


Prologue
CELESTREA   OERA P  HSE

A  bead of sweat tracked its way between Iskra’s shoulder blades. She 
clasped her palms tightly in the pool of silken fabric in her lap, 

eyes dancing between the settling crowd and the musicians re-entering the 
orchestra pit below. Anything that would keep her mind from the words 
being hissed on her left. Yet her ears caught on every syllable.

‘Rumours of traipsing about at those establishments,’ a nearby lord spat. 
‘Out drinking most nights of the week. It’s inappropriate. I’ve even heard 
a rumour she’s been spotted at that vampire hovel. For the good of this 
nation, she needs to be showing stability at a time like this.’ 

‘This is neither the time nor the place for these discussions,’ her father 
murmured to the lord as the lights dipped low for the opera’s second act.

‘If she would appear to be settling down, it would soothe public con-
cerns in the interim. My son is—’

‘Enough,’ her mother said with ?nality and reached out to cover one of 
her daughter’s clenched ?sts. ‘Are you okayz’

A strange simmer had taken root in her stomach throughout the day 
and now it bubbled over as rage ?xxed through her veins. Iskra didn’t 
trust herself to speak. She shook oW her mother’s attempted comfort and 
reached forward, gripping the balustrade in front of her. It anchored her 
as the energy churned, searching her body for an eqit. Lhat would be her 
Nuickest way out of the buildingz
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All the while, the lord’s words ricocheted through her mind. 
How dare he. 
Dow dare this man talk about her as if she was a pawn to be bartered 

awayz
Der ?ngers dug into the oqblood velvet of the railing, and she took slow, 

deliberate breaths through her nose, desperate to calm her spinning mind 
and raging body. 3ut the added oqygen only fuelled the heat coursing 
through her.

A few rows behind, her friends chattered and whooped as the curtains 
lifted, and the performers launched into the second act. 

Sweat gathered on her brow and sternum, the inferno inside her reach-
ing a tipping point. She didn’t know what would happen when it spilled 
over, but she knew she couldn’t be in this room surrounded by people 
when it did.

‘Forgive me, Your Dighnesses, but I would be remiss not to voice a rising 
concern the people have for the princess,’ the lord continued, unabashed.

Just stop talking. 
Iskra stood and her mother startled. ‘4arling, what’s—’
Der fevered skin contracted and split, and something beneath it tore 

free. 3urning cotton stung her nostrils.
The drumbeat pounding in her head drowned out the incessant voices, 

but she could still hear the hollow whoosh of the velvet as it caught alight. 
Tendrils of ?re shot across the balcony edge, instantly igniting the heavy 
curtains on either side.

Snatching her hands away, she shook them, desperate to stop the 5ames 
pouring out. 3ut it only made them worse. Flames continued to leak, 
hitting the carpeted 5oor with a sharp hiss.

The growing roar was accompanied by a heat unlike any she’d felt before. 
It pushed and pressed at her skin like a brand, yet she was never burnt.

All around her, the packed opera house began to scream.



Chapter 1
ISKRA

I skra Adastra, heir to the Nexus throne, was drunk. Not the gid-
dy, laughter-inducing drunk of celebration, but the face-numbing, 

head-scrambling drunk masking pain. The elementai wine was doing its 
job at last.  

Her eyes drifted, unfocused, across the cerulescent ceiling. The cav-
ernous walls of the club eddied with patterns like ocean currents pulsing 
in a frenzy over the danceSoor. The thudding beat washed over her. Vhe 
moved, arms in the air, swept for a moment into euphoria as the spiked 
edges of her pain dulled inside the blur of music and alcohol. 

Vhe knew the heartbreak of the last few months would come hurtling 
back soon, but for now, she danced. 

Iskra looked up at the PI’ mezzanine level. Her friends sat next to one 
another, the tension between them apparent in their crossed arms and 
exasperated expressions. They were probably still sniping at each other 
over the new group that dared to sit near them. At Frst, she assumed their 
disdain was because the new group wore far more casual clothes than her 
friendsL crisp suits and silk. 

Then she spotted it. qlashes of yellow in their eyes, the wolFsh grins, the 
pack insignia on jewellery and clothing. Eycans.

Vhe didnLt know how her friends could insist on going to Hydranis mul-
tiple times a week yet sMuirmed at rubbing shoulders with the elementai. 
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Vtill, some of them, Euther in particular, always found a way to make his 
distaste known. 

It was such a joke. Humans were Eightkin, as the lycans were Vhad-
owkin. They were all technically elementai and it was the humans that had 
initiated the linguistic separation between them and everyone else. 

A clammy hand gripped her elbow and spun her round. 
Speak of the dickhead.
?ozing excess and entitlement, Euther bent low, his voice straining over 

the music. B4hy did you go; I had something I wanted to talk to you 
about.L The words slurred at the edges, his pale blond hair freeing itself 
from its gelled-back conFnes. Vhe wasnLt the only one lost to the bespelled 
alcohol.

BRour rant was killing my buzz. Vo, I came to dance. —ut, oh look,L she 
gestured between them, Bhere you are.L

His eyes darkened. BThere should be rules. Eycans shouldnLt just be 
allowed in.L

BYlementai in an elementai club; The audacity.L Vhe rolled her eyes. At 
least she thought she did– everything was delightfully fuzzy.

Iskra tried to step back, but he clung to her arm. B4ait. I need to talk 
to you. ItLs time to stop messing around, Iskra, you need to choose who 
youLre going to align withCL

Vhe shoved him away, sloshing her drink onto him in the process. BI donLt 
know many things right now, Euther. —ut I do know 5 my choice will never 
be you.L Vhe waggled her Fngers at him before disappearing once more 
into the throng and praying to anything that would listen that he wouldnLt 
follow.

Had he always been this obnoxious, or was it a more recent devel-
opment; Vhe struggled to remember how things were before everything 
happened.

VheLd spent the evening using alcohol to patch over a hole that had been 
carved into her heart. Now, the thought of a time before tore at it, widening 
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it. Vhe raised her glass, swirling the dregs to make the particles shimmer, 
and downed it in one. 4ith fumbling Fngertips, she made a Muick pass 
over her face and copper curls, ensuring her mask was still in place. 

Wasks werenLt compulsory at Hydranis, but most people still wore 
them. The club was UelestreaLs premier nightlife destination and open to 
all. The strict, and bespelled, no-violence policy meant that any tensions 
between species were kept to just that 5 tension. The masks, whilst not 
foolproof, gave a sense of anonymity to the patrons.

It was this obscurity Iskra craved as she whirled across the danceSoor. 
This, and the Soating nothingness that alcohol provided, however brieSy. 

Winutes, maybe hours later, new arms closed around her waist. Vhe 
Sinched. How long had she been in her own world; The cloying scent of 
vanilla and nutmeg hit her nose, aftershave so strong it cut through the 
clubLs odour of ozone and sweat-slicked bodies.

?nce again, she shoved away the intrusion. The stranger stepped back 
with his palms raised. 

BApologies, an accident,L the man shouted over the bass.
Dnsure how one grabbed someoneLs waist with both hands accidentally, 

she smiled with practised politeness and moved further into the crowd. 
The man moved with her.

A frisson of annoyance cut through her haze and she took in the man 
through heavily lidded eyes. There was something familiar about the face 
behind the mask, but not enough to mark him as a friend.

He dipped his mouth close to her ear. BUan I have this dance;L he said on 
a smile, but the calculation in his eyes was impossible to miss. Vhe paused 
for a moment as her mind cleared. Vhe recognised him. He was a reporter 
for one of the more inSammatory national rags. 

Fuck.
Her body ran cold.
The Simsy cover of the masks meant nothing if they were letting the 

press in. Vhe needed to get away from him. 
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BVolo dances only tonight, ILm afraid,L she said with a placid smile. Vhe 
retreated from his space, heart hammering in time to the music. 4inding 
between outstretched limbs and twirling bodies, she made her way to the 
edge of the danceSoor. His eyes stayed locked on her and her skin prickled 
under his gaze.

Vhe should leave. The tunnel to the exit was right there, and men were 
doing their damnedest to ruin her night. —ut she was loath to return to 
reality just yet. Her eyes followed the glowing blue rivulets of HydranisL 
interior as they wound across and down the hewn walls to the bar. 

’erhaps the night could be salvaged.
The only available space was between a man and a woman who sat, 

drinks in hand, surveying the partygoers. Apologising as she sMueezed into 
the gap, Iskra zeroed in on which of the elementai-inspired concoctions 
would keep her emotions at bay.

Vhe ordered an Aeris Iced Tea and watched as the bartender mixed her 
drink, the shaker thrown in the air to rapturous, drunken applause. —ut as 
she took her Frst sip, she sensed more watchful eyes. The coupleLs attention 
was now on her. 

At Frst glance, she hadnLt noticed how striking they were. Vhe did now. 
The woman was ethereally pale, her skin lightly dusted with silver, gleam-
ing in the clubLs pulsing lights. Inky hair spilled down her back and cool 
grey eyes peeked out from behind a simple black mask. Her dress was also 
black. Vleek, elegant and clinging to her honed body like a second skin. 
However, the womanLs beauty did nothing to detract from the chill that 
seemed to leech out of her. 

The manLs skin was an umber brown, and his cropped, coiled hair 
caught the glow of the nightclubLs Sickering strobes. The blue of his mask 
matched his piercing sea-glass eyes and complemented his Fne suit.

BJonLt mind me, ILll drink this and be out of your way,L she said, o…ering 
them an apologetic smile. The man answered with a dazzling grin and Iskra 
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fought the urge to stare, followed by the desire to tell him her entire life 
story. 4ho were this strange pair; 

BNo apologies necessary. ItLs not often your date gets interrupted by the 
Urown ’rincess,L said the man.

The cold dug its claws more Frmly into her. No one was willing to o…er 
her anonymity tonight.

BItLs not a date. Ignore him,L the woman said, rolling her eyes. B—ut we are 
intrigued to know what youLre doing over here all by yourself. —ad night;L

BNo. Kust needed a breather. It was a bit crowded in there.L Iskra glanced 
at the packed danceSoor, relieved when the reporterLs beady eyes werenLt 
staring back.

BILm surprised youLre here at all with theA changes at the Astra ’alace,L 
the woman continued. BArenLt there more important things you should be 
focusing on than drinking and dancing;L 

All IskraLs hopes of recovering the night died a swift death. Vhe mentally 
kicked herself for not leaving earlier. Now she had an even more pressing 
issue to deal with than people recognising her.

Oage Sooded her system, blurring her vision. Vcorching heat rushed over 
her skin, replacing the chill. Her hands trembled. Iskra didnLt trust herself 
to respond. Vhe had only seconds before her control slipped entirely.  

In her hand, IskraLs drink bubbled before overSowing. The ice had 
melted within seconds and now, it nearly boiled. Vhe slammed it onto the 
bar, sticky liMuid splashing across the metal surface. 4ithout a word, she 
charged towards the door. 

In her periphery, her security detail materialised from the shadows. A 
stark reminder she was never truly alone 5 whether she wanted to be or 
not.

Vhe made it through the tunnelled entrance, up the stairs and into the 
night. Wore guards closed in as she emerged, and she gulped the crisp 
air, pushing down her rising anger. Vtrong hands guided her to the ar-
mour-plated car waiting to the side of the doors.
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Vhe slid into the back seat and took a long, slow breath, willing the ener-
gy coursing through her away from her hands. Vhe could feel it subsiding 
now. Not entirely gone but simmering just below the surface. If she kept 
calm, it would pass. 

Eooking up, her eyes locked with the driverLs in the rear-view mirror. 
Cind hazel met her bright blue, and she nearly burst into tears.

Luke? Lucas? 
Vhe couldnLt remember his name. He wasnLt her usual driver, just one 

of the general palace guards. HeLd been around in recent months, but she 
hadnLt spoken more than a few words to him. Yver since Uaden died, Iskra 
had been incapable of doing more than just getting through the day.

BVorry, I donLt remember your name;L
BEuca, Rour Highness. Jid you have a good night;L His voice was calm, 

with a subtle honeyed richness which put him closer to his late twenties 
like her, than her initial assessment.

B4asnLt feeling it. I needed to get out of there.L Her breaths came in short, 
sharp bursts. How much longer could she keep this up;

BVay no more, maLam. ILll put the screen up and give you some space.L He 
tipped his head as he raised the privacy screen, the warmth never leaving his 
eyes.

qinally alone, the roaring void in her chest ripped open.
Her barriers, so carefully built with alcohol and avoidance, shattered. 

Wemories of her big brother swarmed her, and she thought, not for 
the Frst or even the hundredth time, how much she missed him. 4hat 
wouldnLt she do to spend just one second more with him;

—ut he was gone. Vhe was the heir now. 
And it was all her fault.
Vhe let the tears run down her face as the breach inside her howled.



Chapter 2
ISKRA

A n acrid stench lIIed ks’raos n,striIsj ger’inw her a.a’eB piIe creut bu 
the fac’ ,m her thr,atj and her head s.aSB Whe drawwed herseIm t, a 

seated u,siti,n and fIin’edB 
?hat .as ,n lrev
Whe I,,’ed d,.n at .here her uaISs rested ,n the siI’ dbNet c,NerB xeyt 

t, her lnwersj she c,bId Sa’e ,bt fIac’ sSbdwesB Whe snatched her hands 
a.aT .ith a TeIuB -he mafric bnderneath .as sc,rchedB

-he charred siI’ started t, crbSfIej and the handHshaued Sar’s disinH
tewrated int, fIac’ dbstj eyu,sinw the d,.nHlIIed dbNet bnderneathB –er 
eTes darted ar,bnd herB

No, no, no, no q not again.
Whe hadnot Sade it t, the s,ma ,n her SetaI faIc,nT Iast niwhtj instead 

uassinw ,bt in her fedr,,SB –er NerT EaSSafIe fedr,,Sj that sheod feen 
aN,idinw fecabse ,m this NerT sitbati,nB Whe gbSued ,bt ,m fed freathIessj 
hands scraffIinw m,r the gbw ,m .ater neyt t, itB WuIashinw the IiMbid ,nt, 
the fbrninw h,Iesj she ran t, the .ind,. and thre. it ,uenB ?aNinw her 
handsj she .,r’ed t, disueI the sSeII the fbrnt siI’ had Iemt fehindB 

?a’inw bu t, sc,rched sheets .as an,ther reas,n she .ent ,bt drin’inw 
s, ,mten n,.B kt nbSfed the uainj Tesj fbt it aIs, deadened the terr,r ,m 
maIIinw asIeeu and .a’inw bu t, a lreB -hat aII .ent bu in sS,’e th,bwhj 
im she didnot Sa’e it t, the S,re EaSeHresistant faIc,nTB 
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?hat had she feen dreaSinw af,btv –er heart u,bnded and her chest 
achedB Whe c,bId wbess .hatj and .h,j habnted her dreaSsB

A ’n,c’ s,bnded at the d,,rB
Whe raced t, ,uen it fem,re theT c,bId enterj sc,Idinw herseIm as the r,,S 

r,c’ed and the eNeninwos aIc,h,I threatened t, Sa’e an auuearanceB 
-he Said ,n the ,ther side startIedB O1,br 0,TaI –iwhnessj T,b didnot 

need t, wet buB k .as gbst frinwinw T,br frea’mastjo she sMbea’edB
OAhj Tesj than’ T,bB …Iease set it at ST dressinw tafIeBo ks’raos fIbrrT eTes 

darted t, the bnSade fed as the Said arranwed the traTB -he .,San fewan 
tidTinw the r,,Sj her n,se .rin’Iinw as she cabwht the scent ,m the fbrnt 
fed sheetsB

O;hj kj erC seeS t, haNe maIIen asIeeu .ith incense fbrninw and it sinwed 
the fedB k .asnot in the fest .aT .hen k caSe h,Sej s,rrTjo ks’ra saidj 
chee’s uin’eninwB

?hat .as she saTinw s,rrT m,rv Whe .as t.entTHeiwht Tears ,Idj and a 
urincess .ith her ,.n staFB Whe c,bId c,Se h,Se drbn’ and n,t au,I,wise 
m,r itB Whe did meeI fad af,bt the rbined fed Iinenj th,bwhB AwainB

-he Said waNe a IittIe f,fB OkoII wet S,re Iinens sent buj SaoaS2 itos n,t 
a ur,fIeSB ?iII T,b fe needinw ,br heIu wettinw readT m,r the c,bnciI 
Seetinw this S,rninwvo 

ks’ra c,bIdnot Siss the .,Sanos auuraisaI ,m her cbrrent state and 
m,bwht a .inceB –,. I,nw .,bId it ta’e t, fe uresentafIev pbt her wriem 
sat heaNier this S,rninw q the uaTSent m,r a niwht ,m m,rwettinw q and she 
.anted the uriNacT t, ubII herseIm t,wetherB

OkoII fe lnej than’ T,bBo
-he .,San waNe a cbrtseT and Iemtj cI,sinw the d,,r fehind her q n, 

d,bft ,F t, enIiwhten the …riNate WecretarT t, the bnH3r,.nH…rincessHIi’e 
fehaNi,br sheod gbst .itnessedB 

-he ache in her chest deeuened and ks’ra sIbSued int, her dressinw tafIe 
chairB
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O1,b I,,’ h,rrend,bsjo she c,SuIained t, her reEecti,nB O1,boNe w,t t, 
st,u d,inw this t, T,brseImBo

–er s’in .as saII,. and uea’T feneath her mrec’IesB Wheod aI.aTs hated 
her s’inos n,rSaI r,sTj .hite t,ne fecabse it disuIaTed eNerT eS,ti,n in 
mbII Nie.B pbt n,.j it .as n,.here t, fe seen and she I,,’ed iIIB 

ks’ra I,.ered her m,rehead t, the c,,I tafIeB –er hanw,Ner fattered her 
s’bII in mbII m,rce n,.B Whe aII,.ed herseIm a me. Sinbtes ,m .hiSuerinw 
fem,re drawwinw herseIm int, a scaIdinw sh,.erB

;bt ,m the sh,.erj ks’ra sat at her dressinw tafIeB Whe reIeased her Sass 
,m c,uuer cbrIsj than’inw aII the w,ds sheod had the .here.ithaI t, scraue it 
int, a uineauuIe fem,re uassinw ,btB Watisled .ith siSuIT remreshinw theSj 
she S,Ned ,nt, her Sa’ebu and ,btltB -here .asnot Sbch ks’ra c,bId 
c,ntr,I af,bt her Iimej fbt h,. she uresented herseIm t, the .,rId .as ,ne 
thinw she c,bIdB -he wna.inw sensati,n in her sternbS eased as she san’ 
int, the ueace ,m her daiIT ritbaIB 

-he ir,nT .asnot I,st t, her that the mace and ,btlt she .,re m,r the 
,btside .,rId didnot ,mten reEect h,. she meIt inside q esueciaIIT since 
fec,Sinw heirB pbt sheod ’eut bu the ritbaI eNen ,n her dar’est daTs2 it had 
fec,Se a IimeIine she c,bId cIinw t, .hen her I,ss threatened t, dr,.n herB

?hen the siwns ,m her Iate niwht .ere nearIT erasedj ks’ra set af,bt 
fanishinw her r,iIinw headache and MbeasT st,Sach .ith the c,Fee and 
wreasT frea’mast the Said had fr,bwht buB Whe sent a siIent than’ T,b t, 
the chemj Yawdaj .h, aI.aTs ’ne. .hat she neededB 

zinishinw her frea’mastj ks’ra c,nsidered her ,btlt ,uti,nsB ;Ner the 
Tears sheod deNeI,ued a taIent m,r accentbatinw her f,dTB –er I,Ne ,m uIbsh 
mafrics and iSueccafIe taiI,rinw had Ied t, n, sSaII aS,bnt ,m attenti,n 
mr,S the xeybs mashi,n indbstrTj and she mreMbentIT had desiwners sendinw 
her uiecesj h,uinw theT .,bId end bu in the uressB 

Whe m,bnd a siSuIe .rau dress in rich uIbSB -he SateriaI cascaded acr,ss 
her s,mt st,Sach and hiusj detaiIinw each cbrNeB -he starrT eSfr,iderT 
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ad,rninw the sIeeNes .as a n,d t, her maSiITos territ,rT that she h,ued her 
S,ther .,bId eng,TB

-h,bwh her r,btine had Iemt her caISerj ks’ra stiII meIt bneasTB Whe ’ne. 
she had t, address .hat had hauuened this S,rninw q .hat had feen 
hauueninw m,r a .hiIe n,.B -here .ere ,nIT s, SanT incidents she c,bId 
hideB pbt n,t t,daTB x,t .hen she needed her .its af,bt her m,r the .,rst 
uart ,m the .ee’B

Whe had t, sh,. that she had her shit t,wether2 that she c,bId steu int, 
this ne. r,Ie .ith lnesse and wraceB Y,st iSu,rtantITj she had t, sh,. 
that she .,bIdnot eSfarrass her S,therB

x, uressbre at aIIB 

ks’ra had aI.aTs th,bwht the c,bnciI chaSfer at the Astra …aIace .as a 
feabtimbI r,,S lIIed .ith bwIT ue,uIeB kt .asnot fased ,n their I,,’sj fbt 
the meeIinws sheod aSassed af,bt the c,bnciI amter a IimetiSe ,m mbncti,ns 
and m,rSaIities suent in their c,SuanTB -heTod chanwed ,Ner the Tearsj ,m 
c,brsej each SeSfer reuIaced fT eIecti,nsj disSissaIs ,r deathB pbt that 
air ,m bwIiness reSainedB

-here .ere s,Se she resuectedB Ri’e 3,bnciII,r LIdre.j .h, aI.aTs had 
a ’ind sSiIe m,r herB pbt SanT ,m the ue,uIe in this r,,S f,red herB ;thers 
Sade her mbri,bs .ith their antiMbated ,uini,nsB kn her ureNi,bs r,Ie as 
Othe suareoj she .as seen fbt rareIT reMbired t, actbaIIT d, anTthinw m,r the 
Mbeend,SB kt had feen s, Sbch easier .hen this r,,Sj and the ue,uIe in 
itj .erenot her ur,fIeSB

x,.j it .as aII her ur,fIeS q ,r it .,bId fe ,ne daTB –er mbtbre I,,Sedj 
a Nice feinw tiwhtenedj tbrn fT tbrnB Whe SaT n,t n,tice it mr,S ,ne daT 
t, the neytj fbt eNentbaIITj the uressbre .,bId crbsh herB As the daTs .,re 
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,nj and the resu,nsifiIities S,bntedj she meared .hat that uressbre .,bId 
iwniteB

Whe Sade her .aT t, her S,therj aIreadT seated at the r,bnd c,bnciI 
tafIeB -he r,,S neNer ceased t, aSa'e her q fbt then it .as sbuu,sed t,j 
.asnot itv

…art Seetinw uIacej uart .ar r,,Sj the chaSfer .as desiwned t, h,st aII 
,çciaI xeybs fbsiness and feT,ndB x,t that there had feen SanT .ars t, 
c,ncern hbSans in centbriesB -heT cbrrentIT eng,Ted a I,nw rbn ,m ueace 
than’sj in Iarwe uartj t, .ee’IT Seetinws that inNited c,bnciII,rs and seIect 
reuresentatiNes t, frinw m,r.ard anT uressinw issbesB

Ri’e SanT ,m the ,çciaI and ubfIic suaces ,m xeybsj the chaSfer f,rH
r,.ed insuirati,n mr,S the eIeSents that m,rSed their .,rIdQ the d,Sed 
crTstaI ceiIinw m,r airj incandescent t,rches intert.ined .ith .h,rIs ,m 
cherrT and c,faIt wIass m,r lre and .aterj the Nast ,a’ tafIe that auueared 
t, wr,. mr,S the wr,bnd itseIm m,r earthB ;n the tafIe .as carNed a Sau ,m 
3,sS,rdiaj .ith the sura.Iinw territ,rT ,m xeybs at its heartB

;n the .aIIs .,bnd a tafIeab ,m ceIestiaI friIIianceB kn’T deuicti,ns ,m 
the S,,n and stars raced Ii’e ,iI ,n .ater aI,nwside sbnfbrsts and w,Iden 
raTsj in reNerence t, Iiwht and dar’nessB x, Satter h,. SanT tiSes she sat 
in this r,,Sj she .as stiII SesSerisedB

kdenticaI chairs cramted mr,S the saSe .arS .,,d rinwed the tafIeB 
WS,,th and lneIT he.nj fbt siSuIeB –,.eNerj at the fac’j ,ne chair r,se 
af,Ne the restB kSu,sinw and ,rnateIT carNed .ith sTSf,Is t, reuresent 
.isd,S and ’n,.Iedwe q ’n,.n as the seNenth eIeSent ,m 3,sS,rdia q 
the thr,ne reNeaIed the trbe u,.erB ;r at Ieastj it did ,nceB

ks’ra reached her S,ther and steuued ,nt, the fase ,m the thr,neB zr,S 
her u,siti,n af,Nej her S,ther .atched her c,,IITB Whe I,,’ed s, Sbch Ii’e 
ks’ra fbt Iime q and rbIinw a territ,rT q had ta’en its t,IIB –er matherj rewaI 
im sIiwhtIT ra’ishj sat t, her S,theros IemtB –e ,Fered a reassbrinw wriSacej 
n,t .antinw t, fe there eitherB Whe ’issed her S,theros chee’B
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;ne daTj this .,bId fe hersB Whe didnot ’n,. h,. she .,bId u,ssifIT 
fear the scrbtinT ,m itB

ks’ra .asnot ,ne t, aN,id attenti,nB kn mactj sheod suent her Iime cbItiH
Natinw itB Whe c,bId schS,,'e her .aT thr,bwh eNents and uartiesj da''Ie 
deIewates mr,S marH,F uIacesj and sheod Sade it her fbsiness t, fe the 
mbnHtiSe mriend in her Nari,bs circIesB

z,r Tearsj n, ,ne had eNer I,,’ed t,, cI,seIT at herj neNer deSanded 
Sbch ,m her q auart mr,S sh,. bu and suar’IeB

pbt ta’inw the thr,ne .as diFerentB kt .asnot SereIT a sTSf,IB -he 
.,rId had wenbine issbesj and the S,narch needed t, ’n,. h,. t, ly 
theSB ks’ra .asnot sbre she5d eNer ’n,. h,.2 her wIiSSerinw maGade had 
I,st its Ibstre n,.j t,,B

O1,bore Iatejo her S,theros cbttinw .hisuer Satched her wIareB Whe .as 
,F t, an eyceIIent startB

OW,rrTj YT Vbeenj aII this t,,’ I,nwer t, ubt t,wether than n,rSaI 
this S,rninwBo Whe westbred NawbeIT t, herseIm as she f,.ed her head in 
demerenceB

OWit d,.njo Vbeen AIiana saidB –er N,ice .as cbrtj fbt aSbseSent 
sh,ne in her tbrMb,ise eTesB As ks’ra sIid int, the chair t, her riwhtj she 
.hisueredj OR,Ne T,br dressBo

p,Istered fT her S,theros acceutancej ks’ra tbrned her attenti,n t, the 
rest ,m the tafIeB -he xeybs ,çciaIs rewarded her .ith the bsbaI Siy ,m 
indbIwent m,ndnessj f,red,Sj and disdainB 

;ne ,m her Ieast maN,britesj 3,bnciII,r Kredarianj reSinded ks’ra ,m an 
,Nerwr,.n uiwIetB ?ith,bt a hint ,m shaSej his eTes sIiuued bu and d,.n 
her dressB –e Iic’ed his Iius and she sbuuressed a shbdder fem,re tbrninw 
her attenti,n t, R,rd Rinden 3IeaNerB Rbtheros matherj R,rd 3IeaNerj .as 
aIs, head ,m the c,bnciIB –eod feen ,n his meet since sheod arriNedj cIearIT 
trTinw t, start the sessi,n .ith,bt herB

O-han’ T,b m,r g,ininw bsj 1,br 0,TaI –iwhnessjo he sneeredj and she 
m,bwht the brwe t, sneer fac’B OAs k .as saTinwBBBo
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-he nasaI t,nes ,m the –ead 3,bnciII,r lIIed the r,,S as ks’raos .iII t, 
IiNe drained a.aTB WteeIinw herseImj she lyed her mace .ith .hat she h,ued 
.as an attentiNe eyuressi,nB Whe had t, ’eeu bu .ith the Seetinw this tiSej 
,r ris’ an,ther ,m her S,theros taI’s ,n h,. ,ne ,bwht t, c,ndbct ,neseIm 
dbrinw state fbsinessB

An h,br Iaterj R,rd 3IeaNer Ieaned m,r.ard in his seatj hand sIauuinw ,n 
the tafIe t, ubnctbate his .,rdsB OR,rd -,raTos dabwhter has feen ta’en fT 
th,se S,nsters at Wancta kSS,rtbij and .e gbst Iet theS IiNe aI,nwside bs 
bnchec’edj m,r w,dso sa’ejo R,rd 3IeaNer saidB

ks’raos ears uric’ed bu at OS,nstersoj gbst as she receiNed a sharu gaf t, the 
IewB Whe sat straiwhter in her seatj atteSutinw t, sha’e the Nacant eyuressi,n 
mr,S her meatbresB 

So much for paying attention and not annoying the Queen.  
Whe rbffed at the m,caI u,int ,m that ann,TanceB
-he taI’ ,m tayesj u,IicT aSendSentsj and Iand disubtes had endedB 

-heT .ere n,. ,nt, R,rd 3IeaNeros t,uic ,m ch,ice q the eIeSentaiB ks’ra 
stiEed a wr,anB 

3,sS,rdia .as suIit int, territ,riesj each dedicated t, a diFerent eIeH
SentB ;riwinaIIT ,Nerseen fT the ;Id 6,ds fem,re their maIIj these territ,H
ries .ere the h,Ses ,m the feinws that cIaiSed each ,rderB 

kn the centre sat xeybsj a feac,n ,m inn,Nati,n ,Nerseen fT 7,rj the 6,d 
,m ?isd,S and —n,.IedweB 8nIi’e s,Se ,m the ,ther 6,dsj 7,r cIaiSed 
n, d,Sini,n ,Ner anT suecilc sueciesj rather .eIc,Sinw aII t, IiNe and 
.,r’ t,wether m,r ur,wress and inn,Nati,nB

Ancient feinws mr,S aII territ,ries had E,c’ed t, xeybs th,bwh theT 
had feen f,rn eIse.hereB ;ne ,m the Iarwest s,brces ,m Siwrants .ere 
th,se mr,S the ;rder ,m RiwhtB ;Nerseen fT Rbyj the ;rder ,m Riwht .as 
IarweIT c,Surised ,m hbSansj a suecies that had n, Sawic ,m their ,.nB -he 
indbstriaI and scientilc adNances ,m xeybs natbraIIT auueaIed t, theSj 
,Ferinw a uath t, adNanceSent that reIied ,n wained s’iII ,Ner inherent 
afiIitTB 
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Amter the 6,dsmaIIj .hen the .,rId .as Iemt .ith,bt aIIiances t, indiH
NidbaI 6,dsj hbSans s,bwht t, Sa’e xeybs their ,.nj estafIishinw the 
S,narchT and the c,bnciI t, rbIe ,Ner itB

-he ,ther eIeSentaij th,se f,rn .ith SawicaI u,.ersj .ere uerSitted t, 
reSain IiNinw in xeybs amter the 6,dsmaIIj th,bwh there .as n,. a Sar’ed 
diNide fet.een hbSans and eNerT,ne eIseB WiSiIarITj hbSans S,Ned mreeIT 
int, eIeSentai territ,riesj and m,r centbriesj there had feen reIatiNe ueaceB 
pbt this didnot st,u the Ii’es ,m R,rd 3IeaNer mr,S sh,btinw OS,nstero 
af,bt the SanT diFerent SawicaI c,SSbnities ,m xeybs at eNerT c,bnciI 
SeetinwB 

x, ,rder receiNed S,re derisi,n than the ;rder ,m Whad,.sB ;nce rbIed 
fT x,yj the 6,d ,m Kar’ness and Keathj the Whad,.’in .ere feIieNed 
t, fe the S,st danwer,bs eIeSentaiB -he NaSuires ,m Wancta kSS,rtbi 
incIbdedB

Whe bsbaIIT m,bnd R,rd 3IeaNeros ,di,bs scareS,nwerinw tedi,bs and 
didnot feIieNe it .as a sentiSent SanT ue,uIe awreed .ithB pbt n,.j SanT 
,m the c,bnciII,rs I,,’ed ,n .ith raut attenti,nB

O-a’env K, T,b Sean she .as ta’en awainst her .iIIj –iwh 3,bnciII,rvo 
the Vbeen as’ed hiSB O?hT are .e ,nIT hearinw ,m this n,.vo

O?eIIC ahC R,rd -,raT is trTinw t, res,INe the sitbati,n .ith,bt inN,INH
inw the abth,ritiesB –e d,esnot .ant t, Sa’e a scene im she can fe retbrned 
t, hiS MbietITBo

Why wouldn’t he report her missing if he was so worried?
Opeatrice -,raT isj .hatj nineteen Tears ,Idvo as’ed ks’raB
Ok feIieNe s,j 1,br –iwhnessj fbt koS n,t sbre .hat awe has t, d, .ith 

the seNeritT ,m ’idnauuinwBo
O?eIIj sheos an adbItB Are T,b sbre she didnot Nisit ,ne ,m the Wancta 

kSS,rtbi uarties and decide t, eytend her staTvo
-he –iwh 3,bnciII,r ubruIed as he fIbsteredB –is thinninw fI,nd hair 

stbc’ ,bt in star’ reIiem awainst his rbddT meatbresB O1,br –iwhnessj are 
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T,b sbwwestinw that a RadT ,m ,br wreat Vbeend,S .,bId attend ,ne ,m 
thHth,se defabcheriesvo he wasuedB

YbrSbred dissent fr,’e ,bt at the tafIe ar,bnd herB
ks’ra ubrsed her IiusB Whe had attended S,re than ,ne ,m said OdeH

fabcheriesoj in mbII diswbise ,m c,brsej and itod feen n,thinw S,re than a 
mbn tiSeB

O?hat k feIieNe ST dabwhter is iSuITinwjo the Vbeen intergectedj h,Idinw 
a hand bu t, haIt ks’raos refbttaIj Ois that im heos n,t s,bndinw the aIarSj 
thereos a chance she Siwht fe there ,m her ,.n acc,rdBo

?arSth suread thr,bwh ks’raos chest and Ebshed her maceB –er S,theros 
awreeSent in mr,nt ,m the c,bnciI .as a reIiem q eNen im sheod cbt her ,F t, 
d, itB 

kt .as w,,d t, see the Vbeen Mbesti,ninw the c,bnciIj s,Sethinw she 
hadnot d,ne in a .hiIeB At Ieast n,t since 3adenos deathj im n,t fem,reB

OLNen s,j 1,br YagestTj k sbwwest .e as’ the eIeSentai deIewates t, inNesH
tiwate .hen theT wet herejo c,ntinbed R,rd 3IeaNerj n,t Sissinw a featB

O?e canot Iet th,se NaSuires rbn ri,t .ith ,br T,bnw .,Sen2 itos iSH
S,raIjo added 3,bnciII,r KredarianB ks’ra .incedB -he ,Id t,ad had sbfH
gected en,bwh ,m her mriends t, his .anderinw hands and IbstmbI Ieers t, 
ubt her fet ,n .,Sen feinw samer .ith NaSuiresB ks’ra Ieaned m,r.ardj 
atteSutinw t, suea’ ,Ner the dinB O1,b canotKo

O-he ?rath are at cauacitTB k .iII n,t as’ theS t, search m,r a wirI .h, 
Siwht n,t eNenKo the Vbeen c,ntinbed as ks’ra sat fac’ in her seatj her 
ubIse risinwB Wheod .anted t, Sa’e an iSuressi,nj and n,. sheod c,Sueted 
.ith her S,ther m,r the r,,Sos attenti,nB 

Ok Sbst insistj 1,br YagestT q h,. .iII it auuear im T,b arenot seen t, 
care af,bt the S,st inn,cent SeSfers ,m T,br Vbeend,Svo the –iwh 
3,bnciII,r interrbutedj iwn,rinw ks’raB

ks’raos mather g,ined the mraTB Ok d,not feIieNe itos m,r T,bjo he saidj N,ice 
mr,stTj Ot, insist the Vbeen d,es anTthinwC My LordBo 
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ks’raos eTes uric’ed at her matheros demence ,m the VbeenB ;ncej she .as a 
m,rce t, fe rec’,ned .ithj steadmast and c,nldent in her stancesB AnT tiSe 
the Vbeen su,’ej it had lIIed ks’ra .ith uridej and n, sSaII aS,bnt ,m 
a.eB Wheod h,ued that s,SedaTj she t,, c,bId c,SSand an abdience Ii’e 
thatB pbt ,Ner the Tearsj the Vbeen had .ithdra.nB x,t ’n,.inw .hat 
eIse t, d,j her matherj actinw in his cauacitT as Vbeenos 3,ns,rtj fewan 
standinw bu m,r his .imej g,ininw the c,bnciI Seetinws .hen he c,bIdB 
-h,bwh he desuised theS as Sbch as ks’ra didB pbt eNen .ith 3asuian 
Adastra actinw as mer,ci,bs wbard d,wj the c,bnciII,rs stiII ubshed at the 
Vbeenos ,mtHcrbSfIinw res,INeB

-he –iwh 3,bnciII,ros mace .as n,. ubceB O-his is bnacceutafIej 1,br 
YagestTB Y,re ue,uIe are dTinw ,r w,inw Sissinw eNerT daT thr,bwh aIterH
cati,ns .ith the n,nHhbSan u,ubIati,nj and .e sit here d,inw n,thinwBo 

-he Vbeen ,uened her S,bth t, resu,nd fbt he uI,bwhed ,nB O?e 
d,not eNen ’n,. .hat hauuened at the uaIace three S,nths aw,B -he 
3r,.n …rince diedj and .e haNenot eNen disc,Nered the cabse ,m the lreB kt 
c,bId haNe feen a lre deS,n m,r aII .e ’n,.Bo

-he r,,S meII siIentB
ks’ra st,uued freathinwB AnT casbaI Senti,n ,m 3aden stiII E,,red herB
-he Vbeen and …rince 3asuian r,c’ed fac’ in their chairsj S,bths 

awaueB -he –iwh 3,bnciII,r mr,'ej his hand raised t,.ards his S,bthB 
–eod w,ne t,, marB

An aIIHt,,HmaSiIiar heat stirred in ks’raB –er uaISs tbrned cIaSSTB 
W.eat wathered ,n her fr,. and aI,nw her suineB A lre deS,nv ?as that 
the rbS,brv

-he lrst fbffIes ,m uanic Sade their .aT bu her chest and int, her 
thr,atB Whe needed t, caIS d,.nB

Just a bit longer. 
Whe c,bId ’eeu it t,wether q fbt ,nIT gbstB Whe c,bnted her freathsj 

desuerate n,t t, Sa’e this .,rse m,r her uarentsB
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3,bnciII,r LIdre.j ,ne ,m the S,re uIeasant c,bnciII,rsj ,Fered her an 
enc,brawinw sSiIej his dar’ fr,.n s’in crin’Iinw at the edwe ,m his eTesB 

–er mather rec,Nered lrstj snauuinw t, his meetB O–,. dare youKo
-he Vbeen ubt a hand ,n her hbsfandos arSB O–iwh 3,bnciII,rj k 

bnderstand T,br c,ncern2 koS fT n, Seans iwn,rinw .hat T,boNe heardBo 
–er N,ice reached m,r cIaritTj fbt a sIiwht treSfIe IinweredB Opecabse ,m thisj 
koNe as’ed KetectiNe Aiden LSferf,rn t, attend c,bnciI Seetinwsj mr,S 
n,. ,nB –eoII g,in the LIeSentai AFairs pbreab reuresentatiNes and .iII 
fe afIe t, ,Fer reaI nbSfersj n,t gbst rbS,brsBo

Aiden LSferf,rnB kt .as a cIeNer idea ,n her S,theros uartB As the 
territ,rTos Iiais,n t, the ?rath and ,ne ,m me. eIeSentai .ithin the xeybs 
…,Iice z,rcej he .as the w,Ht, detectiNe ,n cases that reMbired inubt mr,S 
the SawicaI c,SSbnitiesB As a lre deitTj he had a lrS m,,t in f,th hbSan 
and eIeSentai criSesj and .,bId ’n,. .here the reaI threats IieB

pbt w,dsj ks’ra hated hiSB Wheod ,nIT Set the detectiNe a handmbI ,m 
tiSesj fbt amter each interacti,nj sheod feen Iemt meeIinw eyactIT Ii’e the 
Nauid s,ciaIite she u,rtraTedj and resented feinw Sista’en m,rB

-h,bwhts ,m the uric’IT detectiNe .ere ,nIT addinw t, the siSSerinw 
rawe inside herj n,. threateninw t, f,iI ,NerB

W,Se,ne at the d,,r cIeared their thr,atj I,bdITB O-he terS T,bore 
I,,’inw m,r is mTrrinj n,t lre deS,nj and the ?rath .,bId ’n,. im there 
had feen anT in the NicinitT that niwhtC R,rd 3IeaNerjo Aidenos N,ice cbt 
thr,bwh the r,,SB -he detectiNe I,,’ed as he aI.aTs didj standinw in the 
c,bnciI r,,S d,,r.aT q Ii’e the .,rId ,.ed hiS a deftj and heod c,Se 
t, cIaiS itB

zbc’B –e and the ?rath reuresentatiNes .ere aIreadT thereB ?ith this 
SanT u,.ermbI eIeSentai s, near t, herj she meIt ,bt ,m c,ntr,IB -he heat 
inside her started t, si''Ie and u,uB Whe c,bIdnot fe in the saSe r,,S as 
the LApB Wheod fe stbuid t, eNen atteSut itB 

–,. c,bId she handIe ,ne ,m these Seetinws ,n her ,.n .hen she 
didnot eNen haNe a handIe ,n her ,.n f,dTv
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–er hands started t, dance .ith heatj the s.eat ,n her uaISs eNau,ratH
inwB

Shit.
Whe gbSued buj and stbSfIedj uIacinw a hand ,n the .,,den tafIe t, 

steadT herB A crac’Ie s,bndedj than’mbIIT c,Nered fT the scrauinw ,m her 
chairB ?hen she Iimted her uaISj a sc,rch Sar’ IaT feneathB kt .asnot gbst 
EiSsT fed sheets this tiSe q it .as hard.,,dB 

kt .as wettinw str,nwerB
WIaSSinw her hands t,wether t, aN,id t,bchinw anTthinw eIsej she thre. 

herseIm fac’.ardsB …anic rearedj cbttinw ,F her airB Whe .as trauued in a 
mbrnace ,m her ,.n Sa’inwB WcaIu uric’Iinw .ith s.eatj she stawwered a.aT 
mr,S the tafIej her Sind racinwB

OYbSC erC 1,br YagestTC koS s, s,rrTj T,boII need t, eycbse SeC 
kHkoS meeIinw maintBo Whe Sade her .aT t, the Iarwe d,bfIe d,,rsj trTinw t, 
reach the mreed,S feT,ndB knsteadj she Set Aidenos eNisceratinw wa'e as 
she farreIIed uast hiSB 

Whe frbshed uast the ?rath reuresentatiNes fehind hiSB z,r a S,Sentj 
she th,bwht she rec,wnised the San and .,Sanj fbt she needed c,,I air 
t,, fadIT m,r her Sind t, d.eIIB -he freaths lIIed her Ibnwsj s,,thinw her 
Ebshed mace fbt d,inw n,thinw m,r her sS,bIderinw handsB

Whe didnot dare I,,’ at theSB ?hat im she sa. EaSesv Whe .,bIdnot 
’n,. h,. t, hide theS im she didB kt .as ,ne thinw t, eyuIain a.aT SeIted 
ice cbfes and fbrnt fed sheetsj Mbite the ,ther t, eyuIain lre sue.inw mr,S 
T,br uaISsB

Whe tbrned the c,rnerj lnaIIT a.aT mr,S .atchmbI eTesB –er heart 
u,bnded in her nec’B kt .,bIdnot fe I,nw fem,re wbards cabwht bu .ith 
herB R,,’inw mr,S side t, sidej she dbc’ed thr,bwh the lrst d,,rB

So much for not making a scene.
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