told you how smart you are?”

      He faced her, clasped her hands, and smiled. His hair was disheveled from his various battles, a bruise was swelling on his cheek, and a ragged hole torn in his tunic revealed a bloody gouge in his chest. He’d never looked more handsome.

      “Both of those things are brilliant,” he said, gazing into her eyes, “but the latter is what really matters and makes me realize that you are an amazing woman.”

      “Because I recognize your intelligence?”

      “That is a very attractive quality.” His eyes crinkled with humor. “In the past, I’ve only had women admire my physical attributes.”

      “Well…” She leaned against his chest, realizing that she could kiss him now, without worrying about being dishonorable to some vague, distant man she didn’t know and a looming betrothal. “I might be interested in admiring those attributes too.”

      “Oh?” He lifted a hand to the side of her head, fingers slipping through her hair to knead her scalp. “Do I get to admire your physical attributes?”

      Tingles zipped along her nerves at his touch. How could anyone have ever thought that her noble Tristan was a criminal? Or anything but a hero?

      “You can admire anything of mine that you like. So long as you kiss me like you did on that barge.”

      “Gladly.”

      His warm lips came down to hers, and she started looking forward to all the things that would happen before the pillow talk.
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      There were cameras recording Jorg’s departure, and Nalini knew she should appear regal and stately as she and Tristan stood in the ship bay, watching the prince’s men file into their ship, but she couldn’t stop the goofy grin that kept slipping onto her face.

      The previous night had been magnificent. Several different times. Devi had been perplexed when she’d been informed, rather breathlessly, that she and Tristan were switching spots, and Devi would once again sleep in the butler’s room off the foyer, but Nalini would explain it to her later. She and Tristan had been too busy the night before. And that morning before breakfast. And in the shower after. His stamina, strength, and agility were as noteworthy as the legends about knights suggested.

      She grinned again, glanced at Tristan, and caught a goofy grin flirting with his lips too.

      It was unfortunate that they’d had to pause their getting-to-know-each-other-on-a-new-level time to see Jorg off, but her father had sent her a message, saying they should give the prince a polite farewell, even if he didn’t deserve it. She suspected her father, even if he was unwilling to marry any of his daughters to Jorg now, hoped the Kingdom wouldn’t declare their family outright enemies. It was bad enough that they would now have to deal with Prince Dubashi on their own.

      With that in mind, Nalini resisted the urge to lean against Tristan and grab some tantalizing part of his anatomy as a stone-faced Jorg walked toward his ship. His bodyguards were equally stone-faced. One was limping. Another had a fist-sized bruise on the side of his face.

      Nalini lost her urge to be flippant or petty, but she didn’t step away from Tristan. He was her ally now, as much as her lover, and she didn’t care who knew it.

      Jorg spoke a few curt words to her father, who stood along the carpet rolled out to the Kingdom ship, then nodded and walked past. His gaze barely skimmed Nalini and Tristan, and she thought he would ignore them altogether—fine with her—but he turned and walked toward them. No, toward Tristan. He didn’t look at Nalini.

      Tristan straightened, his back almost painfully rigid, and faced the prince.

      If there was any fairness in the universe—or Jorg’s heart—he would thank Tristan for saving his life. But Nalini doubted he would. A faint sneer rode his lips.

      “You are no longer welcome in System Lion or anywhere the Star Kingdom may end up controlling,” Jorg stated. “I’ve sent a message to my father that he will receive as soon as a courier ship goes through the gate, but be assured that I have the power to declare that you no longer work for the crown and are no longer a knight.”

      Tristan’s face was too masked, too composed, to give away his thoughts, but Nalini’s heart ached on his behalf. She hadn’t truly believed that Jorg would be a good enough man to reward Tristan for saving his life, but she’d hoped that Jorg would consider the extenuating circumstances and forgive Tristan—or at least treat him fairly.

      “So be it,” Tristan said quietly.

      Jorg pointed at the pertundo hanging on Tristan’s belt. “You will not retain the weapon of a knight. Give it to me.”

      Tristan closed his eyes, showing the first hint that this pained him as much as Nalini knew it must. She wanted to wrap her arms around him for support, but she knew that would be rubbing salt in Jorg’s wounds—even if his most grievous wound was to his pride—so she refrained.

      His face still a mask, Tristan lowered his hand, drew the weapon, and handed it hilt-first to Jorg.

      Jorg accepted it, his sneer never fading. Nalini expected him to leave then, that his business was done, but he spoke again.

      “You left before signing the paperwork regarding Sir Hanh’s estate,” Jorg said.

      “It hadn’t yet been prepared by the lawyers.”

      “It will be sent along. You will sign it.”

      Tristan’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he didn’t respond. Jorg’s eyes closed to slits in turn. He seemed to be waiting for agreement—expecting it. Nalini wanted to ask what this was about, but she kept her silence. The men weren’t looking at her. This was between the two of them.

      “No,” Tristan finally said.

      Jorg’s eyebrows flew up.

      “I’m sure your father can wiggle his fingers and nullify Sebastian’s dying wishes,” Tristan said, “but I’ll not make it easy for him. Or for you.”

      “It doesn’t matter whether you sign it or not,” Jorg said. “That land was never going to be yours and never will be.”

      “If it didn’t matter, you wouldn’t have brought it up. I suspect the Senate is frowning upon attempts to overrule something in a nobleman’s will.”

      “That land belongs to Sir Hanh’s son.”

      “If Sebastian thought he deserved it, he would have given it to him. Andreas is as much of an ass as you are.”

      “You dare speak that way to me, you common bastard.” Jorg threw his punch so quickly that it landed before Nalini registered the movement.

      But it landed in Tristan’s palm with a meaty smack. The strength of the blow didn’t make him budge. He merely gazed back at Jorg indifferently, holding the fist inches away from his face.

      Jorg jerked his hand back, and Tristan let him. He looked to his bodyguards standing behind him, as if he meant to order them to try to kill Tristan again. Nalini tensed. A dozen of Namjoo’s men were in the bay, and they also tensed, hands going to weapons.

      The bodyguards, men who’d been there when the would-be assassins tried to kill Jorg, looked at him, at each other, and then turned their backs and walked into the ship. They left Jorg alone in front of Tristan.

      Nalini hoped Jorg realized that Tristan could have left him to be killed the day before and that he had the strength to kill him right then if he wished. Probably not. Jorg was as obtuse as an asteroid, and with none of its redeeming ore gleaming under the surface.

      But he must have seen that he had nobody to back him up if he picked a fight. He turned away from Tristan and stalked into his ship. Only when he disappeared from sight did Nalini let out a relieved breath. At her side, Tristan slumped a little, more in weariness than defeat, she thought.

      Her father ordered everyone to leave so the bay could be depressurized and the ship could leave. Good riddance.

      Nalini clasped Tristan’s hand as they walked out. “I’m sorry you’re losing your dream of being a knight. I don’t know any other knights, but even without the title, I’m certain you’re a better man than most of them and deserve the position more than anyone.”

      “Thank you for that. They’re good men though. They all deserve it. I’ll be fine. I’m just…” His voice sounded tight, and he had to swallow before he could continue. “It was just a job.”

      No, it wasn’t, she thought sadly, but she didn’t say it aloud.

      “And I’ve already been offered another.” He smiled at her, though it was forced, his eyes sad.

      She wished she could make it better for him, give him his dream back. Had she been selfish not to marry Jorg and negotiate with him for Tristan’s future as a knight? Maybe, but she’d believed him when he said he didn’t want her to make that trade, didn’t want her to give up her happiness for his sake. Even knowing that, she was sad that she couldn’t have fixed things for him. All the money her family had, all the money she’d earned with her various real-estate projects, and she couldn’t change the Kingdom and their stupid uptight rules.

      But what about this land that it sounded like he’d inherited? If anyone could help him acquire land that was supposed to be his, it was she. Granted, she’d never done projects in the Kingdom, but she had acquaintances who had and who were influential in System Lion. She also knew good lawyers who specialized in property disputes.

      “Did someone leave you land?” she asked as they headed back to her suite. “Your mentor, was it? If it’s rightfully yours, and someone’s trying to take it from you, I may know people who could help and who wouldn’t mind taking on even a king.”

      Tristan was shaking his head before she finished. “No. I never wanted Sebastian’s land or anything from him. Just his mentorship and friendship. And he gave me that. I only regret that he died before I could tell him how much that meant to me. I know he knew, but…” He shrugged, then smiled at her. “I’m sorry. I’m not being very grateful for the positions you and your father offered me. I would appreciate either of them, and do my best to be a good worker, but I’d most enjoy working with you. The men and women in the security office thought I was weird when I was having the computer read aloud to me.”

      “I’m sure that would change if you became their boss. You’re not allowed to think your boss is weird.”

      “Are you sure? Because it isn’t that way in the Kingdom. You can’t call nobles weird, but you can definitely think they are. Though I think the preferred term is eccentric.”

      “Well, you can be eccentric in the security office if you want, but I would definitely prefer it if you work with me.”

      “Good. I’d like that too. But I’m happy to be an employee, not a partner. I don’t want a cut of anything you’ve worked so hard for.”

      “That’s too bad.” They’d reached her suite, but she didn’t palm open the lock, instead pressing her hands against his chest. “Because I want you to be my equal, not my employee. You saved my life and helped me make one of my dreams come true. I want you to have everything I can give you.”

      “Everything?” He wriggled his eyebrows and slid his arms around her back, one hand drifting down to cup her butt and pull her close.

      “Everything.” She grinned, molding her body to his for a kiss. They didn’t make it into her suite for quite some time.
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      Thanks for picking up Knight Protector! I hope you enjoyed getting to know Tristan and Nalini.

      This novel has a bit of a story to it. Earlier this year, I was finishing up my Chains of Honor fantasy series, where it is established that mages usually have bodyguards to protect them while they’re distracted casting their magic. A couple of my friends mentioned that they loved bodyguard romances and that I should clearly write one. I don’t generally take requests, but these ladies beta read almost all of my stuff, so if I can throw a bodyguard romance their way, I happily will.

      But by that time, I’d shifted into science-fiction-writing mode and was working on Shockwave, Book 1 in my main Star Kingdom series. I had no plans for magic or mages in that universe. But I did have these old-school knights from the Kingdom, and I’d established early on that they sometimes went on spy missions. I thought… what if one of them became a bodyguard? At least for a while. And even though I didn’t have any wizards, maybe I could do another old favorite, the princess. What would Star Wars be without Princess Leia?

      I also had this vague “Miners’ Union” that had been mentioned numerous times in the main series (I was up to Book 4 when I took a break to write this) but that I hadn’t fleshed out yet. One of the coolest ways to “world build” as an author is to set a story in an area you want to explore and build things as you go. If you write an adventure, you’re a lot more likely to remember the details than if you just scribble some notes in your story bible.

      So, I had a princess, I had a knight/bodyguard, and I had a palace in an asteroid in the Miners’ Union. I was ready to go!

      But what kind of princess and bodyguard would I write? If you’ve read much of my work, you know I can never write the traditional character type without adding a few quirks.

      I’m not sure why, but I knew early on that Tristan was dyslexic and had a few self-confidence issues around that. I find the hunky studs a little boring to write about without some defining traits that inconvenience them. And for Nalini, she had to be someone who could conceivably need a bodyguard (so the warrior-woman type was out), but I wanted her to be strong in her own way and definitely competent in her area of expertise. She’s a little inspired by a friend who was a middle child in a huge family and became a commercial real-estate developer and built up her own business and thrived in what was a man’s world when she was getting started (and probably still is a man’s world!).

      So, that’s where the characters and the story idea came from.

      You may be wondering if Tristan ever gets that land in the Kingdom or if he’s ever welcomed back into the knighthood. Well, I’m absolutely horrible at letting characters go once they introduce themselves to me and appear in a story, so my plan is for him (and Nalini) to pop up in the main series, where they may be a part of fixing just a few issues in the Kingdom. Let’s face it: the Kingdom needs some help.

      That’s it from me for now. I better sign off so I can start working on Book 5 in the main series.

      Oh, and if you enjoyed Knight Protector and would like to see more stand-alone science-fiction romances set in this universe (FYI, I have more knights and more princesses around…), come on by Twitter or Facebook or Instagram to let me know.

      If you have time, you can also leave a review—this encourages more people to check out the books and lets me know these smaller projects are appreciated. Thank you!
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