
        
            
                
            
        

    

More advance praise for Love Galaxy

“Love Galaxy is a wild and witty ride full of feelings, banter, plot twists, romance, and murder. The most gripping reality show since the Hunger Games, it’ll keep your heart racing and the pages turning!”

—Melissa Caruso, author of The Last Hour Between Worlds

“Branham catapults onto the SFF scene with a fast-paced space opera debut poised to break you out of your most stubborn reading slump.”

—M.J. Kuhn, author of Among Thieves

“A fast-paced deluge of all my favorite things: complex characters, political intrigue, dating show drama, and gay girls kissing. The kind of book that you’ll be thinking about long after you finish reading.”

—Alexandra Kennington, author of Blood Beneath the Snow

“Full of heart, humor, and gut-wrenching stakes, Love Galaxy is the kind of book you won’t want to put down once you’ve started.”

—Kalie Reid, author of The Sacred Space Between

“Love Galaxy is a shimmering, tantalizing bird cage that lures you in with all the glamour and drama of a reality TV show and snaps the door shut as the game grows twisted.”

—A.D. Sui, author of The Iron Garden Sutra

“A thrilling and heart-wrenching adventure full of galactic stakes, brutal choices, and swoony romance!”

—Deva Fagan, author of House of Dusk

“Love Galaxy is a madcap mashup of Star Wars meets The Bachelor . . . . With wonderful world building, memorable characters, and a great story of family loyalty and intergalactic intrigue, this is a glorious read.”

—Christy Climenhage, author of The Midnight Project
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To Denali—

This book might not be about sisters, but I wrote it for you.

You have always belonged. 




PART ONE: LIGHTS




1

The Potential in Utter Trash

The soldering iron paralleled Temmi’s life: shitty but still sputtering. To be fair, the same could be said of everything on X72. Her planet wasn’t called the Expan Empire’s trash bin for nothing.

She pushed her safety goggles onto her forehead to better inspect the iron’s tip. It was badly oxidized. Not unlike my ex’s dick, she thought. And then laughed out loud because she was absolutely hilarious. Or exhausted to the point of delirium. Probably both.

Glancing around her crowded kitchen, she tried to remember where she kept her flux-cored solder and brass wool. Both were necessary to remove the oxidization. The counter next to the sink looked hopeful.

She set the soldering iron on the table next to her current brainchild, a small, winged invention she’d lovingly named “Have a Lung, Bitch.” A purely genius creation (if she said so herself) that would eliminate the need for pulmonary therapies, emphysema treatments, and lung transplants on X72.

When Have a Lung was finished, Temmi would have a base prototype from which fully ambulatory synthetic lungs could be mass-produced. Not only would she be able to save her mother’s life, but the Advancement Guild would be begging her to join their ranks. She could already taste the fat fellowship grants that would accompany being a member. There’d be no more worrying about paying down her family’s mountain of medicals bills, holding her brother Ollie back from the brink of self-destruction, putting food on the table, or keeping a roof over their heads.

She scooted her chair back from the chaos that was her kitchen table: handsome power tools, naked electrical circuits, pretty coils of copper wiring, sheets of warped aluminum, a dozen dissected power cells of varying sizes. That was the one perk of living in the empire’s dumping grounds: endless opportunities for free supplies. What most people saw as garbage, Temmi saw as potential.

She shimmied between the kitchen table’s edge and her mess of towering crates to reach the counter. The brass wool should be around here somewhere.

As she searched, she plucked out her foam earplugs to let her eardrums breathe for a moment. From the living room came the blaring of the cursed holoscreen. A masculine voice was announcing theatrically, in near-flawless Expanese, “. . . imperial Expani heirs, Nix and Spielin, are rumored to be orbiting distant X72 with plans of touching down in the planet’s capital city, X72-1, this afternoon. The local authorities have issued a shelter-in-place order for the city’s nonessential personnel to ensure the heirs’ safety during this final portion of their Love Galaxy promotional tour.”

To Temmi’s persistent annoyance, Ollie had been closely following the press circuit for this year’s season of Love Galaxy. Personally, she couldn’t think of anything more obnoxious than imperial propaganda poorly disguised as a reality dating show, but it seemed the only thing that got her brother out of bed lately. Okay, that was unfair. He cared for their mom, kept her company, dragged her to her appointments, made sure she ate. She was a ghost of herself these days—less than a ghost. A smudged outline.

Yanking open a drawer beneath the kitchen sink, Temmi yelled, “That shit’s gonna give you brain-rot!”

Odds and ends rattled in the drawer. More odds than ends. No brass wool. She tried the over-the-sink cabinet.

“My brain’s already rotten!” came Ollie’s automatic response.

Seconds later, he kicked aside a crate of recyclables to limp into the kitchen. Leaning against the yellowing wall, he crossed his good arm over his chest and grabbed the stump of what was left of his other arm. A habit he’d grown into since the explosion at his plant last year. Said it reminded him the arm was gone, eased some of the phantom pain. But Temmi’s stomach always flopped when she saw him holding that stump. Did that make her a terrible person? Probably. It was selfish, but that missing arm, and his mangled left leg, were reminders of everything she’d lost, too.

“Found another eviction flimsy tacked to the door.”

Fuck. Temmi closed the cabinet. “How long?”

They’d been behind on rent since Ollie’s accident, outrunning eviction as effectively as a house fly trying to escape the eye of a hurricane. Which was to say, not outrunning it at all. Temmi’s trash-collector wages alone would never be enough to cover everything they needed. That was where Have a Lung came in. The prototype was so close to being ready. Temmi just needed a little more time.

“This one says to be out by tomorrow morning. Police-enforced.”

“And you’re just telling me?”

“Just saw it.”

“Does Mom know?”

“She’s still sleeping.”

“Good. Don’t tell her.” Temmi focused on keeping her breathing even. “It’ll overly stress her, and she’ll do something stupid. I’ll just—I’ll talk to Shrimps, ask for another extension.”

Ollie shook his head. A thick, unkempt mess of light cerulean curls brushed his forehead and tumbled over his too-large ears. He’d been graced with their mother’s native X-er coloring, while Temmi, with her deep navy hair, had been cursed with their father’s foreign, imperial features. Not great for popularity in a city as homogenous and mean as X72-1.

“Shrimps is fed up. He won’t give another extension.” Ollie’s fingers dug angrily into the stump of his missing arm. “But I’ve been thinking—I can take a shuttle north. The mines always need bodies to test the orrist basalt on. They don’t care if those bodies are already broken.”

Temmi gaped at her brother. “Have you lost your mind?!” She wouldn’t hear this. Since the accident, Ollie had been distant and moody, constantly going on about his own uselessness. More than once, Temmi had fallen asleep to the sound of him crying privately—not that he’d ever admit it. No one would hire him anymore. And Temmi didn’t have the money to put him into training for a profession that didn’t require one to abuse their body. He’d dropped out of secondary school even earlier than she had—the opportunities for him were as narrow as a crack in the ice. “The mines are out of the question—you’ll die, you idiot.”

“Maybe not. I’ve heard of some people surviving years. And the pay’s great—think about how much I could save if I worked there for just a few months. You got a better option?” His voice quavered with a fragility he usually tried to hide. “We can’t go back to the Graveyard. Mom won’t make it. Not this time.”

It’d been five years since they’d clawed their way back out of the Graveyard, a sprawling, toxic landfill crowded with the decaying skeletons of imperial starships. On the one hand, it was where Temmi salvaged the supplies she used for her projects; on the other, it was where the city’s discarded, unwanted, and forgotten went to die. It’d been Temmi’s fault that they’d ended up there in the first place; her fault they’d spent two years living in a cramped, filthy, disease-ridden cargo hold.

“You’re not going to the mines and we’re not going back to the Graveyard.” Temmi stepped away from the counter. “I’ll make my presentation to the guild today.”

It’d be risky; Have a Lung wasn’t operational yet. But the theory was sound. The guild master would be foolish not to see her potential.

“There’s a shelter-in-place,” Ollie said. “Nix and Spie are touching down.”

Right. Temmi swallowed. Stupid, insufferable heirs and their stupid, pointless dating show. The sharp beginnings of a tension headache twinged in her right temple. “I’m essential personnel. I’ll take a quick diversion from my route, drive my truck to the guild master’s home. Make him hear me out.”

Ollie glanced dubiously at the crude device on the table between them. “And if he won’t?”

Temmi wouldn’t let herself consider that option. “He will.”

The kitchen clock shrilled out a morning alarm: Temmi’s signal to get her ass to work. She squeezed around the table and retrieved her invention. Have a Lung wasn’t much to look at, but it alone held the power to save her family. She hopped over a crate to get around Ollie and hurried into the living room to tug on her boots.

The holoscreen blared on about how Nix Expani liked to spend his free time since finishing his doctorate at Expan Central University. Temmi gritted her teeth. Had Scot not fucked her over, Expan Central was exactly where she’d be right now. Traitorous ex-boyfriend.

After wrangling her uncooperative hair into a low queue, she grabbed her overcoat from where she’d tossed it on the armchair.

As she made to open the front door, Ollie called, “Hey, Tem?”

“What?”

Ollie pointed to his forehead. Temmi glanced up. Oh, right. Goggles. She peeled them off and threw them on the couch.

“It’s a real pity you can’t just apply to Love Galaxy’s open casting call.” He snorted to himself. “Shrimps would never evict a reality star.”

She flipped him off.

“I’m only mostly joking. I know you think it’s cheesy, but the opportunity is way bigger than a guild fellowship. Sure, there’s probably tens of thousands of applicants and you’re, like, the last person a producer would ever cast”—Temmi flipped him off a second time even though he was one hundred percent correct—“but personally, I’d be first in line if either Nix or Spie were into men. I mean, have you seen Nix?” He made an exaggerated face of longing, and for a moment, Temmi got a glimpse of the old, pre-factory-explosion Ollie. The one who could find humor in the most hellish situation. “Tall, dark, and broody. And those eyes? The things I would do to that man . . . it’s a pity he’s chronically attracted to women. Or so the gossip channels say. He’s smart, too; his dissertation was in theoretical physics. I honestly think he’d be your type.”

For some unfathomable reason, out of a lottery consisting of nearly four hundred eligible territories, X72 had been selected to send a contestant on the empire’s glorified dating show. Love Galaxy! Uniting humanity for over two hundred years! Building bridges of diplomacy throughout the empire! It was bullshit, of course. Just a bunch of shallow people from shallow homes pretending to fall in love so the empire could distract viewers from the shitty reality of their lives. But this year’s season was extra special—it was an imperial consort year. Those only happened once a generation. Instead of some bland lesser royal, rich senator’s son, or Expanese court member headlining, it was the actual imperial heirs, twin brother and sister, dating the same pool of women, at the same time. Incestuous much?

How did Temmi know all this? Because Ollie wouldn’t shut up about it.

And it wasn’t only him. The whole planet was buzzing about the opportunity. Twenty-four contestants would be brought on to date both heirs. With two winners, that meant an eight percent chance of someone from X72 becoming an imperial consort. But Temmi considered her fellow countrymen idiots if they thought the show wasn’t rigged. Temmi didn’t have time to waste watching it, and didn’t hate herself enough to try being on it. She had no love for the empire, less for its self-important, overly privileged heirs, and she detested reality dating shows on principle. Not to mention, the name Love Galaxy? Deeply ridiculous.

Cradling her invention in one arm, Temmi opened the door. “My type isn’t royal assholes,” she said, stepping out into the chokehold of harsh cold air and ugly grey light.

“That’s right, just assholes in general,” Ollie shot back before the door whapped closed.

Ouch. But also fair.

A dense fog hung above the crumbling apartment buildings. Courtesy of the many orrist basalt purification plants sputtering toxins into the air day and night.

Temmi threw her hood up, clutched Have a Lung against her chest, and jogged toward the Atmo-line station. Her lungs burned. Running outdoors—doing anything outdoors, really—was a piss-poor idea and a great way to develop any number of respiratory diseases. Pulmonary failure of some flavor took almost every X-er in the end.

Thanks to the shelter-in-place, the normally packed streets were empty except for an eerie, disquieting hum. The rattling breath of a city with bad lungs. Just ahead, the Atmo-line’s platform came into view, the signpost long since torn down. The hover-shuttle idled along invisible tracks twenty feet above the ground. Temmi huffed up the stairs, her breath condensing in white puffs before her. At the top, she scanned her right palm over the entry reader and the metal doors slid open. Every X-er had a unique barcode seared into their right palm at birth. Like products.

Only two other people were on the shuttle, both bundled up so tightly, they looked like mountains of rags. One of them wore a heavy breathing apparatus, the expensive kind that filtered the air for them. Not a native, then. No true X-er would waste their hard-earned credits on delaying the inevitable. No true X-er could afford it, anyway.

The second passenger chewed loudly on barley chips. The sound was grating, spiking an unprecedented level of annoyance in Temmi’s brain. She took a seat on the far side of the shuttle and dug hurriedly in her pocket for a pair of earplugs. She never went anywhere without them. Popping the earplugs in, she leaned her head back against the grimy window. The shuttle’s engines revved to life.

The city of X72-1 passed below in a grey haze, the black tops of buildings barely visible beneath the smog. The landscape beyond the city was barren and flat. No wildlife roamed X72. Animals had, once, before the Expan Empire discovered the planet’s crust was rich in orrist basalt, a rare and toxic rock that could be purified to protect ships while traveling through jumpgates. Over the last century, the empire had destroyed every biome on X72 in their greed to mine the rare ore. The bastards.

Slapped across the shuttle’s far window was a graffitied Medicine Guild poster decrying the dangers of orrist basalt poisoning: life-threatening vascular complications, bleeding into the interstitial lung tissue, airway, and pleural space, subconjunctival hemorrhage, and a laundry list of a million other ways a body could die.

Temmi tightened her grip around Have a Lung. If all else failed, she’d go to the mines herself before she let Ollie whore himself out to them.

The shuttle’s engines stalled once before sputtering to a stop. Probably a clogged filter. Temmi plucked out her earplugs, stuck them in her pocket, and followed the other two passengers outside, down the exit platform, and into the heart of X72-1.

The city smelled like burnt plastic and rotten dreams. She hurried down a narrow alley, hopped over a sagging streetlamp, and darted through the back door of a nondescript warehouse.

She walked in on her boss, Gareth, kicking the underside of a sorry-looking trash truck. “Shitty, broken piece of crap.” He gave the truck one last solid kick before facing Temmi. He was a square man with ruddy cheeks, a greying bluish beard, and a mean glare.

“The fuck you late for this morning, Artemis? Not a good day for it, I swear to the foremothers—”

“I’m barely late. And I can fix that.” She nodded at the broken-down truck. “If you’re done having a hissy fit about it.”

He made a growly sound in the back of his throat but held out a diagnostic pad and socket wrench.

Gingerly, Temmi set Have a Lung on the cold cement ground, then retrieved the tools from her employer. She clicked on the diagnostic pad—easy fix. The kind of thing she could’ve done in her sleep when she was eight.

“Bring me a pair of pliers,” she said. Shedding her overcoat, she crossed to the truck’s hood and opened it.

Gareth grumbled something incoherent, but a moment later, a pair of pliers were thrust into her grasp. She fiddled with the engine, then dropped to the ground and squirmed beneath the truck. Ten minutes later, she stood up, dusted off the knees of her jumpsuit, and handed Gareth his tools.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” she said.

“You never were one to do a favor without asking for a favor.” He crossed meaty arms over his chest. “Out with it, then.”

“How long have I worked for you? Five years now? I’m the most reliable driver you got and you know it. I need an advance on my next couple paychecks. Just enough to cover this month’s rent. You know my mom’s sick, and my brother can’t find a job that’ll take him—”

“Fuck’s sake.” He shook his head. “Everybody’s got a sick mom, Artemis. You think I’d still be doing this shit if I were made of credits? I’ll tell you what I can do. Jordie dialed in sick—the idiot’s taking advantage of the shelter-in-place if you ask me, but somebody’s gotta cover his route. Get yours done and his, and I’ll scan you over his day’s wages. Jordie had the central district, but be discreet; there’s press crawling around everywhere trying to get a glimpse of the damn heirs. It’s a fucking media circus.”

“One day’s wages? Come on. That’ll do fuck-all.” She turned her back to him to retrieve her overcoat and then Have a Lung from the floor.

Gareth called, “You’re welcome to find yourself a better-paying job. I ain’t keeping you here. Oh, wait, I almost forgot—with your record, no one else will touch you.”

Temmi gritted her teeth. Have a Lung felt heavy in her arms. She turned around slowly. “You’re an asshole, you know that, Gareth?”

He let out a gruff chuckle. “Like recognizes like. You taking Jordie’s route or not?”

“Yeah, obviously, I’m taking it.” Temmi stomped across the garage to where her assigned truck was plugged into the wall. She unplugged it, climbed into the front seat, and started the engine.



The Advancement Guild’s master lived in a narrow townhome inside the university district a half hour outside Temmi’s trash route. She tucked Have a Lung under one arm, idled her truck, and hopped to the pavement. The steps to the front door were well swept. She knocked, three quick raps, and stood back. When no one answered, she knocked again.

The panic she’d been forcing away all morning made itself manifest. It didn’t matter how self-confident she was—if the guild master didn’t answer, her sick mother and disabled brother would be moving into the Graveyard by sundown. Temmi wasn’t worried about herself. She’d be fine. She’d keep her job, pick up extra shifts, maybe find another job . . . but getting into a second apartment with a double eviction record and two unemployed dependents? No landlord would take her. It’d be a death sentence for her mother. If this didn’t work out, Temmi might genuinely have to consider the mines.

She knocked a third time. Desperately pounded a fourth. With her fist midair, the door finally swung inward.

“Who in the name of the nebula-maker—” The man who’d answered cut off to squint at her. A few strands of grey hair stuck rebelliously up from his balding head. “You look familiar.”

Temmi stepped back, sucked in a deep breath, and squared her shoulders. “Master Ynnan Huxo, my name is Artemis Ialan. I’ve come to request an audience to be evaluated for membership in the Advancement Guild.”

While scanning the empty street behind Temmi, Master Huxo made a halfhearted attempt to smooth his hair. “Guild applications run monthly through committee. And there’s a shelter-in-place. You’re gonna get fined.”

Temmi pointed meaningfully at the badge pinned to her jumpsuit’s collar. “Essential personnel. And please, I’ll only take a minute of your time.” She held out her biomedical miracle. “I’ve got a theoretically sound prototype for a fully ambulatory synthetic lung capable of melding seamlessly with organic material and mimicking cellular regeneration without the drawback of frequent blood clotting.”

The guild master’s gaze dropped to Have a Lung. Temmi held her breath and bit her tongue to keep from begging please.

He sighed, stepping barefoot onto the meager porch, seemingly unfazed by the cold-as-balls temperature. The front door swung lazily behind him. From inside his townhome came the distant voice of a newscaster droning on about Spielin Expani’s most recent fling.

Seriously? Even the AG’s guild master listened to that shit?

“Is it operational?” Master Huxo asked. “Have you run tests? Accounted for every possible variant? Experimented on actual humans?”

Temmi opened her mouth, then closed it.

“Look, kid.” The guild master rubbed his hand against the back of his neck. “You got ideas, and you clearly got some knack for putting them together. I admit I’m curious. Who’s your faculty sponsor? Bring the prototype to them, start a research initiative under their mentorship, and once you’ve got something more legitimate, apply to the guild through the proper channels.”

A weight as dense as tungsten dropped into Temmi’s gut. “Master Huxo, please. I admit the prototype is premature, but the schematics and theory are sound. If you’ll only let me explain—”

“You’re the girlfriend.”

“Excuse me?”

Huxo shook a knobby finger at her. “Scot Meridan. Great kid. I mentored him when he won the Prince Nix Alliance Scholarship—first ever from X72. Hell, he was the first from the whole X-er System; did you know that? He used to sneak you into my lectures even though you weren’t a student. I would’ve cared, except you had great insights.”

At the mention of Scot, Temmi had to physically bite down on the inside of her cheek to keep calm. Great insights? Hell, yeah, Temmi had great insights. Scot Meridan had stolen her proposal and submitted it as his own. She should’ve won the PNA Scholarship. She should’ve been gifted free transport off this landfill of a planet. Should be expanding upon the field of applied physics while her mother received top-line treatment in an imperial hospital and Ollie studied botany or music or zoology or whatever the fuck he wanted simply because he could. But as much as she yearned to scream in this man’s face that the ideas had been hers, she knew she’d only come off sounding like a lunatic. No one had believed her two years earlier when it happened. Scot had been a well-respected physics student with connections. She’d been a secondary-school dropout with a criminal record and less than five credits to her name.

“Master Huxo. I’d be an incredible asset to the guild.”

“Who are you studying under? You’re a student, now, I assume.”

“I— No.” How had this gone so terribly wrong? “But my prototype is solid. With a fellowship grant and full research team, it could revolutionize healthcare on X72. Save thousands of lives—hundreds of thousands. Please.”

His expression softened. “Go home. The guild doesn’t consider anyone without a proper degree. Enroll yourself in university, get yourself a mentor, and try again in a few years.” He stepped back, grabbing the edge of the door to close it.

Temmi’s entire body went rigid with panic. Once that door closed, she had no delusions that it would open again.

She thrust Have a Lung in his face. “Buy it from me. You said you’re curious. The engineering is sound, I swear.”

He paused and glanced back at the prototype. “Fifty credits.”

Temmi blanched. “This technology is priceless. It’s easily worth a thousand times that much.”

“Maybe. If it worked. But what you have is a crude mash-up of scavenged parts and a head full of dreams. Two hundred credits.”

“Fuck you. Give me ten thousand.”

His eyebrows shot up his forehead. “One thousand. And watch your language.”

“Two thousand. And no.”

He narrowed his beady gaze on Have a Lung. “Fine. Two thousand. Give me your scan.”

Two thousand credits was enough to cover their back rent plus another two months. Buy her time to figure out a more-permanent solution. It should be a relief. Their mom wouldn’t die in the Graveyard and Ollie wouldn’t sneak out in the middle of the night to the mines. But Temmi had given so much of herself to Have a Lung. Her passion, her sweat, her hope. She knew the technology was good. If she sold it for a fraction of what it was worth, she’d never get it back. Never get the right to claim it for herself. It’d be Scot all over again. Only this time, she’d be the one selling herself out.

But what other choice did she have?

“Deal,” she said, and then held out her right hand, palm up. The guild master scanned her barcode to transfer the funds into her personal database. When he snatched Have a Lung from her, it felt like a bone being ripped from her body.

By the time she clambered back into the driver’s seat of her truck, she was already crying. Thick, pointless tears she couldn’t stop. She doubled over the steering wheel and slammed her fist against the dashboard. Her tears came harder. It was unfair—her whole life had been unfair. One shitstorm after another.

But crying in a place she’d never belong wasn’t helping anyone.

She wiped her eyes, ignoring the sensation of her chest collapsing in on itself, or trying to anyway, and checked the time. Five hours to pull off two routes. She peeled into the street.




2

A Pro at Compartmentalization and Emotional Avoidance

Spie kicked her feet up to settle them on the headrest of Nicky’s chair, then tipped her own backward, balancing on two legs. He shot her a cut-it-out glare over his shoulder. To which she nudged the back of his head with the toe of her high heel. Aggravating Nicky was one of her favorite pastimes—maybe her all-time favorite. After twenty-six years of being tied at the hip, one might think he’d have learned not to rise to her bait. But then he wouldn’t be Nicky.

Their pre-landing briefing was dragging on. Spie, who wasn’t built for stuffy conference rooms and interminable meetings, was liable to pass out from sheer boredom. Across the ship’s conference table, Love Galaxy’s showrunner, a frazzled woman with an impressive love of hats who was literally named Blessing Stone—a name that gave Spie no small amount of joy—was deep in conversation with her and Nicky’s producer, Kalvin Kar-Beidell. Fifteen other self-important people were arrayed around the mahogany conference table, all with some ostensibly important role in today’s visit. Ostensibly being the key word.

For the past eight hours, Spie’s imperial star cruiser (okay, it was Nicky’s, too) had been orbiting a very ugly, very monochrome planet. X72, the final stop in Love Galaxy’s promo tour. Territory visit twenty-four of twenty-four. Spie was beyond ready to touch down, endure some contrived filming, and get back to Expan Proper, where she could taste the sunlight of home. Of course, that also meant filming itself was imminent, but Spie was good at putting out of mind such distasteful thoughts. A pro at compartmentalization and emotional avoidance.

Last year, after Nicky finished his doctorate in how to spend three years with your nose stuck in a book, their mother, Gracelin Expani, otherwise known as the reigning emperor of the Expan Empire, had decided it was time to marry them off. Reports of growing unrest in the empire’s fringe territories had become more frequent. Combine that with rumors of a Uiyoni resurgence, and their dear mother was hungry to wield Love Galaxy as a weapon of mass distraction.

Spie, of course, had flat-out refused. Had she always known Love Galaxy was coming? Yes. She was an Expani, and tradition was tradition. The last five emperors had found their consorts through the show, as did many prominent members of the imperial court when there wasn’t a distantly related Expani on hand to marry off. Once, there’d been a time in the naivete of Spie’s romantic youth that she’d looked forward to the day her turn came to find love. But now? She was a grown-ass woman who knew better.

But saying no wasn’t an option. Gracelin had been adamant that Spie and Nicky star alongside each other this year. She’d yet to name either of them as her imperial successor in any official capacity and wanted to keep the mystery of who she would choose alive. Starring Nix and Spie simultaneously kept her from showing public favoritism. Spie, personally, could not for the life of her understand why it mattered. She didn’t want to be the heir, had made that brutally apparent for years, and her mother had no intention of choosing her, anyway.

Still, Gracelin had given her two options: knock out the show with Nicky, or spend the rest of her twenties as Expanese liaison to a remote mining colony—which was a diplomatic way of threatening banishment. Spie’s mother would make good on the threat. She’d made good on threats before. So, Spie did the only thing could: she lied and said she’d welcome the exile. They’d made a deal. If Spie suffered through the eight long weeks of filming for Love Galaxy, endured the next year of official dinners and tours, and got a little bit married, then her mother would cut her loose from further imperial obligations. She’d publicly name Nicky her successor and Spie would be free to live her life however she pleased, away from the imperial court.

Nicky shoved her feet off his chair. Her delicate balance was thrown off, and she rocked back to four legs, then immediately leaned forward to fold her arms over his headrest, settling her chin on her forearms.

“Pay attention,” he hissed. “They’re going over landing protocol.”

“Whoever said I wasn’t?” She wasn’t. Begrudgingly, she focused on the conversation happening around the table.

“. . . planet’s gravity is marginally less than Expan Proper’s,” one of the producers was saying, “so we’ve brought weighted boots for anyone who wants a heavier step. Won’t replicate the feel of denser gravity or mitigate the physiological effects, but it can help with overall comfort. And the atmosphere is thinner, so we’ll have the crew bring a couple oxygen tanks in case anyone starts feeling light-headed.”

“Don’t forget about filters,” said the ship’s medical supervisor, Lin Carter. She was an attractive Outer Expanese woman in her mid-forties with long white-blond hair and deep brown skin. Spie had bet Nix she could get the doc to sleep with her before the tour’s end.

“X72 has a toxicity level of 3.75,” Lin continued. “Breathing the air for short intervals won’t do permanent damage, but the heirs should wear filters whenever they’re off-camera to be safe.”

“Can’t damage the royal lungs,” Spie whispered in her brother’s ear. “Mother would have a fit.”

Though his demeanor didn’t change, she could tell he was suppressing a grin. No one knew Nix as well as Spie. He was surly and serious only because he had the weight of the universe on his shoulders. A universe Spie herself had placed there. Guilt flickered in her stomach; she pointedly ignored the sensation.

“Oh,” he said quietly, glancing back at her. “I nearly forgot to tell you, but the approval came in when we locked orbit—Mother’s agreed to cast Arbora as the contestant from the Prop Moons. You’re welcome.”

“Why would I—wait, Arbora Arbora?”

Collectively, the whole of the conference room glanced in Spie’s direction. Whoops, too loud.

“Your Highness,” said Blessing Stone coolly (really, what kind of name was Blessing Stone? And could Spie legally change her own to something like Tidal Wave? No, Throat Punch was better. Princess Throat Punch Expani. Okay, she was being culturally insensitive and should really stop), “did you have a comment?”

Spie made a show of gracefully pulling herself to her feet. She tossed her long hair behind one shoulder, smiled her most winsome smile, and said, “Only that Her Excellency would be pleased to know the work being done here is meticulous and professional.”

Before sitting, she made a point of catching the medical supervisor’s gaze and quirking her left eyebrow ever so slightly upward. Lin coughed and averted her gaze but seemed unable to keep from smiling. Spie had been laying the appropriate groundwork for weeks—this bet was so in the bag.

Blessing Stone cleared her throat. “Yes, thank you, Your Highness. Now, to address the question of local media on site . . .”

Spie leaned forward and flicked her brother’s earlobe. “What do you mean, Arbora?”

“Later,” he hissed.

Spie sat back, then immediately scooted forward again. She opened her mouth, closed it, then tapped the commbridge on her wrist. The device was programmed to show messages and images to her unique retina alone. She manually bridged her brother.

Spie: What do you mean, Arbora???

She nudged him for good measure.

He bent over his own wrist, where his CB was laced around his signature elbow-length black leather gloves.

Nicky: Later.

An unacceptable response.

Spie: You’re not actually telling me that Arbora VinVanxin is about to be announced as the rep from the Moons? Without even talking to me about it first?? NICKY. What did she SAY? I don’t want to know. I do want to know. Arbora? You’re serious??

He didn’t respond. Spie tapped her CB to idle it. Drummed her foot impatiently on the carpeted floor. Nicky couldn’t drop a bomb on her like this and expect her to sit primly and wait for a more convenient time. There was never a more convenient time. Their lives were scheduled down to when they could take a piss. And, besides, Spie hadn’t sat primly for anything in her life.

The projected image of a distinguished-looking man with waxen skin and greying blue hair appeared above a holo at the table’s rear. X72-1’s governor, according to Kalvin’s introduction. The governor had a clear vitamin D deficiency; though with how distant this planet was from its solar system’s star, that wasn’t surprising. He launched into a canned speech about the honor of having the imperial heirs grace his planet.

Spie hadn’t seen Arbora in . . . what had it been now? Seven years? Eight? Had Arbora really agreed to star on Love Galaxy? That meant she’d be throwing her hat in the ring to win Spie’s hand in marriage. Was that what Arbora wanted? They’d fancied themselves in love once. But they’d been naïve kids. And when Spie’s mother had found out about them, she’d sent Arbora away. Flings were allowed, sleeping around was allowed, but falling in love? Falling in love was like exposing your soft middle to an assassin’s blade. Future emperors couldn’t afford weaknesses. And that’s all love was.

Spie and Arbora hadn’t spoken since.

How in all the dying stars had Nix managed to convince their mother to cast Arbora on the show? Spie studied the back of her brother’s head. His cropped hair, matte black and thick, the same shade as her own, curled just slightly past his ears, in need of a trim. He never let anyone but Spie herself cut it.

Arbora. Nix had found her. Of course he had. He was Mother’s favorite, always had been. What Nicky wanted, Nicky was given. While Spie was . . . Spie was a black hole of disappointment.

Her chest pinched with something sharp. Like her lungs had been caught by a fishhook. She tried to breathe around the sensation, but doing so only further embedded the hook. A memory came, unbidden, to her mind: a dramatic violin concerto raging from her racer’s speakers, Arbora grinning carefree from the passenger side, her hair buzzed close to her scalp, her home culture’s traditional gender rings pierced through the thin skin of her left eyebrow. Two, for a woman.

The memory fast-forwarded to Arbora, tear-stricken and afraid, calling Spie’s name as she was marched out of the Imperial Tower by a pair of guards. And Spie, standing helplessly to the side, doing absolutely nothing to stop it. Were she to compose the memory into music, translate her impotence and heartbreak into chords on the violin, this moment would be the top of the crescendo. What happened after would be a crash into abrupt silence.

Was this a joke? Could Nix be messing with her? If so, it wasn’t funny. But if he was telling the truth . . . the next couple months might prove interesting after all.

• • •

“Can we get another shot, but this time, Your Highness—Prince Nix, I mean—could I have you put an arm around your sister’s shoulders? Yes, exactly like that, we’re rolling.”

Cameras flashed. Two dozen different media representatives called Spie and Nicky’s names, a chorus of Your Highnesses that wouldn’t let up. Nicky’s arm around Spie’s shoulder was tight but warm.

X72 was a soulless place. The air was freezing, windless, and stank something terrible. Like old piss and noxious fumes. A threatening black fog hung just above the tops of the buildings, blotting out any view of the sky. Spie was certain her limbs were going to fall off from frostbite. But she smiled through it all. Smiling was her most marketable talent. She could be standing in the middle of a war zone, holding a dead soldier’s still-beating heart, and she’d keep a smile on her face.

Never let anyone see you hurt. Better yet, never let yourself hurt. An Expani is above pain and emotion.

And Gracelin Expani thought her lessons had fallen on deaf ears.

Their arrival on X72’s surface had been a blur—it always was. An escort the size of an entire armada accompanied them from filming location to filming location while a team of stylists touched up their makeup and hair, and helped them into various outfits.

Now they stood on the steps in front of a grey building that housed the local government offices, the giant seal of the Expan Empire emblazoned across the front of it: two intertwined eagles taking flight with the words A United Humanity carved below them. And, just like those eagles, Spie and Nix with their arms around each other.

On the sidewalk, the crowd of local media swelled against cordoned-off sections of rope and twenty muscled imperial guards. Kalvin fielded questions from journalists. Blessing Stone directed camera operators and producers. The whole ordeal was broadcasting live on Imperial Broadcast News, the only galactic network capable of reaching all seven of the empire’s inhabited solar systems.

Spie shifted her weight from her left foot to her right. She was in a form-fitting crimson dress with winged sleeves designed to make her appear “sensual but carefree” and diamond-studded black heels that made her as tall as her brother. Her hair was half-pinned, half-down, cascading in loose waves over one shoulder. This was all she offered her mother’s regime: a pretty face the people could fall in love with. Surface-level attraction.

There came that fishhook again, pinching her lungs.

“We’ll take one more question,” Kalvin announced from behind a wall of cameras. Unlike Nix and Spie, he had the privilege of a woolen overcoat, scarf, and his filtration mask still in place.

A sea of hands shot into the air. Kalvin picked one.

The journalist was a small man with that same bluish hair that seemed prevalent there.

“I know I speak for the whole of X72,” the journalist began in accented Expanese, “when I say how honored we are for your visit and the opportunity to have one of our own featured on the future emperor’s season of Love Galaxy. For the viewers and hopefuls at home, would Your Highnesses be willing to share what you’re each looking for in a consort?”

“I can’t speak for my sister”—Nicky’s arm dropped away from Spie’s shoulder, leaving her cold—“but I’m looking for someone who shares my love of the sciences, demonstrates a promising aptitude for ambassadorial work, and puts empire above all.”

“Oh, Nicky, that’s so boring.” Spie playfully nudged her shoulder against her brother’s. The questions varied little from planet to planet. And they each had a part to play. “You didn’t even mention a tight ass!” She turned to the camera, winking, “That’s number one on my list.”

There came the expected intake of breath and choked guffaws from the crowd. Then Blessing Stone gave a quick, fabricated speech about how excited the show was to have their very first cast member from X72, and the cameras were brought offline. Within seconds, an assistant threw a blessedly warm coat over Spie’s dress and placed a mask over her nose and mouth. Someone else did the same for Nix. The local media were ushered quickly elsewhere.

Blessing Stone walked up the steps, handing both Spie and Nix an aluminum bottle of water. “Next up is a tour of the governor’s mansion followed by dinner with the daughters of the planet’s most prominent families.” Her voice was slightly mechanical through her filtration mask. “After the dinner, we’ll finalize our casting choice. Whoever is chosen will discreetly accompany us when we depart for Expan Proper on the morrow. The announcement will go live the night of our arrival.”

“I need a twenty-minute breather,” Spie said. “And I wouldn’t hate it if you killed the dinner.”

Blessing Stone turned away to shout a directive at a pair of camera operators before turning back. “Can’t, Your Highness. Not without insulting their planet’s hospitality. But if you need a rest, we can push it.”

“Push it.” Spie grabbed her brother’s arm and marched him down the stairs and around the side of the building. Away from the producers, crew, and squadron of heavily armed guards. The alley was dank and dark but private.

Nix shook her off when they were out of earshot. “What?” He sounded tired. Was always tired of late. “Kalvin needs us to go through our talking points for dinner—he wants to give us a rundown on X72’s history. The show’s trying to reach a more diverse audience this season.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t care less.” Spie pulled off her filtration mask. It was bulky and her hair kept getting stuck in the back straps. At this point, her lungs were gonna burn whether or not she wore it. She leaned back against the building’s brick wall. “Spill. Arbora. Everything. Kal can wait.”

Nicky shot a glance down the alley in the direction they’d come. “There’s not much to tell. One of Arbora’s agents approached Kalvin a few months ago and he brought it up with me to test the waters; I thought it’d be nice for you to have someone on the show that you might actually want to be there. Mother wasn’t exactly thrilled about the notion, but I convinced her. And with the recent protests on Irma, having a Moons contestant is smart.”

Spie snorted. “Nicky, I haven’t spoken to Arbora since . . . I don’t even know if I want to date her again. You should’ve talked to me about it first. You and Kalvin.”

“Approvals took a while; you know how it goes with the more-prominent territories. I didn’t want you to get your hopes up.”

“And what about the attorney general? He wanted his daughter on the show.”

Nicky closed the distance between them, his heavy boots kicking up an inordinate amount of dust. “You’re right; I should’ve asked you. I thought it’d be a nice surprise; I’m sorry. One of Blessing Stone’s producers is with Arbora, prepping her for the contestant announcements. Her identity won’t go public until then, so say the word and I’ll send a message to have her pulled.”

Spie studied her brother’s masked face. Beneath his makeup, there were dark circles under his eyes. The tailored black suit he wore was getting loose in the thighs and chest. He’d been losing weight steadily since the beginning of their tour. Spie knew he was under a lot of pressure—they both were, but she’d always been good at never taking anything too seriously. Or, rather, avoiding the things that were serious. Nicky, though, was born a stress case. Relaxation wasn’t a concept he understood, and lately, Spie worried he was going to run himself into the ground.

“You good, Nicky?” She tapped him on the chest with her unopened bottle of water.

“Of course I’m good.”

“Liar.”

He let out a sigh. It sounded distorted through his mask. “It’s just— There’s a lot riding on this, you know?”

“Uh-huh.” Spie dropped her water bottle and mask on the ground, then unzipped the top of her coat and went digging in her dress’s bodice. “I have an idea.”

“What in the name of the nebula-maker are you doing—”

She withdrew a half-smoked joint and a lighter from where she’d tucked both into her bra. “Come on; you need this as much as I do. Probably more.”

“We can’t just—”

“Nicky, I assure you, we can do whatever the hell we want.” Not exactly true, but Spie wasn’t in the mindset to care. She pushed off the brick wall.

Nix protested as she led him down an even-narrower, even-darker alley, but he didn’t turn back. He was ninety percent bluster most of the time, anyway.

The alley spilled into an empty loading dock. Five giant metal containers jigsawed against each other along the back of the dock, each one bursting with waste. The smell went from old piss and noxious fumes to old piss, noxious fumes, and day-old garbage.

Worth it for a moment alone.

She sank to the ground and leaned against the back of the first metal container, then patted the stained concrete beside her.

“That’s filthy,” Nix protested. “Your dress will be ruined.”

Spie lit her joint. It was an expensive strain of Ubrecht System springweed. She tilted her chin up to an unappealing view of roiling fog. “So, get filthy, baby brother.” After taking a quick drag, she held out the joint. “Lose the mask.”

“Smoking in a 3.75 toxicity environment is a terrible idea.”

“Good. I needed an excuse to visit the medical bay tonight.”

“Oh, for nebula’s sake!” He plucked the joint from Spie’s fingers and took a drag. “Is there a woman in the whole galaxy who won’t sleep with you?”

Spie laughed, snatching the joint back and bringing it to her lips. “Is that why you found Arbora? You can be honest with me, Nicky. It’s okay if you’re scared all the girls will like me best.”

“You’re insufferable. Casting would never let that happen. Twenty-four contestants: six for you, six for me, and twelve for both of us because drama sells.”

“I take it Arbora’s one of mine, then?”

He took the joint from her again. “Is that a yes? You don’t want me to pull her? Once the announcement goes live, there’ll be no backing out. Doing so could undermine the integrity of the whole show. Piss off a lot of important people.”

Spie leaned her head back against the cold metal of the waste container. “Like there was any integrity to begin with. And that’s an I need to think about it.”

The growl of an engine interrupted their reverie. Nicky jumped, but Spie only took another drag from her joint. An oversized garbage truck was lumbering toward them.
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The Idiot in Heels

Temmi slammed her brakes. Some idiot was smoking in front of the dumpsters outside the city offices. Make that two idiots. And one of them in heels, no less.

She blared her horn. Her shift had ended over an hour before, and she still had half of Jordie’s route to go. She wanted to get home before the sky turned dark, show Ollie the fresh credits in her account, ease his mind. Pay Shrimps before law enforcement broke down their front door.

The idiot in heels was not only sitting against the dumpster Temmi needed to empty but had the gall to wave a hand as though commanding Temmi to leave. The absolute nerve.

Temmi plucked out her earplugs, rolled down her truck’s window, and leaned half-out. “Get out of the way!”

The loiterers stared at her dumbly. Based on their warm-toned skin and dark hair, they weren’t native X-ers. Likely university kids from some Outer Expanese planet who’d gotten shafted with the worst government internship in the history of time, too privileged to imagine that someone might speak a language other than their own. Temmi switched from X-er to what she knew was passable Imperial Expanese. She spoke the empire’s common tongue better than most X-ers on account of her deadbeat father drilling the language into her from birth—up until he’d abandoned her, that was. “I said, get out of the way!”

This time, the pair appeared to understand. The one in heels called back, “We’re good, thanks. Come back later.”

Like hell Temmi was going to come back later. She breathed out slowly, killed her truck’s engine, and opened the driver’s-side door.

She hopped to the ground, not bothering to shut the door, and stomped toward the idiots, her coat forgotten in her truck. It didn’t matter—the cold didn’t bother her, not with her blood pounding in her veins.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” Temmi allowed her voice to release all the emotion that’d been boiling in her since that morning. It felt good. “I said, get out of my fucking way.”

The idiot in heels exchanged a look with the other one, a pretty man wearing a shocked expression. A filtration mask dangled from his fingertips, the kind that could’ve financed an entire year of Temmi’s mother’s treatments while keeping a roof over her family’s heads. Her temper flared.

The woman rose to her feet in a single fluid motion, her raven hair spilling halfway down her back. She was wearing a dress, of all the impractical things. A grin that could only be described as malevolent spread slowly across her face. “Nicky,” she purred in a sultry voice, “who the hell do I think I am?”

The man stepped forward and grabbed the woman by her upper arm. He said, in Temmi’s direction, “You’ve clearly got a job to do here, so we’ll be going.”

The woman tugged her arm out of his grasp. She sauntered closer to Temmi, swaying with a sensual grace, entirely unencumbered by her five-inch heels and the uneven pavement.

She tossed her hair. “You’re cute, in a grimy sort of way.” With a twirl of her wrist, she made a gesture that seemed to encompass Temmi’s entire body. “I admit, the jumpsuit has a certain appeal. What’s your name?”

Temmi balked. “Are you shitting me right now? What are you? Some kind of”—she sought the right word in Expanese—“narcissist?”

Back by the dumpsters, her male companion made a choked sound that might’ve been half laughter, half something else. The woman shot him a glare.

Two could play the intimidation game. Temmi closed the remaining distance between herself and the other woman. She had to look up to meet her gaze. Sharp, pale violet eyes stared back, shining and amused. There was something familiar about her, something that niggled at the back of Temmi’s mind, but she couldn’t place what, exactly. She had flawless tanned skin, cutting cheekbones and a wicked mouth. In a word, she was beautiful, which only made Temmi all the more eager to wipe the smug grin from her perfect face.

“You know what?” Temmi let disdain color her words. “Stay. I happen to have a friend at the district police’s office.” (By friend she meant former probation officer, but semantics). “There’s a dialer in my truck—one code from me and he’ll be here.”

But the woman wasn’t cowed. If anything, Temmi’s threat only seemed to amuse her more. She quirked an eyebrow, her gaze boring into Temmi’s with a stomach-clenching intensity. “Ooh, not a dialer! I didn’t realize we’d gone back in time a thousand years.”

Temmi wasn’t done. “So, you’re a narcissist and a jackass. Good to know. Did you also know my friend gets a commission for every person he finds violating the shelter-in-place? Thanks to the empire’s precious little heirs’ visit today, the fine is astronomical.”

The woman’s smile widened maddeningly. “Those heirs really know how to ruin a good thing, don’t they?”

From the other side of the loading dock, the woman’s companion called out, “Spie, leave her be. We should be getting back. Kalvin will be worried— Hey! Turn that camera off; you don’t have authorization to be filming right now!”

Temmi flipped around. Two men were huddled behind the open door of her trash truck, one of them with a boxy, expensive-looking camera pointed directly at Temmi. The other sported a look of triumph. They both wore caps that read X72-1 The Buzz in bold gold lettering.

What the actual hell? And then it hit Temmi, with the delicacy of a satellite crashing to the earth. A horrid, gut-wrenching realization. She turned back around, slower this time, like a criminal preparing to face the noose.

The man by the dumpster had named the woman in heels Spie. And before that, the woman had called him Nicky. Which, now that Temmi was taking a moment to think, sounded an awful lot like a nickname for Nix.

Someone please incinerate me, she thought. An LZ beam between the eyes—a quick death. She hadn’t really called the princess of the Expan Empire, a woman who had the power to execute an entire planet on a whim, a woman in line to rule the entire progeny of humanity, a narcissist and a jackass? To her face? No, that would be suicide.

Except that Temmi had. And someone had captured the whole thing on camera.

Her horror must’ve shown on her face because the woman, Spielin fucking Expani, dropped her expression of amusement. “Ah, I see reality has caught up to you. For what it’s worth, I had fun.” Then, with a slight brush of her shoulder against Temmi’s, she marched by to address the cameramen. Her brother was already there—Temmi hadn’t even noticed him go by.

Nix. Ollie would’ve been beside himself. The prince cut a striking figure with his mess of black hair, broad shoulders, and long, slender athletic build. Nearly as striking as his sister, though more understated. How had Temmi not immediately realized who they were? It was so obvious now. And it wasn’t as though she’d never seen pictures of them. Images of the heirs were constantly blaring on her holoscreen, thanks to Ollie. But to be honest, she’d never truly paid attention. And some part of her brain had refused to even acknowledge that it was possible to run into the imperial heirs on a routine trash run.

While Temmi stood there, dumbfounded, more people rounded her truck and poured onto the loading dock. Not the least of which were twenty muscled guards in black suits with the seal of the Expan Empire sewn into their sleeves. They wore full-face helmets with silver visors and had what looked like actual LZ blasters slung across their chests. Every plausible exit was blocked off in seconds.

So, no slinking away quietly and disappearing to a new city. Or planet. Or galaxy.

Shit.

A man in a filtration mask approached Temmi, flanked by two more of the black-suits and a woman wearing a garish yellow hat.

“Hello, I’m Kalvin Kar-Beidell,” said the man. He had dark obsidian skin, was entirely bald, and through the mask, his Expanese was accented. He spoke in slow, measured sentences. “I’m one of Love Galaxy’s executive producers—I work directly with the heirs. Your encounter here has been broadcast to the whole of your planet. Containing it at this point is impossible—I expect the clip to reach Expan in minutes. These things take on lives of their own, you understand?”

Temmi did not understand. Would the emperor have her arrested? Hanged? Surely, people had been executed for less. She’d all but told the emperor’s children to go fuck themselves while her entire planet watched.

“I didn’t realize— I never—” Temmi stared helplessly at her overrun truck. The heirs were no longer there.

The woman in the yellow hat grabbed Temmi’s right hand. “My dear”—she turned Temmi’s hand palm up to scan her barcode with a screening device—“you’ve caused what I like to call an incident. The legality of which is murky and the optics of which I don’t love. And neither will Her Excellency. We need to get out in front of this, control the narrative, et cetera.”

The screening device made a clicking sound, then projected a virtual profile into the air: a picture of Temmi from five years earlier, taken when she’d received her oversized motor vehicle license. Her untamable hair, a darker blue than most X-ers—she had her father to thank for that—was held barely in check by the band at the nape of her neck. Below the picture, the words:

Name: ARTEMIS IALAN

Age: 22 Imperial Standard Years.

Nationality: X72 national with illegitimate half-Expanese parentage through father, Orion Gonxo. Mother is one Innis Ialan, full X72 native.

Residence: 812 Basalt Rd. #63, X72-1, X72, X System, Expan Empire. Currently resides with mother and younger brother, Apollo Ialan.

Occupation: Trash collector with Gareth’s Refuse in X72-1. Click here for a list of previous employers and addresses.

Education: Never completed secondary school. Reported dropout during her ninth year. Academic records here.

Criminal History: Found guilty of two major charges, one for robbery and one for the sale and profit of stolen goods. Served six months in X72-1’s Women’s Correctional Facility. Click here for all relevant court documents.  

The profile vanished an instant later. The yellow-hatted woman yelled, “I’ll need a full work-up on Artemis Ialan. Arrest records, dirty secrets, primary school marks, finances, the works. Anything we can use if it comes to it.”

If what comes to what?

“Um, can I— I need to leave,” Temmi said.

The yellow-hatted woman was already walking away, calling out more orders to the crowded loading dock.

The bald man, Kalvin, said, “We’ll need a reaction interview. Say you’re Spie’s jilted lover or a stalker or something—we’ll feed you the words.” He turned, called out, “Blessing Stone, do we want her dressed as she is now, or should we clean her up first? I’m thinking we lean into the filthy-trash-collector angle?”

Without looking up from a screen someone was showing her, Blessing Stone called back, “Trash-collector angle, definitely. Might help if you throw a little more dirt on her face to really sell it.”

Kalvin walked away briefly, returning a moment later with a slender, brown-skinned man carrying a case of cosmetics. “Don’t overdo it, Manny; just a touch more grime on her cheeks. Her hair is already great as is.”

Well, that was insulting.

The makeup artist laid his case on the ground and leaned down to open it. Temmi took a step back. Her action was mimicked by the guards flanking her.

“No,” she said, then again, louder, “NO.”

That got Kalvin’s attention. And the attention of most the people on the loading dock. Including the yellow-hatted Blessing Stone. Temmi took a steadying breath. “I’m not running damage control or whatever the hell is going on here. It’s not my problem. Arrest me if you’re going to arrest me, but I’m not going on fucking camera. And if you’re not going to arrest me, then I’m going back to work.”

More than one set of eyes glanced between Temmi and Kalvin, then between Temmi and Blessing Stone. The makeup artist hovered, frozen, above his case.

Temmi’s face burned with something more potent than embarrassment, but she held her ground. She might’ve just caused an incident, but she wasn’t about to go on a galactic holovision network and destroy what shreds of her dignity remained.

Blessing Stone thrust the screen she was holding into an assistant’s hands, then marched back to where Temmi stood. She leaned in to Kalvin. “Can we arrest her?”

Kalvin glanced at the visored guard on Temmi’s right. “Captain Glossen?”

The guard made a full-body shrugging motion. “Technically, the crime is with the two journalists from The Buzz who filmed without a prior disclosure. And Shorz is already sorting them out with the local authorities.”

“Seriously?” Blessing Stone pursed her lips into the shape of a puckered asshole. “You can’t make anything stick? Defamation, threatening a member of the Expani family, treason? She’s already got a record; it shouldn’t be hard. Pick something.”

“It’s not that simple, ma’am,” the guard captain said. “At least, not in the wake of such a publicized event, if you understand what I mean.”

“You expect me to get on a call with Her Excellency’s chief of staff, the Marta Eulogon, and say, ‘Sorry, because of a complete lapse in security, the emperor’s daughter looks like a fool on every network in the empire and I’ve done nothing to spin the narrative’? You think any of us are going to keep our jobs?”

The captain glanced at Temmi. Her pulse picked up—she couldn’t make out his face through his helmet and visor.

“I suppose we could detain her,” the guard relented. “At least until after we’ve heard from Madame Eulogon or one of her assistants.”

“Wonderful.” Blessing Stone turned to Temmi. “My dear, you’re free to leave as soon as you’ve given us an on-camera statement. It’s up to you if that happens before or after we’ve heard from the emperor’s chief of staff. If I were you, I’d make it before.”

Blessing Stone tapped on a device attached to her wrist and stepped away to answer a call. A commbridge. Temmi only knew the name from catching bits of Ollie’s holodramas. X72 didn’t boast any technology as advanced.

Kalvin watched Blessing Stone go before turning back to Temmi. “Miss Ialan, I viewed a secondary stream of your encounter with the heirs only seconds after it was broadcast. For what it’s worth, I believe you’re an overworked grunt who didn’t know who she was speaking with. But the rest of the empire won’t be so kind. And if you refuse to do an interview with us now, then we’ll be forced to push a smear campaign to discredit you in an attempt to rescue Her Highness’s image. It’s not a threat; it’s simply the fact of the situation.”

Temmi stared longingly at her truck, the solitude of the cab less than sixty feet away. Her overcoat was in there, tossed across the passenger seat. So were her earplugs. If she said what these people wanted, she could hop in, close the door, and go cry somewhere privately. What was one more hit to her pride today, anyway?

“Fine.” She shoved her hands into her jumpsuit’s pockets. “I’ll apologize.”

“Oh, we don’t want an apology.” Kalvin snapped his fingers at the makeup artist. He stood and immediately started applying a sticky substance to Temmi’s cheeks. “We want an angle. And this is it: you’ve been stalking the heirs’ press tour.” He held up a hand when Temmi started to protest. “You were desperate for a shred of the princess’s attention, something to that effect, something that justifies her attitude toward you.”

Temmi flinched away from the slimy feel of whatever the makeup artist was applying to her face. “I’d really rather apologize.”

“Hold up!” Blessing Stone called. Her yellow hat nearly toppled sideways in her rush to get back to Kalvin’s side. She whispered something in his ear.

His black eyes narrowed. “Change of plans. Manny, put the faux dirt away. We’re not doing an interview right now.”

Thank all that was and wasn’t holy.

“So, I can go?” Temmi touched a finger to her cheek. It came away sticky with something that looked and smelled an awful lot like tar. The makeup artist tsked at her.

Blessing Stone typed out an invisible message on her commbridge, her fingers jabbing air. Without looking up, she said, “Oh, no, my dear. We’re going to need a lot more from you than an interview. Captain Glossen, we’re taking her up.”

A firm hand clamped around Temmi’s upper arm. Panic found its way into her throat. “Up? What do you mean, up? I have to get back to work.”

“The imperial starship. Marta Eulogon herself would like a word.”
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Slutty but Endearing

Spie flopped onto the plush leather sofa in her cabin’s sitting room. Projected via the holo across from her was the eternally disapproving face of Emperor Gracelin Expani. Shrewd brown eyes glared from a galaxy far far away.

“Getting high while on a shoot? And dragging your brother into it?” Her Excellency closed her eyes, took a dramatic breath, then opened them again. “You’re not sixteen, Spielin.”

“Am I not? I hadn’t noticed. The past ten years have blissfully flown by.” Spie tossed an empty tumbler into the air, then caught it. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Not a big deal? Not a big deal?” Gracelin pinched the bridge of her nose with one hand and held up her CB with the other. The device displayed a three-dimensional image: Spie holding a smoldering joint between two fingers and stalking toward a navy-haired woman in a grey jumpsuit. “Does this look like someone you would trust to be your future leader? Does this even look like someone you would trust to keep your goldfish alive for a weekend? This clip is all over the internet right now. I have my people erasing it where they can, but it’s like playing whack-a-mole.”

Spie spun the tumbler on one palm, then sat up abruptly, brandishing the glass cup at the image of her mother. “Stop acting like you care if I make a fool of myself. You’re only mad because Nicky was in the shot. I’m supposed to be portrayed as ‘slutty but endearing,’ right? A bit of an airhead? My foolish image bolsters Nicky’s competent one? But that only works if he isn’t caught doing dumb shit alongside me. Maybe you should be lecturing him right now. Because, if you hadn’t noticed, your precious baby boy is a grown-ass man.”

Her mother’s lips closed in a thin line. “That interaction was neither slutty”—her contemptuous mouth curled around the word, spitting it out like a bad piece of chicken—“nor endearing. And when have I ever asked you to act in such a way? When have I done anything but plead for you to live up to your potential?”

Honestly, hearing her mother, the nebula-cursed emperor, say ‘slutty’ almost made the entire ordeal worth it.

“You came across as predatory and cruel. An image that only further incentivizes citizens upset with the empire’s elite.”

“With you, you mean.” Spie threw herself onto her back again. The leather cushions creaked. She crossed one knee over the other and squeezed the tumbler in her hand so hard, she worried the glass might crack.  

“You’re my daughter. You are the empire. When people look at you, they need to desire you. They need to feel as though you’re accessible to them. You’re a symbol and an important one. This type of publicity kills that image. It kills their desire, and it hurts the empire. And anything that hurts the empire hurts all of humanity.”

Tell me something I haven’t heard, Spie thought.

There came the whooshing sound of a door depressurizing. Nicky poked his head into Spie’s cabin. “You decent?” he called.

“Mother’s on,” she answered.

His footsteps were soft as he padded, barefoot, into Spie’s sitting room. He was in a pair of jogging sweats and a graphic tee, some band called Get Physic-al with a few indecipherable equations under the name. The ends of his hair, damp from a recent shower, brushed the upper frame of his reading glasses.

“Your Excellency.” Nix inclined his head to the screen.

Spie rolled her eyes.

“I’m late for assembly.” Gracelin tapped her CB. “I’ll speak with the both of you this weekend for the roundtable briefing.” Her image disappeared.

Nix settled on the edge of Spie’s coffee table. He ran a gloved hand through his damp hair. “So,” he said, “how bad was it?”

“On a scale from dropping out of university to being caught trying to impregnate myself?”

Nicky visibly winced. Spie might not have a fancy degree, but she did have an impressive list of things she’d done expressly to piss off their mother. The worst of which she’d done the year after Arbora was banished. Spie had been eighteen, angry, and prone to poor decision-making. She’d stolen a rather primitive vial and catheter from the palace’s hospital wing, then convinced one of Nicky’s schoolmates to jerk off in a cup. Luckily, her grand plan had been foiled long before a child could be conceived.

“It was fine.” Spie sat up. The couch creaked again as though reluctant to relinquish her. She placed the glass tumbler on the coffee table beside her brother. “She didn’t banish me, so there’s that. How’d you fare?”

The tired circles under his eyes said it all. Spie had stopped caring about earning her mother’s love when she was five years old. She’d never even bothered to believe herself worthy of her mother’s pride. There was freedom in being a disappointment. Nicky, however, was still caught in their mother’s web like a helpless fly.

“I . . .” Nicky stopped, took off his glasses, and began fidgeting with the ends. He’d been born with oddly fluctuating vision; no doctor had ever been able to explain why. His lenses were specially crafted to adjust on demand. When people looked at him, they assumed he was physically competent, athletic even. He certainly looked the part—tall, well-built, strong. Almost no one but Spie knew how hard he worked to maintain that image. How much he struggled with little things like hand-eye coordination and depth perception. How, as a child, he would cry out from random bouts of chronic pain. He only wore his glasses in private. Mommy dearest didn’t want him looking vulnerable.

“What’d she say to you?” Spie tried to force him to make eye contact with her, but he avoided her gaze. “Aw, shit. I’m sorry, Nicky. It’s my fault. I mean, I’d never admit that to her, but I am sorry.”

Nicky was silent a moment. The star cruiser hummed around them.

“You’re always sorry. I’m not mad, I get it, I do, it’s just—it’s fine.” He met her gaze, finally. His eyes were a deep violet, like cold elderberry, shades darker than Spie’s own. From a distance, they could easily be mistaken for black.

“It’s clearly not fine.”

Nicky sighed a bit dramatically. “It’s just— I feel like you’re treating this as though it’s a game. It’s not a game, Spie. It’s our lives and the lives of countless others. The whole empire’s future.”

“Congrats, Nicky; you’re really starting to sound like the emperor.”

“I’m not trying to— Ugh, it’s coming out all wrong. Never mind. Anyway, that isn’t what I came to say. Kalvin’s been running damage control all evening. We’ve decided to cast her as X72’s contestant.”

“Her?” Spie sat back and placed her feet atop the coffee table.

“The woman that you—Artemis.”

And she took her feet right back off. “The trash collector? Why in the name of gods and nebulas would we want her on the show? Aren’t there another 10,000 eligible women on the planet?”

“Seven hundred thousand, actually.” Nicky half-grinned at that, a lopsided smile that made him look years younger. “She’s trending on every platform. People want her on the show. Having her will guarantee lower-class viewership, increase engagement—”

“I don’t think engagement will be an issue.”

“—and it’s a way for the empire to unapologetically lean in to the whole debacle. Let the narrative of her being cast overwrite everything else. People like an underdog. Plus, you know Blessing Stone has been angling for a villain.”

Spie stared at her brother. “No, I don’t buy it. Mother wouldn’t agree to that. Why is she really being chosen? Love Galaxy at least tries to maintain a shallow front for being about diplomacy. That girl was as far from diplomatic as one can get.”

He glanced downward. His cheeks reddened incriminatingly. “All right, fine. She’s in because I want her in.”

Well, that was unexpected. Nix had always kept private about his love life, even from Spie. As far as she was aware, he’d never had a love life. He’d never publicly dated anyone, and to her knowledge, he’d never privately done so, either. She’d teased him about it often enough. The only reason she knew his preference was for women was because he’d had a crush on a girl when they were six and because the Love Galaxy casting department had needed the information in order to bring on contestants he might actually like.

“Really?” she asked carefully, easing up on her teasing drawl. She didn’t want to scare him into recanting this offering. “I didn’t realize the trash collector had made such an impression on you. I mean, she was pretty, sure, but if you want pretty, there’s a hundred billion other women out there. Probably trillion; I don’t actually know.”

Nicky jammed his glasses onto his face. “A hundred billion other women who want me for the power and position I occupy. But Artemis didn’t even know who we were. I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who didn’t already know who I am. Isn’t that sad? Everyone wants something from me—us. All the women on the show will be simpering for our favor.”

“Simpering women are my preferred type.”

“I’m serious, Spie.” And, by the nebula, he really did seem serious. “Is it so awful of me to want to date someone who’s real?”

Spie considered the notion. Real was a word dipped in idealism, for people who could afford to reveal their true selves. That would never be Spie or Nix. But she couldn’t crush her brother’s hope. And, if anything, the trash collector wasn’t boring. “I suppose it could be fun. She did have a certain appeal about her.”

“No”—Nix held out a hand, his mouth dipping into a frown—“no, Spie. I need you to back off this one. Officially, she’s one of mine. Stay away from her. I got you Arbora; let me have Artemis.”

“Let you have— Nicky, she’s a person, not a thing to possess. We aren’t back-system slave owners.”

“You know exactly what I mean. And you’re the last person in the universe who gets to lecture me about treating women like objects.”

“Oh please, I am gracious to all the women I bring into my bed. Very gracious, if you catch my meaning.”

Nix made a face of disgust.

Spie threw her hands up in mock surrender. “Fine! I’ll stay away from Trash Girl. She’s all yours. I am curious, though. Isn’t that going to piss off Cailin? New Terra will have a conniption if one of us doesn’t marry her. And Mother knows it.”

The tired look on Nicky’s face drained into one of pure exhaustion. Princess Cailin Frederik of the Galactic Republic of New Terra had been brought up with the sole purpose of being cast on Spie and Nicky’s season of Love Galaxy. When she was only six years old, her father had struck a backroom, unofficial deal with the emperor. A deal which amounted to Cailin being promised in marriage to either Nicky or Spie, ideally whichever one of them ended up chosen to become the imperial successor. For a long time, that was going to be Spie. Until she’d managed to embarrass the Expani name enough times that her mother elevated Nicky in her place. Privately, of course. Officially, their mother had made no proclamations as to who her heir would be. And officially, Cailin was there to date both of them. Unofficially, however, she was there for Nicky. Which meant that now, not only did Spie feel guilty for offloading the empire onto her brother’s shoulders, but it was her fault that he was saddled with having to marry Cailin.

And saying Cailin Frederik was a difficult person to like was putting things diplomatically.

“I never said I’d marry Artemis.” Nicky truly looked defeated. “I don’t even know her. I just— I thought it’d be nice to have someone real there before I have to pick Cailin.”

“Gods and nebulas, I’m sorry, Nicky.”

He shrugged. Spie had a sudden urge to wrap him into a hug but knew he’d only push her away. He’d never been one for physical touch.

“All right, I’m on board with this plan.” Spie slapped her hands on her thighs. “Let’s get you that blue-haired girl, yeah? How’d she react when you told her she’s been cast?”

Nix adjusted his glasses. “We, uh, haven’t told her yet.”
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Not for a Million Credits

After six hours alone in a conference room the size of her apartment, Temmi’s nerves were live wires. She hadn’t had a chance to talk to Gareth about why she’d abandoned her route, hadn’t had a chance to pay Shrimps their rent money, hadn’t had a chance to speak with anyone.

She’d never left her planet before. Hell, the farthest she’d ever been from her city was the wasteland of her mother’s birth, X72-B3, a small mining town a day’s shuttle ride north. The fact that Temmi was currently outside her planet’s atmosphere, circling in a low orbit, felt surreal. The whole day felt surreal.

The guards had thrown her into a cramped podship and launched her into the sky. The ride had been shaky, windowless, and exactly like what Temmi imagined being trapped in a tin can and tossed upward might feel like. Once on the star cruiser, she’d barely had a chance to look around before being corralled into a giant conference room. A projected image of an elderly albino woman, who was apparently the emperor’s chief of staff, had proceeded to ask her a series of increasingly intrusive questions:

How fluent was she in Expanese? (Very.) Why’d she drop out of secondary school? (Poverty.) Why was she arrested at fifteen? (Once again, poverty.) What did she steal? (Lots of things.) Was she still on probation or was her sentence fully served? (Home free.) Had she actually been guilty? (Yup.) Was she up to date on her Expanese vaccines? (Do they even administer those on X72?) Did she have any substance-abuse issues? (What X-er didn’t? They were a culture of functioning alcoholics.) Any current romantic entanglements or unofficially listed children? (Gods no.) How many sexual partners had she had in her lifetime? (A whopping one. One and a half if you counted the boy she’d messed around with in the Graveyard when she was sixteen, but like most people there, he’d disappeared one day and never come back.)

Then, almost as abruptly as it’d begun, the call ended and Temmi was left alone in a room so big, its openness threatened to consume her. Six hours later and she actually missed the chemical stench of her planet’s surface.

Midnight loomed on X72. Ollie would be frantic with worry. Gareth would be cursing her name, might even fire her. And her mom . . . Temmi pounded her forehead against the fancy mahogany table. She laced her hands over the back of her neck and closed her eyes. The tang of recent varnish stung her nose. The floor vibrated gently beneath her feet. A faint, persistent humming carried on the recycled air. Dots of white light lined the baseboard of the conference room, blinking occasionally.

She didn’t even have earplugs. Without them, she was like a fighter pilot soaring into battle with her shields down. Vulnerable, unsafe, doomed to explode. Sounds were jarring to her, sometimes overwhelming, sometimes rage-inducing. Her earplugs kept the threat of sound to a dull throb; she wore them habitually. She couldn’t sleep without a pair. Couldn’t focus. The thought of spending an entire day without them ignited a fiery panic in her gut. What if she was whisked away to some prison station in the far reaches of the Expanese System, or stars forbid, the Outerbelt, and forced to sleep next to loudly snoring inmates? (She knew from experience the torture of having no earplugs and a cellmate with untreated sleep apnea.)

You’re not under arrest, she reminded herself, pressing her forehead harder against the smooth surface of the table.

“Um, hello. Are you—are you all right?”

Temmi sat up so fast, she nearly gave herself whiplash. Her forehead throbbed dully.

The pretty man, the prince—Nix, you dumbass, she thought—stood at the head of the conference table. Temmi hadn’t heard him enter.

He appeared to be alone, though she was certain that the conference room was equipped with hidden cameras, that a room full of people somewhere were watching her slowly lose her sanity.

He was dressed less formally than he’d been that afternoon. In fact, he appeared to be in loungewear. Sweatpants like the kind Ollie would sleep in but made from much finer cloth and fitted perfectly to his body. A tee shirt with some ridiculous pun of a band name. His hair tousled like it’d dried recently, the ends just long enough to curl past his ears.

All right, fine. He was an objectively beautiful man. Beautiful almost to the point of pain. Like an existential ache that said yes, his beauty means something. There was a density to it, like nature had somehow conspired to show the grand plan of the universe in the slope between his cheekbone and jaw, the long flutter of his eyelashes, the sorrowful tilt of his heavy-lidded eyes, the perfect pout of his lips.

Prince Nix. Once, that name had meant hope for the future. It’d been Prince Nix’s Alliance Scholarship, a wealthy endowment for the empire’s most promising young scientists, that Scot had taken from her. A graphic of her ex-boyfriend receiving the award, shaking hands with Prince Nix outside Expan Central University, had circulated the local networks for a full year. An article in a local flimsy paper had celebrated Scot’s impressive model for “organic energy harvesting.” A model that he’d stolen from Temmi. It should’ve been her two years back, starry-eyed and hopeful, embarking on a bright future of scholarship, the whole of the universe opening before her like a jumpgate.

Instead, Scot’s betrayal had broken something deep inside her, something beyond the physical flesh of her heart and bones. Had broken her view of people and the world. Or, more accurately, had reinforced a truth she’d learned at a much younger age, when her father had left: that the universe was a cruel place and that people were, inherently, selfish. Love only worked when it was mutually beneficial.

Temmi stood abruptly. Sudden spots swam in her vision. She blinked them away, clueless as to the protocol for addressing an imperial heir. Should she bow? Curtsy? Grovel like a rat? Call him a narcissist like she had his sister? She settled on standing awkwardly like a loser.

The prince pulled out a chair and assumed a seat at the table’s head. Relieved, Temmi took that as her cue to do the same. A wide expanse of mahogany separated them.

Ollie was gonna lose his mind when she told him about being alone in a room with Nix Expani. If she ever got the chance to tell Ollie. Panic squeezed tight her airway. She swallowed, trying to breathe through it.

“Your Highness”—that, at least, seemed like the proper address—“what am I doing here?” She’d meant to sound polite, but even to her own ears, her tone came out distinctly aggravated. She took a calming breath. She wasn’t looking to make her situation worse. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I should be getting home. I have responsibilities, and my family will be wondering where I am.”

Nix folded his hands politely atop the table. He wore elbow-length supple black leather gloves. Their formality contrasted starkly with his otherwise casual attire. Placed over the glove on his right thumb was a heavy brass ring bearing the seal of the Expan Empire. “May I call you Artemis?” he asked, his voice accented in that posh way belonging to the Expanese high society.

A silkiness in his tone caused a shiver to travel up Temmi’s spine. She became excruciatingly aware of the smeared grime on her cheeks and rumpled state of her jumpsuit. “Artemis is fine.” She swallowed, reminding herself that she absolutely did not care what this spawn of century’s old colonization thought of her.

His mouth quirked into a half smile. “Then, Artemis, I’m here to extend an offer. I wanted to do so personally. I apologize for how long we’ve kept you waiting.”

Apology not accepted, Temmi thought, but bit back the retort. Her stomach whined loudly; she crossed her arms over her chest in an attempt to tell it to shut up.

The prince raised an eyebrow. “Did no one bring you any supper?”

I’ve been alone for six hours, you royal bastard was what she wanted to say. But again, she was being polite. “No, but it’s no bother. I’m more than used to skipping meals. If you’ll just give me leave to go, I can take care of myself.”

“That’s not—” He stood abruptly. “One moment.” He crossed quickly to the conference-room doors and stuck his head into the corridor. Temmi’s Expanese wasn’t good enough to catch the quick, hushed exchange. He turned back to her a moment later but stayed near the doors.

Long minutes passed in awkward silence. Minutes during which Temmi’s stomach continued to embarrass her. For the second time that day, she wished for someone to stick an LZ’s laser point against her head and pull the trigger.

A young man in a blindingly white uniform hurried into the conference room. He carried a silver tray in trembling hands, sweat lining his brow. Quickly, he deposited the tray in front of Temmi, turned to Nix, and bowed low at the waist (so, bowing was a thing, then) before darting back out of the conference room. Nix, finally, resumed his seat at the table’s head.

A decadent aroma wafted from the food tray. The insistent whines from Temmi’s stomach became overwhelming gurgles. There appeared to be various vegetables and a white filet of some kind of meat. She couldn’t say for certain—she’d never eaten real meat before. Just the imitation shit the drugstores sold. X72 had no animals to butcher, no sea life to catch, and was too distant and poverty-ridden to warrant any rich imports. Or, rather, those imports didn’t make it into the hands of people like her.

She glanced at the prince—he was wearing an amused expression. Well, fuck him. She dug in to the food. And, involuntarily, moaned. Which was, again, embarrassing. But also, this was easily the best meal she’d ever eaten.

“You gonna tell me why the hell I’m still here, or just keep staring at me like I’m a mining exhibit?” She winced at her own words. Be polite, Temmi, she told herself. Though to be fair, politeness had never been a character trait she’d possessed. And anyway, she’d been quite cordial up to this point.

Nobody was perfect.

He moved his hands from the table to his lap. “We want to cast you as X72’s contestant in Love Galaxy’s upcoming season.”

Temmi fully choked on a chunk of flaky meat-stuff. “Come—come again?”

“Oh, we would like to cast you—”

“No, I heard you.” She twisted the lid off an aluminum water bottle and took a gulp. “It’s a funny joke; I’ll give you that. Really, though, when can I go home?”

“Uh”—Nix twisted in his chair and looked at some point behind him. Probably the direction of the hidden camera. He turned back. “I’m not joking, Artemis. I’m offering you your planet’s spot in the show. I wanted to do so personally.”

Temmi blinked. And blinked again. And then a third time for good measure. The delicious food in front of her suddenly lost its appeal. She pushed the tray away. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. There was a camera somewhere recording this, right? Streaming it across the universe? A gimmick to get her back for what she’d said to his sister. She found herself searching the back wall of the conference room, but whatever camera existed was well concealed.

“Look, I’m sorry for what I said this afternoon”—she wasn’t sorry, but she needed this nightmare over with—“and I’m willing to give a statement or whatever, but I’d really just like to go home.”

The prince looked genuinely taken aback. “You’re saying you don’t want to represent X72?”

“This is real? You’re genuinely asking me to? Me? I’m not some long-lost princess. I collect other people’s trash for a living. I’ve got a fucking record, for nebula’s sake. I thought today made that very clear.”

“Good. I’m sick of princesses. Been surrounded by them my entire life.” He smiled a heart-shattering smile: half-crooked, wholly beautiful. Goddamn, that should be illegal. “Come on the show, Artemis, I want you there.”

Not even Temmi, who’d sworn off relationships, could stop her breath from hitching at that smile. Which, yeah, was annoying. This entire situation was absurd. The prince of the nebula-combusting Expan Empire did not just ask her to join his dating show.

“I— Um— Why?” It seemed the only appropriate question. She added, “Your Highness,” a beat later. Perhaps a touch too drily.

He shrugged one shoulder. “Optics, for one. Engagement, for another. One of our casting goals for this season is to bring on contestants from historically underrepresented territories, hence X72’s inclusion in the lottery. Viewers want to feel there’s true representation on the show, not just the children of prominent government officials. But also”—he dipped his stupidly pretty head—“you called Spie a narcissist. I like you.”

“Where are the cameras?” Temmi narrowed her gaze at the wall behind him. “Am I being filmed right now?”

“There’s a live feed above the upper vent on the wall behind me, but the only people watching it are Kalvin—he’s the executive producer, I believe you’ve met—and my sister.”

The damn prince seemed sincere. And the princess was spying like a little coward? “Permission to speak candidly?”

His mouth quirked as though to say he hadn’t realized she’d been holding back. “Of course, please.”

“Great. Then I think this is bullshit. You don’t like me. I’m a nebula-cursed trash collector from a planet you probably hadn’t heard of before today. I think you’re a sweet talker with an agenda, and I’m not easily duped.” She directed her gaze toward the vent across the room. “And I think your ridiculous show is a farce. I wouldn’t go on for a million credits.”

She regretted the words the instant they left her mouth. In her mind, she imagined Ollie throttling her, screaming that she was being shortsighted. That this was an opportunity. The kind of opportunity that was never afforded to people like them. Did reality holovision stars get paid? Something told her no. But they got exposure, and exposure might mean sponsorship deals and any number of financial returns, not to mention the fact that Shrimps might not evict them if she became famous. But that was a lot of mights. And she’d already secured rent for the next few months. She wasn’t desperate.

There was also a strong possibility that she would only incur more debt by going on the show, depending on what expenses were and weren’t charged to the contestants. The price of jumpgate tariffs between X72 and Expan Proper was astronomical.

Then there was what going on the show actually entailed: complete abandonment of her mother and brother, who needed her to caretake them daily, in order to willingly debase herself before trillions of people, including her ex-boyfriend and absentee father.

The orrist mines sounded more appealing.

“I see.” The prince’s face fell. He recovered quickly, scooting his chair backward and standing. “I’ll have Captain Glossen escort you back to the surface. Lovely meeting you, Artemis.”

“Call me Temmi,” she said, not exactly knowing why. She’d made her decision; Love Galaxy was someone else’s pipe dream, not hers. She’d never see the prince again. “My name. I go by Temmi.”

Nix inclined his head a precise inch, his ink-black hair obscuring his eyes. “Goodnight, Temmi.”

“Goodnight, Your Highness.”

He crossed the conference room but paused before exiting, his back to her. “It’s Nicky.”

The doors slid open, and he left.
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Sweeten the Deal

Spie blinked incredulously at the feed of the trash collector sitting alone in the conference room. She was tempted to tap the three-dimensional projection, force it to rewind into a reality that made actual sense.

Underneath all her wild navy hair, a dark blue like the ocean at twilight, and her oversized shapeless jumpsuit, Artemis Ialan was more than a little intriguing. With her fierce mouth and keen brown eyes, she possessed an unyielding defiance, a certain indefinable something that made you turn your head and take notice. Nicky deserved that. He always gave so much of himself; he deserved something just for him. And because Nicky would never fight for it himself, Spie would do it for him. She owed him that much and more.

“She actually turned him down.”

Next to Spie, Kalvin said nothing.

On the monitor, Captain Glossen’s armored form entered the conference room, distinguishable from the other guards by the captain’s spike on his left shoulder. Trash Girl rose to follow him out. She looked worn, her shoulders slumped. Impossibly defeated for someone who’d just been offered the opportunity of a lifetime. Spie didn’t understand.

Within seconds, all that was left in the conference room was a tray of half-eaten halibut.

“You should get some rest.” Kalvin reached around Spie to flick off the feed. “We have an early day tomorrow.”

“She can’t just turn him down,” Spie repeated. “This is Nicky we’re talking about. He’s the greatest catch in the galaxy. After myself, obviously. Is she insane? Isn’t there some way to get her to comply? Some form of leverage?”

“We’re not threatening the poor girl,” Kalvin said.

Spie flipped around. He’d engaged his CB and was busy bridging in discreet mode. All Spie could make out were the flicks of his finger in the air.

“I’m not saying we threaten, just . . . sweeten the deal. Nicky likes her, Kal. Do you know how rare that is? Nicky never likes anyone.”

Kalvin finished his message, lowering his wrist. “It’s out of our hands.”

Spie pushed away from the security desk, danced nimbly around Kalvin, and punched in the security room’s exit code. “You and my brother give up too easily.”
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Would You Bow if I Asked it of You

Captain Glossen deposited Temmi, alone and freezing, outside X72-1’s private landing zone. The orange safety lights of an Atmo-line hub flashed across the street, but the shuttle had stopped running hours before. It was the middle of the night, Temmi had no coat, no earplugs, and an hour’s walk ahead of her.

Night-shift plant workers on break stood smoking outside growling factories. One man shouted suggestively at Temmi. She threw up her middle finger and started walking. But as she trudged along, relief wasn’t the emotion she found taking up residence in her chest. Instead, she was graced with a cloying, sinking emptiness.

X72 was a shithole. Her whole life was a shithole.

Absurd laughter boiled up her throat. She’d been offered the kind of opportunity that billions of other women would’ve literally killed for, by Prince Nix Expani himself, and she’d turned it down to come back here. Absurd didn’t begin to cover it.

It’s Nicky.

Why couldn’t she get his voice out of her head? She hated him. Perhaps not in a personal sense—she didn’t know him well enough for that—but on principle. Him and his sister both. And anyone else who represented the empire’s oppressive regime. Distaste for Expan was an unspoken, common sentiment in X72-1. A casual, impotent Fuck those guys, after getting four shots deep with cheap liquor; a sense of passive solidarity when walking by anti-imperial graffiti sprayed on the side of a moldering building. Not something you would ever act on; after all, the empire was the empire would always be the empire, no point in fighting reality. That, and there seemed to exist a deep hypocrisy in most X-ers; as much as they blamed the hardship of their lives on Expan, they simultaneously loved the empire, were obsessed with Expanese culture, holovision shows and films, whatever fashion trends wended their way across multiple solar systems to settle in the dust of their grimy streets. Ollie was a perfect example of the common X-er: willing to criticize Expan in a theoretical sense but, in practice, participating in the delights the empire offered.

Temmi could trace her own disdain for Expan to the first years after her father left. She’d conflated him with the empire, what with his Expanese blood. She’d hated him, and so, it was an easy leap to hating the empire. It gave an easy target for all the impotent rage she had pent up inside. Not that she would ever do anything with that rage. After all, two years before, she would’ve happily taken the Prince Nix Alliance Scholarship herself.

It’s Nicky.

She was exhausted, nothing more. Dating shows were inane. No one found love on them. Love wasn’t real. At least, not in a world where people struggled for power like the one Temmi existed in.

When she reached her apartment, she paused before entering. A new eviction flimsy was tacked to the front door, three older notices behind it. She felt like she’d been drowning her entire life and anytime she let herself believe, for half a second, that she might reach solid ground, something else came along to thrust her back underwater.

With a sigh, she unlocked the door and slipped quietly inside. Only to find that Ollie and her mother were wide awake. And very much not alone.   

Princess Spie Expani rose from Temmi’s armchair. Spie Expani. In Temmi’s shitty apartment. And Temmi had thought she’d reached the maximum allotment of shock a person could experience in a single day.

“How’s it feel to be the luckiest bastard on the planet?!” Ollie bellowed from the couch in rough but passable Expanese. Next to him, their mother, so thin these days, a waif of her past self, breathed heavily. She wore an oxygen mask, the accompanying tank on her lap, unmistakable concern on her weathered face. Temmi’s gut twisted. Innis Ialan hated having strangers in her home.

“I—”

“Love Galaxy, Tem!” Ollie continued, voice cracking. “You’ve been cast?! You, of all people, are going to be on Love Galaxy.” He laughed so hard, tears began streaming from his eyes. “Somebody pinch me!”

Temmi glanced around the living room. Kalvin was there, standing primly beside the open kitchen door. On either side of him were two silver-visored guards. A third guard stood behind the princess. Were there more guards outside? Temmi didn’t remember seeing any. But then, she hadn’t been paying much attention. Surely, the imperial starship was poised to blast Temmi’s home off the face of the planet should it come to it.

“Why aren’t you saying anything?” Ollie’s expression dimmed. He must’ve noticed the alarm on Temmi’s face. “Tem, you okay?” he whispered, switching to X-er. A language Temmi was confident Spie Expani and her armored entourage couldn’t understand.

“I’m, uh—” Temmi flicked her gaze to the princess. She’d exchanged her impractical dress for a regal suit of white pants with a cutting blazer, her dark hair tumbling elegantly down her back. She held herself tall, head high, like someone who’d never had to bear anything more than the empty weight of air on her shoulders.

Should Temmi bow? She hadn’t bowed to Nix. No one had asked her to bow—scratch that; across the cluttered living space, Kalvin was mouthing something that looked a whole lot like the Expanese word for bow.

Temmi remembered the server on the starship. But something in her refused to bend before this woman. So, she inclined her head a few degrees, more an acknowledgment than a bow, but the best her pride was willing to part with.

A smirk played on the other woman’s lips. “How delightful that we get to meet twice in one day.”

“Speak for yourself,” Temmi said, then bent to strip off her boots. “What are you doing here? I already told your brother I’m not doing the show.”

“You never gave Nicky a chance to tell you the good news,” Spie said. She smiled a guileless smile that didn’t reach her eyes. It felt practiced. Calculated. “To provide for a more equitable playing field amongst this season’s contestants, the imperial treasury is providing financial-needs grants. It’ll cover your travel to and from the Prop as well as clothing expenses. Consider it a free roundtrip vacation across the empire.” She spoke with an edge of formality that hadn’t existed during their exchange behind the dumpsters.

“Nice try.” Temmi sidestepped the princess to lean against the arm of the couch next to where Ollie sat. The living room was claustrophobic with so many bodies. “But no.”

Ollie looked sharply at Temmi. “You’re being dense, Tem. You’re doing the show if I have to force you to myself.”

Temmi put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m not leaving you and Mom. I sold Have a Lung this morning. It’s enough to pay our back rent and then some.”

From Ollie’s other side, their mother watched them, her brow furrowed. She’d never learned the imperial tongue. Their father had always spoken X-er with her, though he’d drilled Expanese into his children. She must hate this.

“Miss Ialan,” Spie said, “a word? In private.”

“All due respect, Your Highness, but I need to sleep. There are thousands of other women who’d kill for the chance to date you and your brother, but I’m not one of them. And I could give you a list a light-year long as to why you don’t want me on your show.”

“Temmi!” Ollie exclaimed, then, in X-er, hissed, “What is wrong with you?”

“All due respect, Miss Ialan, but it wasn’t a request.” The princess motioned toward the kitchen. The guard standing there moved aside. Another guard, the one closest to Temmi, stepped up beside her and settled a rough hand on her elbow. Temmi could practically feel Ollie stop breathing.

Temmi had never liked being told what to do. Already, she yearned for the day when she’d never have to see an imperial heir again. Slipping her elbow from the guard’s grasp, she rounded the couch and begrudgingly entered the kitchen. The soft clicking of the princess’s heels followed behind her.

One of the guards closed the kitchen door, which Temmi and Ollie kept perpetually open for proper ventilation. Dust rained from the force of it locking into place. With the kitchen sealed, sudden claustrophobia clawed at Temmi’s throat. She crossed her arms over her chest and waited for the other woman to speak.

Spie appeared to study the mess on the kitchen table, then ran a slender finger over the exposed end of an ancient battery cell. Temmi shivered. She didn’t like Spie touching her things.

“Do you fucking mind?”

“I didn’t think you were a trash collector in the literal sense.” The princess laughed softly to herself.

“What do you want?” There were no cameras there, no one to reprimand Temmi for her tone. Still, she knew she needed to be careful. But it was hard, and she was so damned exhausted.

“You know, I don’t think anyone’s ever called me a narcissist to my face before.” The formal edge to Spie’s tone dropped away as easily as an overcoat being shed. “I’ve no doubt it’s been said behind my back, but to my face?”

“I’m not sorry.”

“I wasn’t asking for an apology.”

“Then what the hell do you want?”

“My brother has taken a liking to you. And I’m starting to see why.” The princess stalked closer, trailing her fingers along the messy table. “Tell me, Miss Ialan, would you bow if I asked it of you? A proper bow?”

Temmi quickly found herself pinned against the kitchen counter; she had nowhere to back up. Still, she forced herself to meet those imperial eyes for the second time that day.

“No,” she said.

The princess cracked a smile—it felt genuine this time. But it was fleeting and disappeared quickly. “There’s defiance, and there’s stupidity. If you’re going to survive reality holovision, then you need to learn the difference.” She reached out and plucked one of Temmi’s unruly curls off her cheek, rubbing it between two regal fingers. Her nails were painted a vivid pink. From this close, Temmi could make out the color of the princess’s eyes: a violet as light as wisteria. Her black lashes curled on heavy, sultry lids.

Temmi’s lungs refused to inflate. “I’m not going on the show.”

“I know you don’t like me.” Spie dropped Temmi’s curl. “I don’t care. I don’t need to be liked. Particularly not by a stranger on a sad planet I’ll never step foot on again. Insult me all day, Trash Girl. But don’t you dare hurt my brother. You have one of your own. He’s adorable, your Ollie. What would you do for him? What wouldn’t you do?”

“I don’t—”

Spie put a finger to Temmi’s lips, silencing her. “I’m not finished.” The princess’s skin was warm and soft. “To answer your question from before, I’m not blind. I see where you live. I saw the notice on your front door. I’m not cruel enough to pity you for it—I’m not my mother. But I see we have a common interest: protecting our brothers.”

The finger fell off Temmi’s lips. “I’m here to propose a solution for both of us. My Nicky wants you on the show. Your Ollie needs a roof over his head and money for university. Not to mention your mother. When was the last time she had proper medical care? You said you wouldn’t do the show for a million credits?” Those violet eyes flashed. “How about two million?”

Temmi blanched. Went fully speechless for maybe the first time in her life.

“You’d need to sign a nondisclosure, of course. It’d cause a scandal if the press got wind of the payout. Financial-needs grants are one thing; compensation is another. Something about undermining the integrity of the show, which is honestly laughable. Still, an NDA it is. Of course, the money will only be yours if you’re able to please my brother.”

At what was certainly a horrified expression from Temmi, Spie clarified with a half-laugh, “Oh, no, I don’t mean please in a sexual sense. As far as that goes, only do what you’re comfortable with. Though if you two do get along that well, please keep it to yourself; he is my brother, after all.” She shuddered. “What I mean is don’t be an asshole to him. I need a genuine, good-faith effort from you. If he likes you and keeps you around until, oh, let’s say the final eight, for fairness’s sake, I’ll give you a million credits. Make it to the final choosing ceremony, and you can have the second million. And for as long as you’re on the show, I’ll finance your family’s expenses—including hiring a full-time caretaker for your mother, and top-of-the-line medical treatment. You could never tell Nicky, of course. I want him to believe you changed your mind of your own volition, that you want to be on Love Galaxy for him. He deserves that much. Tell him, or anyone else, and the money will go bye-bye. Do we have a deal?”

Temmi stared, open-mouthed, for what felt like a full minute. While Nix’s beauty was an ache, Spie’s was a dangerous heat. Temmi’s stomach fluttered confusingly. No, that was excitement. Or maybe relief? One million credits—not to mention two—was enough money to finally make up for how she’d failed her family when she was fifteen. How she’d continued to fail them since. Saying no would be impossible. After all, what had Ollie said just that morning? Shrimps would never evict a reality star.

Temmi met Spie’s burning gaze. “Where do I sign?”
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To Go Alone

Temmi personally knew only two people who’d ever gotten off X72.

The day her father left was an abscess in her memory, a wound of broken promises. When she thought of it, she recalled her ten-year-old self in perfect painful clarity: a skinny, knobby-kneed naïve little girl who’d been brought up sheltered by the privilege of her father’s station. A girl who didn’t realize that, without his protection, she was nothing.

He’d never married her mother in the way of the Expanese. That wasn’t unusual on X72. Marriage was a custom of the empire, and an expensive one. Only the wealthy could afford the cost. There were other rituals, X-er rituals, that the locals followed. But Temmi hadn’t understood any of that. She hadn’t understood why, under the law of the empire, she was not legally her father’s child. Why, though his entitled Expanese blood ran in her veins, she was a child of only X72, of her mother.

Innis Ialan hadn’t come to the shuttle zone to see him off. She must’ve known. Understood what Temmi and Ollie hadn’t: that if their father had wanted to take them with him, he could’ve. He could’ve married their mother. Could’ve paid the fees and filed the forms to have Temmi and Ollie claimed as his. He chose to leave them behind.

Ollie, two years younger, had clung to their father’s legs, weeping desperate tears. But Temmi had been stronger, had been stoic. She’d wanted to make her father proud, even then. Even as he was abandoning her.

And then there’d been Scot.

Scot, who’d used Temmi to get himself to a better world. She hadn’t seen him off. But, just like her father, he’d never come back.

Now it was Temmi’s turn.

To keep her identity secret, her farewell was private. She’d be announced with the other twenty-three contestants in two weeks’ time. Which was how long it took to travel the distance, using jumpgates, from X72 to Expan Proper. Filming was set to begin the morning after their arrival. Time was in short supply.

Other than Kalvin and a slew of imperial guards, the only people in attendance were Ollie, her mother, and X72’s governor.

Temmi found she had no idea how to say goodbye. Leaving X72 was all she’d ever wanted. But she’d never thought to go like this.

To go alone.

The governor cleared his throat, speaking first. “Miss Ialan, you take with you the hopes of your people. Understand that this isn’t a game. There are others I would’ve chosen for this task. You represent more than yourself. You represent all of X72. All of the X-er System with its eleven inhabited territories. As the first X-er to be granted a galactic spotlight, everything you do, every word you say will reflect on our people, for good or ill. I beg of you that it be for good. That through your diplomatic efforts, our planet may gain a voice in the highest echelons of the empire, that our lives and our loved ones’ lives may improve because of the work you do. Please, I entreat of you—do it well.”

Well, shit. Temmi hadn’t fully considered what going on the show meant beyond the reality dating aspect and the prospect of two million credits. But the governor had a point; this was an opportunity to give her planet a voice, to win the people that lived there, people like her mother and brother and Gareth, people like the women she’d known in prison, like the X-ers barely surviving in the Graveyard, more resources from the empire. That was a task she wasn’t worthy to accomplish, one she wasn’t prepared to face. And, if she was being entirely, brutally honest, a task she didn’t want.

She had the sudden, uncanny sense that she was in way over her head.

The governor withdrew a small, unadorned metal box from his pocket. As he handed it to Temmi, he clicked it open. Inside was a necklace, the chain made of fine silver links, bearing a black-and-crimson rock no larger than a thumbnail, smoldering like an ember. It took Temmi a moment to realize what she’d been given. Orrist basalt. The prize of the X System. To touch the ore to one’s skin was to expose oneself to life-threatening vascular issues, depending on the orrist’s viability.

Hundreds of people died every day to test that viability.

A single ounce of orrist basalt was worth more than a star cruiser, more than a small space station, certainly more than Temmi’s life. For her to possess some was a crime. It was a heavily regulated imperial substance, the last known deposits in the galaxy found only in the X System—without it, or with it in the wrong hands, the empire would lose its monopoly on galactic travel, would lose access to five of its seven solar systems. Orrist basalt was the reason the empire was an empire at all.

She looked up at the governor, feeling her mouth drop open. “I can’t— This is dangerous—illegal.” She tried to shove the necklace’s box back into the governor’s hands.

He firmly pressed the box back into her grasp and closed her hands around it. “The ore is encased in a protective polymer sheath, rendering it no more dangerous than a blunted knife. Wear it between layers of clothing. To remember the silent power of faraway places. To remember for whom you do this work.”

He retreated before she could protest a second time. Nervously, she clicked the necklace’s box closed and shoved it inside her jumpsuit pocket. She then turned to her family.

Her mother pulled the oxygen mask off her nose and mouth. Disease and alcohol and a lifetime of poverty had prematurely aged her. Turned her into an old woman when she was yet young. She reached up a hand, still strong, always strong, no matter how sick she got, a hand that knew how to work without complaint, had taught Temmi how to work (though she’d never been quite so good at the “without complaint” part). Almost too tenderly, her mother brushed at the wild tangles of Temmi’s hair.

Even before their father left, Innis Ialan had never been a woman of many words. A quiet, unobtrusive presence, almost always. It made what she had to say precious and important. So, when she spoke now, her X-er words a pained rasp, Temmi listened.

“I have always known you would leave,” she said, and it was not something she had ever said before. “I have wanted that for you, even while I have dreaded it for me. That is the burden of a parent. But you are a child of two places. Restless in a way I cannot understand. Since your father left”—Temmi could count on zero hands how many times her mother had mentioned her father, because that’s how many times it had happened—“you’ve had eyes only for what lies beyond the sky. If it were my choice, I would beg you not to go. Tell you that this is home. But it isn’t home for you the way it is for me. I’ve always seen that. And you haven’t been much for listening, anyway. So, I ask only this: promise you’ll come back to me?”

“I will, ami,” Temmi whispered, which, when translated into Expanese, meant my history, my blood. Her throat had gone thick with tears she didn’t want to shed, and when her mother pulled her into a rare embrace, Temmi experienced the briefest, most childlike moment, where she was afraid to let go.

Ollie was next. He’d been through it all alongside Temmi. Their father leaving, the subsequent years of hunger and instability, her arrest, the Graveyard, Scot’s betrayal, the accident at the plant.

Ollie, more than X72, was her home.

“You’d think I was being conscripted into the Fleet with how much you’re blubbering,” Temmi said with a sniff.

He snorted, wiping his eyes. “You think this is for you? Allergies.”

“You don’t have allergies.”

“I’m disabled; you’re not allowed to question me.” But his eyes were shining. Iridescent brown, like Temmi’s own. “You’ll say hi to Spie from me?”

“I wish you could come, Oll.”

“And Nix. I can’t believe this is actually happening. You better have some stories for me when you come home. I’m gonna need every sordid detail. I don’t even care that you’re my sister.”

Temmi laughed and batted him on his good arm. “No promises.”

He didn’t embrace her. That had never been their way. “If you embarrass me, I’ll claim I never knew you.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” Temmi blinked back another rush of tears, her throat closing up. How was it that when the time came to say all the things she wanted to say, she found her voice lacking? How to tell her brother everything he meant to her? How to explain that she was doing this for him? For their mom? That she knew she’d fucked everything up for them when she was fifteen and that she desperately wanted to make it better—that nothing else mattered. But the only words she found herself able to latch onto were “Don’t be an ass while I’m gone.”

“I’m more worried about you being an ass while you’re gone.”

She laughed, then faced down the open podship where Kalvin awaited her. Once inside, she buckled into a small pull-down seat. Her family slowly disappeared as the podship’s door rolled closed. The engine flared to life, the podship’s walls vibrating all around her. She closed her eyes as it shot skyward, tearing free of X72’s oppressive atmosphere, and finally let her tears fall silently.




PART TWO: CAMERA




9

Get Used to People Being Up in Your Business

Her quarters on the imperial starship were considerably more comfortable than the conference room had been. A lavish suite bigger than her apartment at home, boasting fancy amenities like a giant holo and a ridiculously oversized bed complete with massage features. A window even provided a view of the cold vastness of space.

After inserting a pair of foam earplugs and relishing the familiar dulling of the external world, Temmi sat by the window, staring at X72 below. Her planet was a monotonous grey, the edges of the massive sphere curling away from her field of vision, the horizon a magnificent bluish-orange glow, like a halo. So small and yet so big. How was it possible that she was truly up there? Leaving?

Even when the increased thrum of the starship’s thrusters vibrated up her spine, even as X72 was reduced to a pinprick in space, she couldn’t fully grasp that she was gone. Had it been this surreal for her father? For Scot?

She fiddled idly with the orrist basalt necklace the governor had gifted her. Even wrapped in a protective sheath, the coal-like rock emanated heat—her instincts told her to avoid contact at all costs. The wisest thing to do would be to deposit the necklace in a trash receptacle where it could neither harm her nor be discovered on her person. But when she rose to do just that, she found herself hesitating.

Other than the jumpsuit currently adorning her body and the little plastic bag full of earplugs in her pocket, she hadn’t been permitted to bring any personal possessions with her. And something about the way the orrist basalt burned felt inextricably X-er, like holding a piece of her family close.

She didn’t want to lose that.

A persistent knock at her door jarred her from her thoughts. She removed her earplugs, squished them into her pocket, and, making a split-second decision, quickly slipped the orrist necklace over her head, tucking it between her undershirt and jumpsuit. She hurried to answer the door.

Kalvin stood primly in the corridor. “May I come in, Ambassador Ialan?”

“Ambassador? That’s new.” She stepped aside.

He entered, and they both stood there somewhat awkwardly as her door zipped closed. He was the same height as her. From this close, he appeared several years older than she’d initially assumed him to be. Perhaps in his late middle years, though it was hard to tell with some races. For thousands of years, offshoots of humanity had been scattered across the galaxy, evolving slightly to adapt to their new planets or territories. The lineage of most X-ers could be traced to New Terran colonizers hundreds of years before the Expan Empire.

Kalvin crossed to one of the sitting room’s armchairs, his gait slow and measured. Temmi settled on a firm leather couch across from him. The orrist basalt around her neck radiated soothing heat through her undershirt and into her chest. She liked the way it centered her.

Kalvin idly tapped a finger against the surface of his commbridge. “I’m the heirs’ producer,” he said after a moment. “When you arrive at the manor, you’ll be introduced to your own. However, your assigned producer won’t be privy to the unique circumstances of your participation on the show, so I want you to feel comfortable reaching out to me, personally, should the need arise.” He dug into a pocket of his dark slacks and withdrew a slender box. “This is a restricted CB for your personal use. All internet access has been disabled.” He handed the box over.

Temmi accepted the tech with a small surge of excitement. She was dying to take the device apart and figure out how it worked.

“Our flight to Expan will take approximately two imperial standard weeks,” he continued. His eyes were deep-set and gave off the impression that he was perpetually exhausted. “Day one of filming is scheduled to begin the morning after our arrival on Expan Proper, which gives us only the duration of this flight to prepare you. To that end, we’ll be filming your promos while en route. Blessing Stone has scheduled you for diplomacy lessons and media training, both beginning tomorrow morning. For tonight, Manny will be visiting you to establish your on-screen image, and in the morning, we’ll have you visit the ship’s medical supervisor to administer your vaccines. Any questions?”

“I’ve never seen the show. Can I get access to past seasons?”

“I’ll have a DC sent over with the five most recent seasons. The structure can vary year to year, but filming will take about eight weeks, with the show airing as it’s filmed.”

“DC?”

“Download cartridge. It’ll transfer the show directly to your CB.”

Temmi nodded. “Thanks. Also, where are you from? Your accent doesn’t sound Expanese.”

Kalvin’s thick eyebrows drew together, but his expression remained blank. “I’ve spent years schooling the accent out of me, but still it comes through.” Standing, he shook his head in a manner that seemed to be meant only for himself. “Enjoy your first night on the imperial cruiser, Ambassador Ialan.”

“No, really.” Temmi rose from her couch to face his retreating form. “Where are you from? You’re not Expanese, and yet you’re producing royalty on the biggest reality show in the empire? I haven’t been so sheltered on X72 not to be impressed by that.” And she meant it, too. She was alone, hurtling through deep space toward a foreign planet. She needed allies, and though their interactions had been brief, she sensed she might be able to find one in Kalvin.

He paused by her door and turned to her. “That’s a wonderfully diplomatic start, Ambassador. Are you familiar with the Ncklogui Space Stations? They were populated during the Second New Terran War.”

Temmi shook her head. The name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t pinpoint why. Her knowledge of history was limited to the X System and what she’d been able to pick up from the pieces of Expanese popular culture that wormed their way into X72.

“Most know my home from watching Annie’s Sacrifice. It was a historical drama popularized some years ago.”

“Actually, I do know what you’re talking about. That’s the show about the Uiyoni Conflict, right? The one with the Expanese Fleet soldier who sacrificed herself to the Uiyoni to save the empire? My brother made me watch it with him last year.”

Even Temmi, secluded out in X72, knew of the Uiyoni. A dangerous race of sapient aliens who were—according to mixed media sources which may or may not be reliable—capable of killing humans with a single touch. Though how that worked was anyone’s guess. Sapient alien races were a taboo subject—fear of the nonhuman ran deep in Expanese culture. Two hundred and thirty-two imperial standard years before, the empire had formed as a way to bring together the scattered pieces of humanity following a war waged by artificial intelligences, intelligences that were said to have been introduced by now long-disappeared aliens. The war, known historically as the Artificial Collapse, had reshaped both the galaxy and humanity. Now the empire’s “United Humanity” didn’t have room for anything but humans.

Still, everyone knew other sapient life forms existed. Or, at least, had existed before the Collapse. The exact number of alien species, however, wasn’t common knowledge. Beyond the Uiyoni, which had been the empire’s only first contact in the last century, Temmi had heard of one other species: Swimmers—an invertebrate alien native to the Hirain System. And the reason the Hirain System had been humanity’s last holdout in joining (read: being annexed by) the empire.

Kalvin again tapped his commbridge absentmindedly. “The Ncklogui Space Stations are in the Ranger  System; they border Uiyoni space. They’re the farthest our jumpgates can travel in that direction. During the Uiyoni Conflict, my home became a battleground. Today, Expan uses Ncklogui as a base for Fleet operations along the border. I’m from the smallest of the three stations. Nckwiago, population eighteen thousand. I’m named after the station, actually. It’s very common for men there. Kalvin Kar-Beidell is my Expanese name. I adopted it when I left Nckwiago for Expan Proper.”

“Must’ve been a fraught place to grow up,” Temmi said. “You ever meet an alien? Is the Uiyoni touch really poisonous?”

Kalvin’s mouth dipped into an almost-imperceptible frown. “That’s enough questions about me, Ambassador.”

“Okay. One more about the show, then. You’re aware of the agreement between myself and the princess. How do I stay long enough to earn the money she’s offered me?”

Kalvin’s frown deepened. He went quiet for a long, drawn-out moment. Temmi wondered at the silent battle that appeared to be happening inside his head.

The silence ended with an audible exhale. “Watching past seasons is a great place to start. Beyond that, winning is about building as real a relationship as possible with the heirs—His Highness, specifically. None of the other competitors are locked in a star cruiser with him for two weeks. And I happen to know he likes to read alone in the library every morning at dawn. You’ll find the ship’s layout already preprogrammed into your CB.”

• • •

Temmi only managed a fourth of her dinner before sending it away. Too many nerves were flitting about in her gut. To distract herself, she tinkered with her new, restricted commbridge. She wanted to figure out how the thing worked so she could un-restrict it. Access to online databases would be invaluable. Plus, tinkering with mechanical devices soothed her. Problem was, she didn’t have the right tools for a full disassembly and diagnostic. She’d need to ask someone to help her track down a few things. What were the chances one of the guards could procure an external circuit board?

Whoosh.

Temmi startled at the sound of her cabin door depressurizing. Who had the audacity to come in without knocking? She quickly clipped her new CB around her wrist and slipped the bits she’d already dissected into her jumpsuit pocket just in time for the door to zip open.

A trio of people in fancy silks entered, followed by a brown-skinned man Temmi recognized as the makeup artist who’d applied the lovely splotch of grime to her face the day before. He dragged a silver-beaded trunk on wheels behind him.

Pursing his lips, the makeup artist glanced around. “Glinda, Karel, Corie, head into the bathroom and draw the bath.”

The trio, two women and someone whose gender identity Temmi couldn’t decipher at first glance, swept through the sitting room and into the bathroom.

“You can’t just barge in without knocking,” Temmi said. “I could’ve been lounging around nude.” Not that she’d ever lounged nude in her life; X-er modesty had made certain she possessed an unhealthy abundance of body shame. But he didn’t need to know that.

The makeup artist snorted. “Sweetheart, I need you naked; you would’ve only saved me time.”

From the bathroom came the sound of water running and voices gossiping. Temmi’s entire body locked up.

“Oh, no. You’re here to . . .” She gripped the table’s edge. “No.”

His large brown eyes, which had been accentuated in lilac powder, softened. “Honey. Didn’t Kal tell you I was coming?”

“He said you’d establish my image, not fucking bathe me.”

“I’m Manny. We met yesterday. And bathing you is the first step in establishing your image. I need to see what you have going on under all . . . that.”

“We’re ready for her!” someone shouted from the bathroom.

“I rather like my image as is,” she protested, calculating how much time it would take to sprint for the door and spend the next two weeks hiding in the cargo bay. In all fairness, what had she been expecting? She was going on the biggest reality show in the galaxy. Of course they wanted to change her image. She wasn’t cut out for this. There was every chance the process would kill her.

“Sweetie.” Manny’s tone gained an edge of unbearable pity. “I’d rather not have to call in a few guards to hold you down, but if that’s the only way to garner your cooperation, then I’ll do what needs to be done.”

Temmi considered tossing herself out of an airlock and letting the vacuum of space have its way with her.

With a foul curse in X-er, she followed Manny to the bathroom. A huge porcelain tub—that likely wasted an insane amount of water—was filled to the brim, steam curling off the top.

“Strip.”

“I can bathe myself.”

Manny came around to open his trunk beside the tub. “Based on the grime beneath your fingernails, I doubt that very much. Now, clothes off. I promise you don’t have anything I haven’t seen before.”

Temmi didn’t know how to explain a lifetime of cultural propriety to these people who belonged to a monoculture that flaunted near-nudity. X72 was a cold world. It never got warm enough to go outdoors without a coat on, let alone bare one’s naked skin. She closed her eyes, reminding herself of the two million reasons she was there.

“Let me undress alone. Then you can do . . . whatever it is you’re going to do.”

The makeup artist heaved a theatrical sigh complete with an over-the-top eye roll. “You’re going on reality holovision. You need to get used to people being up in your business.” But he waved a hand at his assistants, and within seconds, Temmi was alone.

She removed her boots first, then unzipped her jumpsuit and carefully took off her orrist basalt necklace. She hid it in the toe of her right boot. Without the illicit stone’s heat, she immediately felt off-balance—it was decided officially, then. She’d keep the necklace.

Once fully and vulnerably naked, she slid into the steaming water. Hot. Hothothothothot. Wincing, she forced herself into the tub until water scalded her to her chin. Some sloshed to the tiled floor.

“I’m done waiting!” Manny strode back into the bathroom, clocking her position inside the tub. “Wonderful. Ladies,” he said to his assistants filing in after him, “get to scrubbing.”

Manny stayed a few steps back, chin in hand, giving directions like a foreman at a construction site. Every inch of Temmi’s skin was poked and prodded and polished until it burned. Every. Last. Inch. Her face flamed red from the intrusion, but the assistants’ touch was impersonal, clinical, and she eventually acquiesced to the bathing process. Not with any degree of actual relaxation, but at least she wasn’t completely dying of shame.

Next came the razors and pots of wax. Temmi bucked away from the first one, sending a wave of water onto the lap of the assistant to her right, a woman with sharp cheekbones and spiky dyed yellow hair. The woman barely reacted, a consummate professional.

“Sweetie.” Manny sidestepped a puddle of water spreading toward his feet. “You’re hairier than a nebula-cursed chimpanzee. It all has to go: arms, legs, pits—”

“Fuck, no, you’re not taking all of it.” Temmi clenched her thighs together meaningfully. “The hell is so wrong with a little body hair, anyway? I never heard of anybody shaving their gods-damned pits before.”

“Oh, honey,” Manny said, elongating the last word. “You’re not on your little trash planet anymore.”

Temmi’s protests didn’t matter. Over the next few minutes, she was made the victim of brutal hair removal. When it came time for the pubic area, she doubled down on her refusals. “I’m not about to go around looking like a prepubescent nine-year-old!” She clenched her raw-skinned thighs together with every ounce of willpower in her battered body. “And nobody will be seeing me there anyway.”

Manny sighed with impressive flair. “Child, there’s going to be beach and pool scenes. I’ll be ordering your bikinis—you’ve got a surprisingly curvaceous figure under that nasty jumpsuit. The bush goes.”

Temmi cursed darkly. She hadn’t considered that something as awful as swimming might be in her future. There wasn’t a swimmable body of water on her entire planet. Again, what was the damn point? Liquid and X-ers did not mix. Except when it came to booze. X-ers tore free of their mothers’ wombs with blood alcohol levels of .02.

When it was over, she didn’t relax her muscles until the razors and pots of wax were put away. The tub water had gone chilly and murky with an embarrassing volume of filth. It wasn’t that Temmi never bathed, but water on X72 was costly and expensive, so she usually contented herself with washing her hands and wiping down her body with a washcloth.

Two assistants grabbed her arms and helped her stand. She stepped, fully nude and dripping, onto the already-wet floor. Six hands worked in tandem to dry her, patting warm towels against her raw skin, and then, finally, throwing a blessed robe around her shoulders. Thank all the combusting stars. She couldn’t wait to crawl beneath the covers of her bed and forget the last hour had ever happened.

But when she made to leave, she was stopped by Manny’s thin figure blocking the door. He pointed to a chair that had been set before the bathroom mirror.

“Please don’t tell me there’s more.”

“Oh, dear child, I’ve only just begun.”

Temmi let out a good half dozen fuck-yous before dropping into the chair.

“You’ve quite the mouth on you, you know that?” Manny crossed to stand behind her, his image slightly fuzzy in the steamed-up mirror. His strong fingers rubbed her scalp and toyed with her hair, an appraising expression on his face. “I’m thinking we shorten it a good six inches. Add in some light layers, maybe even bangs?” He inspected the ends of her hair. “Really, hon, when was the last time you got a haircut?” But he didn’t stop talking long enough for Temmi to do anything more than show him her middle finger. “Hm, as for the curls . . . I like them, but they’re a bit of a frizzy mess. Maybe a mild relaxer? Loosen them up a bit? Corie, your thoughts?”

The assistant with the ambiguous gender identity came to stand beside Manny. They had handsome pale features and striking ochre eyes. Three gaudy emerald rings were pierced through their left eyebrow. Temmi had heard of some Expanese sub-cultures having four or five genders and wearing jewelry to denote which they belonged to, but she didn’t know enough about Corie’s particular culture to understand what the piercing meant. Truth was, X-er culture was far more archaic and binary in nature. Fluidity in gender expression was spoken of as an Expanese ideal, not an X-er one. But Temmi, who’d never questioned her assigned birth gender, hadn’t had much reason to think about it before. She imagined having options would be freeing for people.

Corie rubbed a few strands of Temmi’s damp hair between two fingers. “If we had the time to put her hair through the proper regimen, I’d say keep the curls.” Their voice rang with a handsome accent, like slightly off-kilter Expanese. “They’re sure to be stunning when properly cared for. As it is, Bless wants first shots for her promo in the morning. Relax it.”

They might as well have been speaking another language for all Temmi understood.

“And the color?” Manny asked. “I’m thinking a brighter cerulean. Hers is rather dark for her race. Planetside, I saw countless locals with the most vibrant blue hair. A representative should be fully representative, don’t you think?”

“I do think,” Corie said.

Temmi grumbled something about being only half X-er. On X72, it had set her apart, and not in a good way. In primary school, her hyperfocus on the sciences had already designated her a misfit; add in her obviously foreign blood, and making friends had been nearly impossible. But she’d already resigned herself. What was her hair color in the face of two million credits?

A pair of little scissors appeared in Manny’s hand; he immediately started snipping away at her hair. While he worked, Corie and one of the two women began applying wax to Temmi’s eyebrows and upper lip. The third woman took to clipping and scraping at Temmi’s fingernails.

Hours passed in excruciating slowness. Her hair was rinsed, lathered with cream, rinsed again, lathered with some other unknown substance, rinsed again. Her eyelashes were dyed to match her hair, as were her brows. Manny applied cosmetics to her face. She’d never worn cosmetics before. They were an expensive luxury on X72. Hell, breathing was an expensive luxury on X72.

When it was over, Manny stepped back. Glinda, Corie, and Karel flanked him, all of them wearing expressions of ultimate satisfaction.

Temmi squinted at her reflection. A stranger stared back at her. Striking, with somewhat shaggy hair that framed a slightly asymmetrical face. Her wide X-er cheekbones had been accentuated, her brows perfectly arched, her lips outlined in red. Her brown eyes burned like polished gold. It was the face of someone she might expect to see on the holo, an actress from one of the wealthier X-er planets. Her looks had never been something she’d put much stock in. She’d never been beautiful. Smart? Yes. Resourceful? Certainly. A pain in the ass? Without a doubt. But beautiful?

Manny’s face settled beside hers in the mirror, his lips curving into a self-satisfied grin. “What do you think, hon?”

Temmi shook her head. She didn’t know what to think.

Manny twined a lock of Temmi’s newly dyed hair around his finger, the blue bright enough to match a rich planet’s cloudless sky. The color made her look alarmingly like a young version of her mother.

“You’re perfect,” he said. “The face of someone who belongs in the grand halls of the Imperial Tower. The empire is going to fall in love with you. The princess is going to go weak-kneed and doe-eyed. She won’t be able to resist you.”

The princess? Temmi jerked away from Manny’s touch. “I’m not here for Spie.”

Manny arched a fine brow. “You’re one of Nix’s? Huh. I’d assumed, what with your . . . well, everything. The chemistry between you and Spie on that little clip was—” He kissed the tips of his fingers. “I would’ve bet good money on the two of you. And I’m rarely off base. But then, His Highness is a sexy little mystery I’d love to see you solve.”

Temmi’s face flushed an embarrassing crimson. An image flashed in her mind: Spie Expani’s obnoxiously perfect face, her lips curved in a smirk. Temmi felt something traitorous twist low in her gut—a stab of unwanted heat.

Fuck that.

She shoved out of her chair hard enough to send it skittering backward over the tiled floor. “We’re done here, yeah?”

Manny studied her with an intensity that seemed to drill right through her. More warmth flushed up her neck, and she cursed her stupid body. But he, blessedly, didn’t press the issue.
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Some Sights Cannot Be Unseen

The next morning, Temmi woke before dawn. Or, rather, an hour that’d be considered predawn if she hadn’t been hurtling through empty space. Outside her window, the black void spread endlessly, consuming. Gazing into deep space made her stomach wobble. Only thirteen more days until their arrival on Expan and the start of filming. Dread rose like bile into her throat.

Her new commbridge showed a notification from Kalvin. She touched the screen, and the device projected the message into the air.

Kalvin: I’ll have a guard escort you to the med-bay in two hours for your vaccines. That’ll be followed by some lessons and a few shots for your promo.

Temmi marveled at the  hologram, then tapped to respond with a thumbs-up. There was a small press of resistance when she touched the air—like clicking a keyboard. Very cool. After throwing on a mixed assortment of outfits from the new wardrobe Manny had brought in for her, she messed around with her CB until she managed to pull up a map of the starship. Her goal: the library. Time to entrap a prince.

Outside her cabin, the corridor walls were awash in blinking lights and pictures of prominent Expanese citizens. Dignitaries, senators, university presidents. There seemed to be no end to the too-bright visages of Expan’s elite. Theoretically, most of them would’ve headlined their own season of Love Galaxy at one time or another.

A pair of black-visored guards flanked the library’s entrance. As Temmi approached, her pulse instinctively climbed. Did the guards’ presence mean the prince was inside? If so, would they stop her? Send her back to her cabin?

Better to go for it and ask forgiveness later. Temmi made straight for the button that would release the library’s door. The guards reacted about as much as marble statues. She wondered, briefly, if there were even humans behind those dark visors.

Inside the library, rows of elegant shelves swept away from her in every direction. Books of all sizes, some of them even seeming to be made of paper, lined a rich, dark wood. A faint whirring came from a circulation vent in the ceiling, along with the feather-light brush of cool air.

Nix Expani relaxed in a plush armchair amid a circle of plush armchairs, in the library’s center, a giant tome open on his lap. For a moment, Temmi studied him. His shoulders were hunched academically, his mess of thick dark hair obscuring his face. He wore unadorned black pants and a faded sweatshirt printed with ECU across the front.

Expan Central University. Scot was still a student there, likely in his final year. Temmi realized she was about to once again live in the same city as her ex-boyfriend. The thought unnerved her.

The prince glanced up. Temmi startled, feeling like she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t, and accidentally stumbled against the shelf to her left. A book went flying. The sharp point of a bookend pierced the outside of her palm, and a shock of pain lanced through her hand. Color warmed her neck, spreading to her cheeks. Great first impression, Tem, she thought, imagining Ollie laughing. Clumsy stalker is certainly what Nix is looking for in a woman, he’d say. She dove after the falling book, but the prince was already there, bending to pick it up.

“Artemis?” His lips seemed to hold back a smile. “Er, I mean, Temmi, right?” Thin, metal-framed spectacles adorned his face. He hadn’t been wearing them the first time they’d met. They made him look more human. Almost approachable.

He held out the fallen book to her.

Temmi inclined her head deferentially, accepting it with her uninjured hand. She shoved the smarting one (was that blood she felt dripping down her wrist?) into her trouser pocket. “Your Highness.”

“Nicky.”

“Right.” Why was she so nervous all of a sudden? She hadn’t been nervous the other night in the conference room. But two days before, her family’s future hadn’t depended on his falling in love with her. And if Temmi was being honest, she didn’t have the slightest clue how one convinced another human to fall in love with them. With Scot, she wasn’t sure it had ever been love. They’d met when she was seventeen, sneaking around X72-1’s university campus between shifts at work. She’d unofficially been auditing a good number of advanced physics and theory courses. Scot had taken an interest in her—in retrospect, his interest had only ever been in her ideas. And after him, she hadn’t tried dating again. Hadn’t wanted the burden of future betrayals. People hurt people. Love wasn’t enough to overcome harsh realities. So, why bother?

“You look—” Nix cocked his head quizzically, and Temmi found herself dying to know the end of that sentence. “I didn’t realize you read Old Terran,” he said instead, standing.

Temmi glanced at the book in her hands. A language she couldn’t read was scrawled across the cover. She was still crouched low. Oh, shit, she was being awkward. This entire exchange was awkward. At this rate, the prince was going to send her home before the show even started.

“I don’t.” She forced herself to her feet. Nix was tall; she barely reached his chin. “This book happened to be the victim of my unique, not at all debilitating clumsiness.” Oh, that was cringey. Somewhere on X72, Ollie was grimacing on her behalf.

But Nix cracked a grin. “Not an Austen fan, then?”

“Austen?”

“Jane Austen? Pride and Prejudice? One of the only surviving Old Terran works? Elizabeth Bennet? Darcy? I once read a fascinating dissertation on the ways that single narrative of fiction has entrenched itself in a culture two thousand years distant. Interested me enough to track down a copy of the novel in its original Old Terran. Truly a literary marvel, though much of the context was lost on me.” He seemed to catch onto the dumbfounded look Temmi was certainly wearing. “Really, nothing?”

She shrugged, placing the book back on the shelf. “Old Terran literature doesn’t make it out to my corner of the universe. And I’ve never been much of a reader, anyway.”

“Then what, may I ask, are you doing in a library?” He retreated to the circle of armchairs and, with a well-manicured hand, pointed to one. “Come, sit.”

How to best take advantage of this situation? Temmi quickly considered appealing to the prince’s ego but banished the idea immediately. It wasn’t in her to kiss anyone’s ass. And something told her Nix Expani had enough women willing to kiss his ass. So, she decided to go for friendship. It was more palatable than romance. Not that she had a great wealth of positive friendship experiences to go off of—what she had was a history of allies. Mates in lockup; fellow Graveyard kids. People who came into her life for a season but never stayed.

“I came to the library looking for you, actually.” She settled onto the soft cushion of an armchair. “Was hoping we could talk.”

“One night on the Twin Eagles and you’ve already managed to interrogate someone for my location. I’m impressed.” Nix resumed his own seat, retrieving the book he’d been reading from the floor. “Can I ask you a question, Temmi?”

“Of course.”

“Why the sudden change of heart?” He laid the book across his knees.

The tome was, again, not in any language Temmi understood. How many tongues did Nix speak? Not relevant right now, she told herself. Answer his question.

“Let’s just say I was reminded of the opportunity.”

“You’re after my money, then?” But he didn’t say it with any degree of disappointment or insult. Simply matter-of-fact.

Temmi shrugged. “You saw my home planet. I’ll be honest: a reality dating show isn’t something I would normally consider putting myself through, but I’m thinking about more than just myself.”

“I appreciate the candor.” He removed his spectacles, folding them and placing them on the end table beside his armchair. “Maybe, with time, I can convince you I’m more than credits in an account.”

“If I’m being honest, Your Highness”—(Nicky, he said)—“I harbor no delusions of finding love. Or even wanting it. Would you really choose me, a girl who’s only on the show because she caused a minor media incident? I’m not a fool. So, don’t play me for one. I am, however, interested in the exposure opportunity. And the longer I’m around, the better chance I’ll have of making a life for myself beyond the trappings of my landfill planet.”

“You’re really quite straightforward, aren’t you?”

“I wasn’t aware there was any other way of being.” Which was true. Temmi had never seen the point in being demure about what she really thought or wanted. It was probably why everyone always found her to be a pain in the ass. Well, that and her arrogance.

“I like that about you.” Nicky’s smile manifested in full, heart-stopping glory. Damn, he was a beautiful man. “It’s rare, in my experience, to find people willing to speak so candidly.”

“Keep me around, and I promise to always tell you how it is.” Temmi gave him a winning smile of her own. Her left hand twinged painfully. Wincing, she eased it out of her trouser pocket.

“Whoa.” The prince’s dark violet eyes went wide. He pushed out of his seat. “You’re bleeding. A lot.”

Temmi glanced at her hand. Bright crimson blood oozed from an ugly gash in the side of her palm, dripping down the length of her fingers. More than one droplet had already stained the rich carpet. Shit. And now that she was paying attention to it, the inside of her pocket was quite damp.

“You need to visit the med-bay.” Nix held out an elegantly gloved hand. “Come on, I’ll take you there.”

Temmi took his proffered hand, the leather of his glove cold. He pulled her gently to her feet, then took her injured hand and turned it over. “This is going to require stitches. How could you not say anything?” His grip was firm, steadying. Temmi found she didn’t hate it. Moreover, she found herself holding her breath a few beats too long.

Nix pulled his sweater over his head, briefly revealing a muscled abdomen that Temmi also didn’t hate, and then wrapped her bleeding palm in the heavy garment. It’d be stained after this, without a doubt. He led her out of the library.

• • •

“You’re a theoretical physicist?” Temmi asked as they rode a lift down two levels. “More’s the pity. Talking about what could be is infinitely less satisfying than making it come to pass.”

The lift doors buzzed open, and they stepped into a sterile corridor.

“Spoken like an engineer,” the prince said, glancing at her with a sidelong smile. “My dissertation was on the theory behind improving inter-ship communication networks for the Fleet. The ability to send instantaneous messages cross-galaxy without tapping into a space station node or waiting for a runner? It’d revolutionize our fringe-system conflicts. Did you study as well?”

“University is a waste of time.” Temmi dipped her chin to hide a sudden flush. “My own research in energy prototypes never suffered for a lack of tired old authority figures.” True and not true. Her real disdain for the stuffiness of academia came from having been locked out of it her entire life. But it was true that she didn’t need it. She could think well enough on her own. Probably better. Problem was, no one would listen to anything she had to say without the accreditation of a nebula-cursed degree. If anyone had, she wouldn’t be sacrificing her every principle to be on reality holovision.

“Oh?” He slowed as they neared the corridor’s end. “I loved my time at university. In another life, I might’ve made a career out of academia.”

Temmi considered that, in another life, she may have done the same. But she kept the sentiment to herself. They weren’t in another life; they were in this one. Where he was the heir to a galactic empire and she was a poverty-ridden trash collector.

Nix punched a code into the control panel beside the med-bay’s door. It whooshed open.

A treatment room with three empty medical beds greeted them. White privacy curtains were pulled taut between each one.

“It’s early, but Dr. Carter always has someone on staff—” Nix’s attention shifted to his CB, his eyes twitching at the air above his wrist as though reading an invisible message. “Actually, I’ll need to leave you here. Try Dr. Carter’s office through that door.” He pointed past the privacy curtain on the far right. “I’ll be sure to check on you later.”

Temmi debated, momentarily, just rinsing her wound in the treatment room’s sink and rooting around for a bandage. Surely, something in one of the many shiny aluminum cabinets would suffice. But when she unwound the prince’s sweater from her hand, a fresh wave of stinging made her wince. The cut was deep. Had it been worth it? Did Nix like her? Or was he just being polite? She honestly couldn’t tell.

Winding the sweater back around her palm—the pressure eased the pain—she swept aside a privacy curtain to find a narrow corridor leading into a surgical unit. At the rear, a normal door, not one of the fancy pressurized ones, boasted a plaque that read LIN CARTER, MD, CL1. It hung ever so slightly ajar. Soft music and softer scuffling sounds came from within, like someone was rearranging their workspace. Temmi called out, “Hello?” and received no response. But as someone who liked to work with minimal sound intrusions, she wasn’t all that surprised.

As she approached the door, she could make out heavy breathing. And then an almost-pained exclamation, followed by a drawn-out fuuuck. Like someone had hurt themself. Temmi hurriedly shouldered open the door.

Then immediately regretted every decision in her life leading up to that moment.

Gods and nebulas, but some sights couldn’t be unseen.

Two women occupied the disheveled office. The first lay supine on a large desk, her blond head thrown back in undeniable pleasure, her white medical blouse unbuttoned. Leaning over her was the second woman, a waterfall of dark, sumptuous hair spilling across her shoulders. The second woman’s mouth traced the blonde’s naked collarbone while her left hand worked meaningfully beneath the waistband of the blonde’s unbuttoned slacks. Her movements were cocky, self-assured, her tongue precise as it licked its way down to the woman’s exposed breast.

Princess Spie fucking Expani. Literally fucking.

Temmi’s retinas burned. Her cheeks burned. A fire low in her stomach crackled horrifically to life.

She needed to leave. Needed to throw herself out of an airlock. Needed to sanitize her eyeballs with an entire planet’s worth of soap.

But her limbs were frozen. Half in shock. Half in embarrassment. Fortunately, neither the princess nor the woman moaning on the desk with her eyes closed seemed aware of Temmi’s intrusion.

And we’re out, she told herself, grateful when her rebellious body obeyed. If Spie ever realized how long Temmi had been standing there? Temmi might very well have to go into permanent hiding, consequences be damned. Surely, Ollie would understand.

She backed up quickly, fully holding her breath, and clumsily rammed her back heel against the open door. It swung wide, smacking loudly against the office’s inner wall. Temmi grimaced. Way. To. Go. Really on a roll today.

The blonde woman’s eyes flew open. Spie flipped around, hand extricating itself languorously from the blonde’s slacks. The princess’s pale pink blazer hung open at the front, revealing a lacy black bra. The naked, flat planes of her abdomen led to a narrow waist. She was incredibly fit.

“Eyes up here,” Spie said, voice sultry and low, and—somehow—still cocky.

Temmi hadn’t even realized she’d been staring. Incineration by a geyser of hot lava sounded like an excellent prospect right about now. She flicked her gaze up, certain every inch of her skin was flaming beet red with the worst embarrassment of her life.

“I’m . . . uh . . . I’m . . .” she held out her hand wrapped in the prince’s sweatshirt. Had she really lost the ability to form coherent sentences?

The woman on the desk launched to her feet, a string of embarrassed apologies pouring from her mouth as she worked to refasten the buttons on her uniform. “How entirely unprofessional . . . It’s just normally there aren’t any patients at this hour, and I thought—well, I didn’t think, clearly, and I can assure you this type of behavior is highly unlike me.” The explanation was directed at no one in particular. “I’ll ready a bed in the treatment room. Might as well get your vaccines out of the way while you’re here.” The color of her cheeks deepened with an obvious blush, her blond bun in disarray. She inclined her head in Spie’s direction. “Your Highness, if I have your leave.”

“Doctor,” Spie said, her gaze not leaving Temmi’s face.

The doctor bolted from her office. Temmi felt a sudden, visceral envy for not being able to do the same. Who cared about hand gashes that might need stitches?

“You just cost me a bet, Trash Girl.” Spie stuck her hand beneath a wall dispenser. A gentle click preceded a glob of sanitizer dropping onto her palm. She rubbed the sanitizer over her hands as she stepped toward Temmi, making no attempt to zip up her blazer.

Temmi’s pulse hitched. She needed to get her shit together. So, she’d walked in on the princess with another woman? So what? “Not my fault you opted to fuck the doctor before dawn.”

“You’re right. I’m usually allergic to the predawn hours, but there was a bet at stake. And it is your fault that I’m now going to lose that bet. There’s no way she’s going to let me do that again. Four months of legwork, wasted. And I was so close.” She tossed her long hair over one shoulder and wiggled the fingers of her right hand, the hand that had been doing things to the doctor that Temmi very much didn’t want to think about. “Three more minutes and I would’ve had her screaming my name.”

Temmi’s stomach clenched with stupid, confusing heat. It wasn’t attraction, certainly. She’d never be attracted to someone like Spie Expani. The woman was a conceited, hedonistic jackass. No, this was simply embarrassment. The princess had a way of putting Temmi out of sorts, and her body just didn’t know how to react.

“Right, well, I’m gonna go now.” Temmi started to turn. The less time she spent around Spie Expani, the better.

Spie stepped past her, cutting off her exit. She lifted a regal hand to twirl a finger in Temmi’s hair. The same hand that had been . . . Why did the woman always stand so damn close to her? It was infuriating.

Temmi was struck suddenly by how different the prince and princess were. As far as twins went, they looked alike, both more beautiful than any human had a right to be, with medium-dark complexions and rich onyx hair. Both with stunning violet eyes and sensuous mouths. But the similarities ended there. Nix was an oasis of cool water, his sister a raging firestorm. And Temmi felt like she was trapped in between two incompatible worlds.

“I see Manny got to you. I like the color, but”—Spie leaned in close, ducking her head to Temmi’s ear, her breath hot and tickling, causing an unwelcome shiver to flash from Temmi’s chest to her gut—“I miss the curls.” She withdrew abruptly and began to saunter away, heels clicking on the vinyl floor.

Temmi stared after her, speechless, feeling very much on the verge of passing out. Probably because she’d forgotten to breathe. She forced her lungs to inhale.

“Oh, and Trash Girl?” Spie called over her shoulder as she turned the corner. “Your outfit is ridiculous. You look like a toddler who’s dressed herself for the first time. I’ll talk to Manny about some alternatives.”

Temmi glanced down at the clothes she’d thrown on this morning, feeling suddenly self-conscious. She’d layered herself in three of the outfits Manny had provided. For modesty’s sake.

The next hour was excruciating. Temmi endured an embarrassed silence as Dr. Lin Carter sewed up the gash on the side of her palm, then jammed seven different needles into the flesh of her upper arm. The doctor refused to meet her eyes, a perpetual blush blotching her cheeks and neck. Temmi tried, and failed, not to picture the dignified woman half-naked, bent backward over her desk, while Spie . . . Gods and nebulas, Temmi needed a memory wipe.
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An Art to Smiling

Temmi’s first diplomacy lesson didn’t go over well. Manny came, said what was probably a blasphemous prayer at the sight of Temmi’s outfit, and quickly made her change into loungewear so fancy, she could’ve worn it to the governor’s mansion on X72. Five hours of Blessing Stone sighing in frustration followed. She incessantly corrected Temmi’s posture while muttering Some people are hopeless under her breath.

“No, Ambassador Ialan, you can’t use vulgar language on a live broadcast.”

“No, Ambassador Ialan, you can’t chew your nails on a live broadcast.”

“No, Ambassador Ialan, you can’t look bored on a live broadcast.”

And then, of course, the fact that Temmi couldn’t manage to answer the practice questions with any degree of diplomacy. For example—

Blessing Stone, posing as a reporter, asked, “What are you hoping to do for your home planet, X72, if either the prince or princess offers to take your hand in marriage?”

Temmi, at the phrase take your hand in marriage, busted up laughing. Blessing Stone looked like she was considering batting her over the head with a lampshade.

The next question—

“Do you feel you’re the right person to represent X72?”

Temmi’s answer: “Fuck, no.”

That time, Blessing Stone really did bat her over the head. But with a tablet, not a lampshade. Definitely smarted, though. She snapped at Temmi to stop being a snarky adolescent, said her answers mattered, claimed producers would be monitoring the public’s reactions to all contestants and that if any were highly disliked, it’d be a red flag to the prince and princess. Kalvin chimed in with a calm “It means you’ll be sent home early.” Temmi decided to take her training more seriously.

The third question—

“By now, the whole empire has seen the clip of you and the imperial princess. Your behavior has been called aggressive. Could you elaborate as to the circumstances that led to the clip?”

This time, Temmi took a moment to think. Diplomacy was the art of saying shitty things in a way that kept a smile on others’ faces, right? She could do that. “I worked long hours as a trash collector, and that morning had been a difficult one for me. Our landlord put up a final eviction notice—”

“Stop.”

“What? I was being honest!”

Blessing Stone shook her garishly adorned head. Today, her choice of extravagant headwear was a tricorne hat that looked liable to impale someone. “Honesty that paints you in a bad light is the opposite of what you want. Be humble, but don’t openly admit to poor tenancy. Otherwise, viewers will think you’re not reliable enough to maintain basic housing.”

“You don’t know the first thing about my life or the shit I’ve been through.”

“And I don’t care to. Neither do our viewers. We’re selling a fairy tale, not reality. Go again.”

Once Temmi gave a passably decent answer to all the posed questions, Blessing Stone attacked her for her facial expressions. There came a slew of “That smile is too wide. Too cringe. You look like you’re passing gas. You look like you’re plotting someone’s death. Less teeth. Be genuine but don’t show too much. A diplomatic smile, Ambassador Ialan; what I’m asking for is simply not that hard!”

Irritated, she barked at Kalvin, “This is precisely why we don’t cast such green contestants. I wanted a holovision villain, not a real-life one! Think of the message we’re broadcasting by saying a girl with a criminal record is good enough to marry the next emperor. It’s absurd!”

“Are you insinuating that Her Excellency has had a lapse in judgment?” Kalvin said, words measured.

“I was fifteen, for fuck’s sake,” Temmi muttered. Not that anyone was listening to her.

“Of course not! I would never—” Blessing Stone snapped her attention back to Temmi. “Smile again for me. Now.”

Who knew there was such an art to smiling? Temmi’s face smarted by the time it was over. And that was before the arduous ordeal of learning how to bow properly. Apparently, there were seventeen formal bows and twenty-two informal ones. They ranged from essentially splaying oneself flat on the floor to a tiny inclination of the head. The appropriate bow depended on one’s personal status, private relationship with the person being bowed to, and context of the situation wherein the bow was being undertaken. Excessive much?

The camerapeople stayed an extra four hours to grab footage of Temmi sitting on the sofa, Temmi pretending to wake up in her bed, Temmi taking bites of a morning biscuit (which was delicious but no longer morning by the time she was allowed to eat it), and then Temmi reading off some rehearsed speech about what her travel had been like, as though it had already happened.

After the cameras left, Manny returned with new trunks of clothing. “Her Highness thinks you’ll find these ensembles more suitable to your taste.” He hmphed. “I’ll still be providing your onscreen outfits, though, so don’t get too excited.”

Temmi opened the first trunk. A note of flimsy lay on top. It read You’re Welcome in fanciful, loopy lettering. Temmi snorted her amusement. But as she dug through the neatly folded outfits, she was surprised to find things she might actually wear. Loose sweatshirts and comfortable sweatpants, some tee shirts, what looked like actual jumpsuits but far more stylish. She withdrew one, the color a rich gold threaded with a light blue that matched Temmi’s newly dyed hair. There was even new underwear, the kind that actually covered her ass and half of her thighs. How Spie had managed to guess Temmi’s preferred underwear wasn’t something she wanted to ponder upon—she would simply thank the universe for the gift.

She donned the jumpsuit, then broke her previous promise to herself to never look in the mirror. The person staring back at her was like a Temmi from another world. A Temmi that might’ve been if her father hadn’t abandoned her in the farthest reaches of the galaxy. Like staring at a version of herself that existed in some parallel universe, a universe with privilege and opportunity and dads who stayed.

Unbidden tears pricked at her eyes, and she turned away from her reflection. The woman in the mirror would never be her. She was simply playing dress-up, pretending to be something and someone she wasn’t, her exterior as contrived as a clip of reality holovision. Before long, she’d be back home amongst the smog where she belonged. But, if all went well, by then she’d have enough cash to make herself into whoever she wanted to be.

• • •

The days until their arrival on Expan Proper and, more terrifyingly, the official start of Love Galaxy dwindled rapidly. The time passed in a predictable routine. Temmi would meet with Nix in the library every morning, where they’d fall into a rhythm of easy but safe conversations, debating the merits and limitations of organic-matter energy harvesting, the exotic matter required to create a functioning jumpgate, what would theoretically be possible if one could prove Gygore’s theory of transmutation and convert their energy into a heavenly being. Nix’s gentle eyes ignited with passion whenever he was discussing physics, theory, possibility. In their talks of quantum mechanics and the untapped possibilities of the spacetime continuum, Temmi was able to forget she was light-years from home. Able to forget about the impending reality holovision hellscape.

They debated, sometimes heatedly. He treated her as an intellectual equal. And he challenged her thinking in a way few ever had. Which was, initially, very frustrating. But she wasn’t one to shy from an intellectual challenge. Their moments in the library felt precious and insulated. Nix wasn’t a prince and Temmi wasn’t a trash collector. They were simply like-minded individuals who, in another life, might’ve been friends.

The remainder of her time passed in camera interviews, Blessing Stone’s excruciating lessons, and watching past seasons of Love Galaxy.

Temmi hadn’t known the show had such a rich history. According to a short documentary that Kalvin had included on the DC, the show originated two hundred and eleven imperial standard years earlier, in the empire’s 21st year, during the reign of Eduard Expani, the first official emperor. Called Our Galaxy, it began as an outreach campaign, a way to bridge divides and bring together the fractured descendants of humanity scattered across the universe. Following the Artificial Collapse, the empire’s earliest years were fraught with conflict, and Our Galaxy was Eduard Expani’s attempt to show his new subjects that they had more in common than they realized. That they all belonged to the great race of humanity. Over time, Our Galaxy turned into a diplomatic game show where contestants won an important position in government. The evolution to full-on dating show didn’t happen until the year 112. Marriage to a prominent Expanese societal figure wasn’t introduced for another ten seasons after that. Somewhere in there, the show’s name was officially changed to Love Galaxy.

And, while Temmi would suffer death by incineration a hundred times over before admitting it to Ollie, the show was actually entertaining. She found herself sucked into the drama (manufactured or not), wondering who the stars would choose. The most recent season had been headlined by some third-cousin Expani with a distant claim to the throne who looked nothing at all like Nix or Spie. He had long reddish hair and muddled brown skin, and dated exclusively men on his season.

She learned that the show’s structure remained largely the same: eight weeks of filming broken up into roughly twenty-four episodes (the exact number seemed to vary based on some arbitrary metric of unfolding drama). There was always one suitor and twenty-four contestants. New Terra, Old Terra, the Prop Moons, and most Outer Expanese territories were always represented. Random, less-well-known territories changed from season to season. Though, based on the last five seasons, contestants never came from fringe systems—Temmi was the first X-er to ever be invited on the show.

She took mental notes on things not to do: don’t fail the diplomacy challenges, don’t do anything to piss off the other contestants, and don’t ever do or say anything to imply the show’s headliner (or headliners plural, in her case) isn’t the single greatest catch in all the universe.

Temmi didn’t like her chances of performing well on the show.

The final night before their arrival on Expan, she couldn’t sleep. She slipped from her bed and took to wandering the cruiser’s luminescent corridors. On one of the lower tiers, the one above the fighter-pilot docking bays, she heard a loud whapping sound. Her curiosity led her to a gymnasium with a low net set up in the center. On one side, a robot spat out little green ball after little green ball. On the other, Spie sprinted alone, sneakers squeaking on the linoleum flooring. Wielding a long-handled racquet, she hit each ball with loud, almost-angry grunts.

Temmi paused in the open doorway. Spie’s dark hair was secured in a high ponytail, a cloth band tied across her forehead. She wore tiny white shorts made of some water-wicking material and an athletic bra. Her long, lithe limbs glistened with sweat, the supple muscles of her abdomen shifting. She moved with rhythm, grace, emotion. It was like watching a one-person dance.

Until one of Spie’s hits went awry. The little green ball shot sideways and, like a bullet released, slammed straight into Temmi’s gut.
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Something Uncharacteristically Selfless

Trash Girl doubled over, letting loose a few colorful expletives—some of which sounded like they were in a language other than Expanese. Her vocabulary truly was commendable. Spie smiled to herself and crossed the tennis court. While sprinting for a far ball, she’d spied the blue-haired woman from the corner of her eye, and, well . . . Spie never made an erroneous hit.

“You stalking me now?” Spie stopped at the edge of the court. “Voyeuristic tendencies didn’t show in your background report, but some people keep their dirty proclivities to themselves.”

Murder flashed across Trash Girl’s face. It was a nice face, though. Especially since Manny had worked his magic. Wide, blunt cheekbones, amber-brown eyes too big for her face, and that gods-damned hair. Spie had to concentrate to keep herself from reaching out and brushing an errant strand from the X-er’s eyes.

She was wearing one of the rompers Spie had picked out for her. The garment suited her, though if Spie were being entirely honest, she preferred the old jumpsuits. There was just something about a woman who wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. But it wasn’t her features that intrigued Spie the most—she’d been with her fair share of attractive women. What intrigued Spie was the fact that Artemis Ialan wore her beauty like it was an undesirable jacket, like it was something she’d prefer to peel off and burn.

“I’m not stalking you.” Trash Girl straightened with a wince, though if it was the result of her embarrassment or a new bruise to her ribs, Spie couldn’t say. “I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a walk. Didn’t realize you were down here.”

“You can’t tell me you didn’t like what you found, though.” Spie spun her racquet in a way that she knew emphasized the well-toned muscles of her arm. She wanted to test something. And yep, those keen eyes tracked the motion. Which, honestly, wasn’t surprising. Spie knew she was hot. But that didn’t make Trash Girl’s attention ideal. Not when Spie had promised Nicky she’d back off this girl. And Spie had every intention of honoring her brother’s wishes. Especially since he’d spent the past fortnight whistling to himself in the lightest mood she’d maybe ever seen him in. He smiled more, joked more, talked about Temmi all the bloody time. Apparently, their morning book dates were quite the event. And, despite Spie’s own few, less-than-ideal encounters with the trash collector, Spie had really thought the X-er was feeling the same way about Nicky. She flustered easily, sure, but that could’ve been explained away by Spie’s royal station. It didn’t mean there was any attraction there. It really sucked to be wrong. Especially when Spie hadn’t even been trying.

Trash Girl’s pale cheeks flushed. But she didn’t back down; Spie couldn’t help but appreciate that about her. “Who fucking cares if I did or didn’t like what I saw? That’s not why I’m here.”

Despite her excellent points, she seemed to be struggling to keep her eyes on Spie’s face. Which would normally delight Spie to no end, but this was the one woman in the entire nebula-cursed universe that Nicky liked. Gods, he sure knew how to pick them.

“I care,” Spie said. She stepped around the X-er, her bare arm brushing against the other woman’s shoulder. She heard the moment Trash Girl sucked in a breath.

Spie leaned back against the doorjamb and tapped her racquet against her thigh. “The show kicks off tomorrow, and I can’t have you eye-fucking me in range of the cameras. Not when you’re one of Nicky’s girls.”

“Excuse me?! First of all, I’m nobody’s girl. And second, I wasn’t— I— How could you—” She fully spluttered, cheeks and neck flaming a delicious bright red. She closed her pretty eyes, took an adorable breath. Opened them again. “You couldn’t be further from my type.”

“You know what I think?” Spie lowered her voice and leaned in conspiratorially. “I think you protest too much. And normally, I’d be very into this whole bisexual-panic thing you have going on, but I’m doing something uncharacteristically selfless at the moment.”

Trash Girl clamped her mouth shut, nostrils flaring. The red of her cheeks deepened further. Her shoes squeaked on the court’s floor. But when she spoke, her voice didn’t waver. “Does your egotism know no bounds?”

Spie shrugged one shoulder. “Probably not. But I’m not on trial here. You’re the one who needs to learn how to stop looking at me like you can’t decide if you want to murder me or rip my clothes off—”

“I’m not—”

“Yeah, you are. You’re terrible at hiding what you’re feeling. And look, I’m flattered. You’re adorable and, to be frank, very much my type. I’d love to see you working under the hood of a racer, your little jumpsuit tied at your waist”—the image really was a breathtaking one—“but as flattering as your attention is, you need to squash it real quick. You’re here for Nicky, so be here for Nicky. Hurt him, break his heart, do anything not in his best interest, and you can kiss your two million credits goodbye. Got it?”

Trash Girl swallowed, throat bobbing. When she spoke, it was through visibly clenched teeth. “Got it.”

“Wonderful.” Spie pushed away from the doorjamb and stepped aside to let her go.

But the X-er didn’t flee. Her attention remained rapt on Spie. “Since we’re making demands, I’ve been away from home for two weeks now. I need to know that my family is still safe. Because if they’re not, there’s no way I can go on the show tomorrow.”

A fair request. Spie bent to set her racquet on the court’s floor before standing and engaging her CB. She switched the device out of discreet mode and pulled up her conversation with Haz, the off-the-books accountant she was paying to secretly divert funds from her personal account and into Apollo Ialan’s. Haz’s most recent message populated in the air for the trash collector to see.

Haz: Target confirmed receipt of monies. Expense breakdown is as follows:


• Two months’ rent paid upfront, totaling 600 galactic union credits

• In-home caretaker hired, totaling 1,300 galactic union credits

• Medical fund dispensed, totaling 2,000 galactic union credits

• Funds for basic necessities, totaling 350 galactic union credits



Haz: Should target require further assistance, they know to reach out via established secure line. Will forward any communications deemed necessary.

“Comms in deep space are always spotty, but this came through when we refueled a few days ago at Pikliminia.” Spie tapped her CB to disappear the message. “Your family is safe and well.”

The taut lines of the X-er’s face visibly relaxed. She sucked in a shaky breath and met Spie’s gaze. Her eyes looked suddenly misty. “Thank you. I— Thank you.”

Spie blinked at the sincerity in the trash collector’s words. She hadn’t been prepared for the sudden shift from defiance to gratitude. A foreign sensation made Spie’s chest feel suddenly airy. She cleared her throat. “Yes, well, a deal’s a deal. You should go get some sleep. You’ll need it for tomorrow.”

Trash Girl nodded subtly and backed off the court. When she disappeared around a corner, Spie shook her head and returned to her one-sided game, tapping a button on her CB to restart the ball-throwing robot.

Filming would commence in the morning. The beginning of Spie’s last official service to the empire. All she had to do was survive the coming months, propose to some unlucky girl, and then trust her mother would hold up her end of their bargain. No more state appointments. No more appearances. No more playing the part of an imperial heir.

But whoever Spie chose, she’d have to marry. And marriage, for a member of the royal family, was akin to a prison sentence. Divorce was unthinkable. There were always political implications to consider, treaties and trade agreements to uphold, the possibility of pissing off an important ally. Reality was, no promises from Spie’s mother could stop Spie from being an Expani. Even far away from imperial politics, she’d have some appearances to maintain. Which was why she hadn’t asked Nicky to pull Arbora.

Spie and her ex might’ve ended on less-than-ideal terms, but perhaps there’d be something salvageable between them. Something that could make a lifetime of marriage bearable. Maybe they could even find a way to love each other again, terrifying as the notion was.

Of course, it was also just as likely that Arbora hated Spie after all this time. Or that Spie had outgrown her youthful attraction for Arbora. What if Spie wasn’t attracted to any of the contestants? She didn’t need to love someone, but the thought of carving out a life with someone she didn’t even like?

Her mind flashed to an image of Artemis Ialan, brown eyes misting in unexpected gratitude, petulant mouth contorting in something that toed the line between lust and hate. Warmth unspooled in Spie’s chest at the image.

But Trash Girl was off-limits.

Letting loose a loud cry, Spie slammed an incoming tennis ball with the full strength of her growing anxieties.

The ball landed out of bounds.
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Carve Out a Space for Yourself

Temmi didn’t sleep that night. Outside her window, a planet loomed. A puzzle of blue and green interlocking pieces that made X72 seem ugly and forlorn in comparison. She’d seen images of Expan Proper before, but witnessing the seat of the empire firsthand was an entirely different experience. It made Expan real, as opposed to some distant, far-off place that she could blame all her problems on.

Her stomach wobbled queasily with nerves. She fully vomited her breakfast of biscuits and fruit into the toilet, which was where Manny found her.

He spent a full hour doing her hair and makeup, then procured a gold dress patterned with hundreds of tiny hammers crossed in X’s, the symbol of the X-er System. The dress had off-the-shoulder cuffs, a low-cut bodice, and an impressive slit up the thigh. There was no way in ten non-existent hells Temmi was wearing it.

“That’s not from my new wardrobe.”

“Your new wardrobe was lacking.” Manny sniffed. “There will be cameras broadcasting your first step on the Prop. You’re wearing the dress.”

“Fuck, no.”

Manny placed his finger and thumb against his forehead in a please, someone help me gesture. “The dress makes you look desirable, babe. You want a good first impression? Then wear it. In fact, you’re going to be wearing a lot of dresses over the coming weeks, no matter what the princess ordered for you.”

Temmi crossed her arms. Another bout of vomit threatened to swim up her throat. She couldn’t do this. She was going to turn herself into a laughingstock. Strutting around in revealing clothing for other people’s entertainment went against every fiber of her being. Two million credits, she reminded herself. So long as Temmi remained here, wearing stupid dresses, Spie’s rich girl money would bleed over to her family.

In all honesty, maybe Spie Expani didn’t deserve the vitriol Temmi had been sending her way. She had, after all, hired Temmi’s mom an in-home caretaker, and given her a medical fund, without being asked. It was surprisingly generous of her. The thought resulted in a confusing squirmy sensation in Temmi’s gut, so she banished it. Vitriol seemed the safer way to go.

She grabbed the dress from Manny. “Just so we’re clear, I’m not happy about this.”

“I really don’t care, sweetie.” He waggled his fingers in her direction.

Temmi felt utterly naked in the dress. With it on, she had no way to safely wear her orrist basalt necklace, so she slipped it into her boot. When she emerged from the bathroom, it was to a slow clap from Manny.

He whistled low. “You are a treat. Some of my best work.”

Temmi flipped him off.

“Last thing.” He picked up a pair of strappy blue heels from the armchair behind him.

“No.” Temmi had never been more horrified in her life. Two million credits wasn’t worth this. “Manny, no. I put the dress on, but I draw the line at heels. I can’t walk in them! Blessing Stone didn’t train me for that; I’ll trip all over the place.” She raised one leg, showing off her sleek black combat boots. Probably her favorite addition to her new wardrobe. “I actually think my boots here go really well with the dress’s gold.”

Manny made a show of contemplating before heaving a dramatic sigh. “I never make concessions on beauty, but I’ll give you this one.” He dropped the heels back onto the armchair.

Temmi had never been more relieved in her life.

Kalvin showed up a few minutes later, wearing a crisp black suit. “The heirs have already been shuttled to the surface,” he said. “I’ll be traveling with you, Ambassador Ialan. Don’t worry about your things; they’ll be packed and brought to the manor. We’re leaving.”

“Now?” Temmi was nowhere near ready—emotionally speaking. “Couldn’t we orbit the planet a few more times? Maybe make a quick run to the Moons? I hear they’re only a few hours’ flight from here.”

“Off you go.” Manny pushed against her back.

Temmi dug her boots into the ship’s carpet. “I think I’m changing my mind. I can’t do this. I’m going to make a fool of myself. And Nix can do way better than me. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m a fucking trash collector. That’s Expan out there. Expan.”

“I think she’s in shock,” Manny said.

Kalvin gingerly set down a tablet he was carrying, laying it next to the gods-awful heels Temmi had been saved from wearing. “Ambassador Ialan,” he said in that calm, measured way of his. He crossed the sitting room until he was standing directly before her, closer than an X-er would find comfortable.

“I can’t do it, Kalvin. You have to send me back. This isn’t me. I don’t belong here. I’m going to look like an idiot. I hate looking like an idiot.”

“Do you want to know something His Highness confided in me this morning?” Kalvin’s accent soothed her, reminded her she wasn’t the only expatriate there.

“What?” Temmi asked, breathless. Or maybe she was just having a panic attack. It really was hard to breathe. And was the room spinning? The ship had settled into orbit in the middle of the night, so it had to be her. She thought she might be sick again.

“He said he’s spent his entire life feeling misunderstood. Said he’s been terrified of the show, terrified he’d never get to experience real love. And though he’s still terrified, he says he’s also excited because he finally has something to look forward to.”

Temmi was on the verge of hyperventilating. Or was she already hyperventilating? Manny rubbed slow circles along her upper back. Under normal circumstances, the touch would appall her, but right now, she found it calming.

Kalvin put a long finger under her chin. Lifted it. His eyes were as dark as obsidian. They were kind eyes. Gentle eyes. Exhausted eyes. “You aren’t here for a dating show, Artemis. You aren’t here to become entertainment for the trillions of people out there watching.”

“Oh, thanks, really making me feel better.”

He removed his finger from under her chin. “You’re here because I believe, regardless of your past, that you are exactly the person your planet needs. You are exactly the person Nix Expani needs. Who cares if you belong? Carve out a space for yourself. It’s what I did. Do you think the Expanese cared about a kid from a tiny, war-plagued space station? Do you think I’m here to produce reality holovision because I love the drama?”

“I don’t know. People are weird.” Temmi’s breathing was beginning to come easier. “Maybe you love it.”

A rare twitch of Kalvin’s lips. The closest he ever came to smiling. “This is my first season working on Love Galaxy. I serve as Her Excellency’s media consultant—I’ve produced her son and daughter since the day they were born. Do you know what that means? I have the emperor’s ear. Her children trust me. Because of my station’s proximity to the Uiyoni, we are never included in the lottery for Love Galaxy; we’re not permitted official ambassadors, nor do we have representation in the Galactic Senate.

“But my position in the imperial court gives me a voice. Allows me to advocate for my people, my space station. Not in an official sense, but you’ll often find that most of the conversations that lead to change happen unofficially. When you go on Love Galaxy, your presence will shine a spotlight on the X-er System, on X72. Your home will become relevant Galactically. While you are here talking with Prince Nix and Princess Spie, your people will have a voice in the highest echelons of the empire. Your voice. And if you win? There’s no limit to the change you can enact for your people.”



• • •

As the transport’s hatch pounded shut, Temmi’s gut clenched. The engine barked to life, slowly building to a deafening roar. She slid a pair of earplugs out of the bodice of her dress and squished them into her ears. Her two weeks on the starship had been a strange, liminal space between who she’d been and who she was going to have to become. Cloaked in the vast emptiness of space, the absurdity of her new reality had felt distant and surreal, her early mornings with the prince like a suspended dream. But now, as the transport’s holo flashed on, she was confronted with the breathtaking image of a massive planet, an endless curvature of green and blue and white. Expan. X72, that putrid mass of dense silica, was light-years away.

The transport shot from the docking bay like a projectile loosed from a catapult. Thrown back in her seat, Temmi closed her eyes, grabbed the armrests, and squeezed hard. Her stomach roiled with nausea. Too soon, the transport would be absorbed into the blue-green expanse before them and Temmi would emerge as Ambassador Ialan, a woman carrying the hopes of an entire planet in the contraband orrist basalt necklace she kept tucked inside her left boot. Cameras would violate her privacy, broadcasting her arrival to hundreds of territories. Strangers would learn her name, would develop opinions of her, write articles and think pieces, form parasocial relationships with this version of her she wasn’t entirely sure was real, and forever after, a piece of her would belong to them. To the empire.

Temmi had never liked being the center of attention. She abhorred feeling exposed. She was an X-er. Exposure was vulnerability and vulnerability meant death. A shiver of cold flashed through her chest. The cold of inevitability. Because this wasn’t X72. This was Expan. Colorful, vibrant, rich Expan. Here, exposure was the only thing that would keep her family housed.

“You remember your talking points?”

Temmi blinked and removed her right earplug. She strained her neck sideways to find Kalvin assessing her. His cool gaze, ageless and wise. She’d come on the show to lift her family from poverty, but how many millions of X-ers would be watching her with hope in their hearts? Hope that she, Temmi Ialan, secondary-school dropout and convicted criminal, would make their lives better. It was ridiculous, yes, but it was what Ollie would have felt about whoever should’ve been chosen in her stead. Love Galaxy wasn’t just a dating show. It was the best political opportunity her planet might ever have.

But that isn’t who I am, who I want to be.

The orrist basalt in her boot seemed to heat up, practically burning her toes.

“Ambassador?” Kalvin pressed, voice softer, as though he was reading her mind or, rather, reading the plain apprehension on her face.

Temmi recited, monotonously, “My name is Ambassador Artemis Ialan of the industrious X System, Planet X72. I am honored and humbled to have been chosen as my planet’s representative on this season of Love Galaxy. Expan is more beautiful than I ever could’ve imagined.”

Blessing Stone had drilled the short speech into her, forcing Temmi to repeat it until she’d gone to sleep dreaming the words. But they felt hollow, the cracks between syllables going sticky with uncertainty. Or maybe fear.

“Drop the stale words.” Kalvin pressed a button on a silver panel beside his chair. The holo depicting Expan’s expanding surface disappeared, and with it a portion of Temmi’s anxiety. If she couldn’t see it, that meant it wasn’t real, right?

“You’re not an actress, Ambassador Ialan,” Kalvin said, his words seemingly louder, more tangible, without Expan’s enormity crowding the transport’s interior. “Don’t try to act. You want to appear genuine in front of those cameras? Then say something real. Not something Blessing Stone told you to say.”

Temmi inhaled deeply. Exhaled slowly. The air wasn’t enough. She focused on the back of the silver hatch in front of her, listened to the hum and vibration of the transport descending, and swallowed against the plummet of her stomach as they hit freefall.
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Harmless Boxes of Circuitry and Lenses

Ambassador Ialan! Over here!”

“Artemis! Is it true X-ers have special powers?”

“Ambassador Ialan!”

“Artemis! Over here!”

“Is it true you were Her Highness’s stalker?”

Prior to setting foot on Expan Proper, Temmi would’ve thought herself well acquainted with claustrophobia. X72 was an overpopulated city boxed in by the thick smog overhead. Clean breathing was a luxury, open space nonexistent. Even when living in the Graveyard just outside the city, she’d been one of hundreds tucked into the gaping carcasses of ancient ships. She never could’ve imagined how her world, already small, could shrink even more. But as she stepped off the transport to blinding afternoon light and the onslaught of an entire armada of cameras, she considered that she’d been wrong. Her sudden claustrophobia was acute. She froze. Her arms shot up to shield her eyes. Her head ducked instinctively. Her breath condensed into steel in her lungs.

The cameras were everywhere. The people, everywhere. The sun, too bright, too direct. Her name became a bullet, fired at her from every possible direction. Blessing Stone hadn’t prepared her for this. She should’ve kept her earplugs in, a barrier from the noise, the debilitating stimulation. She was certain in that instant, more certain than she’d ever been—and Temmi had considered herself certain of many things in her life, to the annoyance of many a primary-school teacher—that she was going to die.

Pressure on her left bicep. A hand, gripping. In her ear, a voice, husky, an off-kilter, pretty accent, “Chin up, X-girl; the cameras can’t bite. Just a minor press gauntlet. Come on, now; yes, that’s it.”

Temmi raised her head to find warm brown eyes smiling at her. They belonged to a heart-shaped face. A tallish woman with close-shaved brown hair, flawless black skin, and gaudy rings in her left eyebrow. Where had the woman come from? What happened to Kalvin?

“Walk forward,” the stranger said, moving her hand from Temmi’s bicep to her lower back. “In step with me.”

Temmi channeled her focus into the feel of the woman’s hand on her back. Stepped when she stepped. Breathed in the warm, rich air of Expan. Noticed the towering high-rises in the distance. Elsidor City, Expan’s capital. A metropolis that, by comparison, transformed X72-1 into a child’s dollhouse. She recognized Elsidor’s silhouette, had seen the flyover view of the capital every time Ollie turned on their home holo.

“Ambassadors! This way, please! Pose for a picture?”

Cameras flashed. Temmi closed her eyes, body going rigid.

The woman nudged her along. “Ignore them. We’re almost there. The car’s just ahead.”

The car. A lifeline. Temmi could do this. They’re just cameras. Boxes of circuitry and lenses. Harmless. Yet they felt more threatening than a hundred assault blasters.

“Ambassador VinVanxin! Were you surprised to be named the Moons’ contestant over the attorney general’s daughter?”

“Arbora! How long’s it been since you last visited the Prop?”

The crowd of press thinned, revealing a line-up of sleek black hovercrafts. Based on the winged tips lining the carriages, they were Cavallers, a luxurious brand of high-speed armored vehicles that had Temmi nearly forgetting her panic entirely. They were gorgeous.

The glare of a camera lens abruptly obstructed her view. Behind the camera, a reporter shouted, “Have you and Arbora been previously acquainted? Did you know she dated Her Highness as a teenager?”

Temmi tried to retreat, but the hand along her back held her in place.

The camera swung to the right. “Does Her Highness know you’ve been cast as a contestant? When was the last time you two communicated?”

Temmi glanced at the profile of the woman who’d effectively rescued her. Ambassador Arbora VinVanxin. Another contestant. Prop Moons . . . the very same moons that had stolen Temmi’s father from her. (He wasn’t stolen, her rational mind prodded cruelly. He chose to leave you.)

Arbora sidestepped the camera, dragging Temmi with her. Thank the nebula, since Temmi wasn’t sure she would’ve made it out on her own.

“And here we are.” The Moons’ contestant spun Temmi around as they breached the end of the press gauntlet. Kalvin was there, standing beside the open door of a Cavaller, brows furrowed as he typed an invisible message above his CB. How’d he make it through so fast?

“Smile wide, say your piece quickly, and dive in the car.” Arbora’s hand dropped from Temmi’s back as she swept forward with an easy grace. “Expanese citizens, Outer Expanese compatriots, and friends from across the seven systems, my name is Ambassador Arbora VinVanxin, representative of Expan’s Moons: Irma, Primus, and New Lune. I know what you’re all wondering: isn’t she the girl who gave our beloved princess her first taste of heartbreak?” Arbora smiled wide and winked, emanating a confidence Temmi envied. “Ah, but we were children then. And who better to heal a heart than the one who broke it?”

With an easy flair, Arbora dipped into a pretty bow. A blinding barrage of cameras flashed as she rose, spun, and ducked inside the expensive hovercraft’s open door.

The cameras turned expectantly to Temmi. Reporters shouted her name. She swallowed, completely forgetting Blessing Stone’s practiced speech.

You’re not an actress, Ambassador. Say something real.

Somehow, Temmi doubted telling the ten trillion viewers at home that she was scared shitless would enamor her to them.

What would Ollie say? He’d be watching her right now, probably throwing stale barley chips at the holo and cursing her pathetic performance. He’d be laughing at her dyed hair, her form-fitting dress. Her mother would be beside him, drinking too much and saying too little, probably too embarrassed to even watch. Thinking of them steadied her.

“I’m Artemis.” Temmi squared her naked shoulders. Her full name felt like a barrier between who she really was and who she was offering the empire. The gathered reporters went silent. She focused on the sound of the Cavallers humming at her back. “Ambassador Artemis, I suppose, or Ambassador Ialan, though I’m still getting used to that. I’m pretty new to all this. Before today, I’d never even worn a dress.” Her comment elicited a few chuckles from the reporters at the front.

“Anyway, um, let’s do this fucking thing, yeah?” The curse slipped out against her better judgment. How many times had Blessing Stone warned her against using such language on camera? Color rose to her cheeks, and instead of curtsying with Arbora’s grace, she fled like a coward for the open hovercraft, not stopping until her ass landed on rich brown leather.

The door closed with a firm jolt. Temmi leaned her head against the back of her seat. The car interior’s dim lighting made it easier for her to breathe.

“Nice,” said Arbora, laughter in her voice. “I can see why she likes you.”

Temmi opened her eyes. Her fellow contestant lounged on a richly crafted bench perpendicular to Temmi, a champagne flute in one hand, her feet kicked up to rest on what looked like a miniature bar in the vehicle’s center. Glass bottles of sparkling wine chilled on ice. Arbora’s pale pink pantsuit rode up from her ankles, revealing thick, defined calves. Pantsuit! How’d she get away with not wearing a dress?

“Where’s Kalvin?”

“Kar-Beidell? The twins’ producer? I imagine he has far more important things to do than hold your hand.”

The Cavaller’s engine hummed louder, vibrating Temmi’s seat as the hovercraft rose. Through a tinted side window, the crowd of reporters shrank. They didn’t look so threatening from up there.

“Well, that was embarrassing.” Temmi blew out a breath. “Don’t suppose I made much of an impression.”

“Oh, you made an impression.” Arbora’s laughter still colored her tone. “Drink?” She held out a flute of sparkling wine.

Temmi took the drink and downed it in one go. The wine was startlingly sweet. Making a face, she reached for the open bottle.

“Careful, there.” Arbora sipped from her flute as the Cavaller accelerated. “Don’t want to be tipsy when we get to the manor. The other contestants arrived last night. You and I are at a disadvantage.”

The wine settled warmly in Temmi’s stomach. Her view of the landing field and reporters vanished. The outer limits of Elsidor City rushed by in a headache-inducing blur.

“You’re from the Moons? That’s closer than any other territory.” Temmi poured herself another flute, spilling a few drops as the hovercraft banked left.

“There were complications with my transport,” Arbora said, in answer to Temmi’s implied question, but didn’t elaborate. “And it’s a good thing, else you may never have made it off yours.”

Temmi hadn’t consumed enough alcohol to stop the burn of embarrassment in her cheeks. “Yes, well, thank you for that.”

Arbora dipped her head. “Good sportsmanship is a Moon virtue. You may be my competition, but I’ll always help a woman off the field.”

“I’m not your competition, actually. You’re here for Spie?” Temmi did her best to say the princess’s name in a neutral tone, ignoring the little twinge of something fluttery in her gut. “That’s what you told the cameras, right? I’ve no interest in her.” Temmi forced herself to sip more slowly on her second flute of wine, wincing at the sweet, aromatic taste. X-er’s preferred their alcohol to burn.

Arbora arched her pierced eyebrow. “You’re after Nicky? Huh.”

Why did people always seem so terribly surprised to learn Temmi wasn’t there for Spie?

“Care to elaborate on that huh?” Temmi would blame the alcohol for making her salty, but in all fairness, she wouldn’t have acted any differently sober. She really needed to learn to bite her tongue. The irony of the empire making her a diplomat would never not be funny.

Arbora set her flute in a cupholder made to accommodate the thin glass stem. Slowly, she removed her legs from atop the mini bar. “Ever seen the clip of the two of you? The one that prompted your being cast?”

Temmi shook her head. She’d never had any desire to relive the embarrassment.

Arbora tapped the CB on her left wrist. After a brief moment of uncomfortable silence, the CB projected a three-dimensional holo.

Temmi cringed when a miniature version of herself jumped from her trash truck and stalked toward what were obviously the imperial heirs. She couldn’t watch this without wanting to shrivel and die. But she also couldn’t look away. To think this was immortalized on the internet’s hivemind, that nearly every citizen  across seven solar systems had seen it . . .

A miniature Spie, looking like a goddamn goddess, said, “You’re cute, in a grimy sort of way.”

Nausea made Temmi set down her wine. She needed real alcohol. Stuff strong enough to make her black out and forget.

“Are you shitting me right now? Are you some kind of . . . narcissist?”

Mini-Temmi wore an expression of barely restrained anger, her dark blue curls escaping her low queue and frizzing uncontrollably. Mini-Spie’s mouth curled in amusement. Watching it back, Temmi’s stomach performed a little flip. In her memory, she hadn’t been standing that close to Spie, but the holo made it clear that only inches separated them.

Arbora tapped her CB, and the image paused. “See that right there? Chemistry.” She let the word hang like an accusation.

Was mortification going to be the norm from there on out?

With a second tap, the holo vanished.

Temmi had no response. At least, not one that preserved her dignity. Because, loathsomely, Arbora was right. The two people in that clip had looked ready to fight or kiss. Or both. And the more Temmi protested her lack of attraction for Spie Expani, the more she felt that annoying swoop in her gut, the one that made her wonder how soft the princess’s lips would feel running down her throat. . . . Fucking hell, she didn’t even like the woman.

“Can I ask you a question?” Temmi needed to go on the offensive, needed to get away from thoughts about the deftness of Spie Expani’s fingers beneath the waistband of the ship doctor’s slacks. . . . 

Arbora shrugged one shoulder. “So long as we’re acquainting ourselves with one another.”

“You’ve dated Spie, right? You two have real history, not just two minutes of unfortunate footage in a back alley?” Temmi would be lying if she said she wasn’t curious about what that history entailed, but she needed info on Nicky, not Spie. “I’d ask why you’re here, but I assume it’s the same reason as all of us: leverage, power, money.”

“You forgot to mention a second chance at true love.” Arbora’s smile lit her eyes.

Temmi couldn’t discern if she was joking. “A second chance at halfway decent sex, maybe. True love isn’t real.”

“That’s quite the negative assumption to make of Spie’s skills in bed. But you’re wrong; love’s real. Now, whether it’s possible within an unequal power dynamic—”

“You loved her? Spie?”

“You never asked your original question.” Arbora reached down and removed her high heels one at a time. They were white, strappy things. Death traps.

“My question was going to be about Nix. But you’re not very forthcoming, are you?”

Arbora placed the heels on the empty seat beside her. “Not with people I don’t trust. I came to win, Artemis of the X-planets. You’re young, aren’t you? Your promos put you somewhere near twenty.”

“I’m twenty-two.” Temmi bristled at the insinuation that she was naïve. She was anything but. Could run circles around most professors when it came to organic and biochemical theories. Not to mention the way half a year in an adult prison as a juvenile matured a person. “How have you seen the promos? My commbridge restricts online access.”

“Then get yourself a better CB.” The amusement in Arbora’s expression evaporated, the corners of her wide mouth drawing flat. “My point is you’re inexperienced. To be completely transparent, I’m trying to understand what you’re doing here at all. I’d assumed Spie wanted you. She’d do almost anything to piss off her mother. Yes, even go so far as to marry a fringe dweller with a criminal record who never graduated secondary school.”

Temmi got the uneasy impression she was seeing the woman behind the public persona. And she didn’t like her. “You didn’t help me out there for sportsmanship. You did it for the cameras. And you played the holo to vet my intentions on the show.” Temmi was out of her depth. Equations, she could do. Theories, hell yes. But relationships? Emotions? Understanding the backstabbing politics that went into a dating show?

“Now you’re thinking critically. Look, Artemis. I’m not out to make you my enemy. But there will be twenty-four of us in the manor. Only two winners. And I can tell you right now that you won’t be one of them. Not when Nix is already spoken for.”

“Already spoken for? What’s that supposed to mean?” The CB on Temmi’s wrist vibrated silently. She ignored it, her gaze focused intently on Arbora.

The other woman picked up her flute. She held it daintily between thumb and forefinger, the beige liquid within sloshing as the Cavaller accelerated and decelerated. The flute, still as full as when Temmi had entered the vehicle, was more for show than refreshment. Arbora hadn’t been stupid enough to sacrifice mental acuity for the comfort of drink. Unlike Temmi, who’d played right into her hands. I am naïve, Temmi realized. But I’m also a quick learner. And what she’d learned was that she needed someone like Arbora on her side. Someone clever who knew how to act in front of a camera, who could play people’s emotions.

“It means you have no concept of imperial politics. Nicky’s going to wed the New Terran knockoff princess—not exactly public knowledge, so be grateful I’m sharing it with you. Point is, if you want any chance of winning this thing, you’d do well to focus on Spie. Not that you stand any real chance there, either.”

Temmi considered this. But she hadn’t come on Love Galaxy to win. She merely needed to stick it out until the final eight—one million credits was more than enough to change her family’s lives. And, even if by some miracle she survived to the finale to collect her second million, she didn’t expect Nicky to pick her. Who he married was ultimately irrelevant to her goals.

Love Galaxy wasn’t a dating game, as she’d assumed only weeks before. It was a game in power and politics. In choosing the right allies. She tilted her head at the closed partition separating her and Arbora from the driver’s cab. “How much do you suppose they can hear?”

Arbora glanced at the partition, then back at Temmi. “It’s always best to assume they can hear everything.”

“Then I’d suggest you come a little closer.”

Arbora pursed her lips, a hint of that earlier amusement returning, and set down her champagne flute. She ducked her head and stepped, half-crouching, from her vertical bench to Temmi’s horizontal one. Her doubly pierced eyebrow flew up in question.

Temmi lowered her voice to less than a whisper. “Spie’s paying me to be here for her brother’s benefit. Which makes me off-limits to her. I don’t need Nicky to pick me, only keep me around for a while. Which, incidentally, makes me your perfect ally.”

The confession was a gamble. Temmi wasn’t a good liar, so honesty was her best option. And though she’d consumed more alcohol than was wise, she wasn’t drunk. She was just playing the game. Sometimes, that required showing your hand.

Arbora pulled back. “Now, that’s interesting.” Her lips drew into a sensuous smile. How often had Spie Expani kissed those lips? Nope, bad question. Sober Temmi would never think that. Sober Temmi didn’t question her sexuality. Arbora lifted a hand to fiddle with one of the rings in her eyebrow. A golden hoop with at least a two-centimeter radius. “You’ve genuinely surprised me.”

“I’m new to all this. Help me navigate the show and I’ll help you with Spie—through Nix.”

Arbora’s fingers paused on her eyebrow ring. “I’ll think about it.”

“But I just—”

“You just gave yourself the best chance you’ll have of allying with the person most likely to win Spie Expani’s hand. I’m impressed, X-girl. But keep some secrets to yourself while we’re still around listening ears, yeah?” She rose, hopping back to her bench.

Temmi exhaled slowly. Her cheeks were flushed, her chest buzzing with nervous energy. Had that been a mistake? Would Arbora keep her secret? Or would Temmi be kicked out before the show officially began?

Her CB vibrated again, and this time, she tapped its surface. Two messages populated in the air, one after the other.

Unknown: Be careful who you trust.

Unknown: See you soon.

Temmi did a double take, looking over her shoulder, even though there was nothing behind her but the car’s rear window.

Only Kalvin, Blessing Stone, and Manny had her CB’s bridge frequency, and this wasn’t from any of them.

“Everything all right?” Arbora asked.

Temmi didn’t answer her fellow contestant, instead letting her gaze drift to the Cavaller’s window. The blurred world was slowing, the view solidifying into groves of gnarled trees. A manicured lawn. A sprawling, four-turreted mansion backed by coastline. Temmi had never seen an ocean. Trees. Life.

No, she thought, finishing her second glass of wine and already reaching for a third, everything is far from all right.
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Too Good for This World

Spie crossed the expansive bedroom of what was to serve as her pseudo-prison during Love Galaxy’s eight weeks of filming. She sank onto her plush bed. How many Expani before her had slept there, sacrificing their romantic life on the altar of empire? Had this very room been her mother’s once? Had Gracelin Expani first slept with Spie’s father there? Had she loved him despite the unorthodox nature of Love Galaxy?

A pointless rhetorical question: Spie already knew her mother hadn’t loved her father.

Spie had never known her father, Emperor-Consort Ambassador Rigeni Robertson of Old Terra. He’d died tragically while enroute to his home planet for an official visit before Spie was born. A rare jumpgate malfunction, his entire ship shredded by the pressure of condensed spacetime. There had been no survivors. Spie, being in utero at the time (with Nicky, naturally) had never grieved his death. But that didn’t stop her from yearning for what she’d never had: a parent who might’ve possessed the capacity to love her. If indeed Rigeni Robertson truly was her father. Spie had long harbored her doubts (had once even sent out for a DNA test after swiping a used champagne flute from her alleged paternal aunt at a political function. But, naturally, the results of the test had never come back—it was nearly impossible to do anything without Gracelin finding out.)

Once, years past, Spie had hired a hacker to access the footage from her mother’s season of Love Galaxy. Only to find the files had been permanently deleted. No pirated copies on black-market servers, no solitary clips of big moments. It was as though Gracelin Expani’s season had never existed. She must’ve shelled out some real money to delete every trace of that footage. But why? Grief? Embarrassment? Spie would never know.

Her CB vibrated. Reclining on a pile of pillows, she tapped the screen. A string of unread messages populated. Most were from Kalvin, all reminding her of the day’s event sequence. Costume, hair, and makeup would be there within the hour, after which she’d have to endure an exclusive, live-streamed interview alongside Nix, followed by the contestant intros and kickoff ball.

One message was from Nicky saying he was more or less hyperventilating and could he barge into her room? (Okay, he didn’t say that, exactly; she was simply interpreting his “Can I come over?”). And the last message was from . . . A smile spread across Spie’s face. Five perfectly cultivated words, practically poetic:

Who the fuck is this?

Classic Trash Girl.

Spie drafted a response.

Spie: Where did you get such a filthy mouth? Not that I’m complaining.

While waiting for Trash Girl to bridge back (or for Nicky to make his way through the camouflaged closet that conjoined their rooms), she snapped her fingers to turn on her bedroom’s holo. She’d much rather be outside, catching the late-afternoon waves off the coast, or hitting tennis balls on the court in the manor’s sporting yard, but the whole place was crawling with cameras and producers. She was better off holing up.

She flipped through the available channels. Every public broadcast pertained to the show. Last night, as soon as their cruiser reached Expan’s orbit, Blessing Stone had ordered the release of the official promo announcing all twenty-four contestants. Now talk show hosts broke down the promo, detailing everything they could gather on the contestants and debating who was most likely to get sent home first. Presently, Artemis Ialan was tied with the other two fringe-planet dwellers, Petra Corran from the Outerbelt and Rosaria Yune from the Underbelt, as the favorite night-one losers. One host commented on the show’s unprecedented decision to include such distant territories in the cast of this year’s season.

The X System, along with the Belts, including both the Outerbelt and the Underbelt, were all historically marginalized (read: oppressed) regions of the empire. Including them in the lottery had been more about propaganda to calm growing anti-imperial sentiment than inclusivity. It provided the empire with the opportunity to run sanitized commercials on each territory, painting them in a positive, happy, empire-loving light. And it helped distract from a growing fear about the Uiyoni’s return. One of the aliens’ ships had somehow managed to break through the blockade last month, slaughtering everyone on a refueling station not far from Ncklogui. Gracelin had silenced the press on the incident, but rumors abounded regardless.

Spie switched the channel. Milea Har Kwan, the contestant from Hittia, an Outer Expanese planet best known for its military contributions, was in the middle of her arrival interview. She stood on a landing pad outside Elsidor dressed starchy in a military-grade blue blazer and matching skirt. Though not personally acquainted with Milea, Spie knew of her. She was the eldest niece of Annie Har Kwan, the master sergeant who’d sacrificed her life to turn the tide of the Uiyoni Conflict in Expan’s favor some thirty years earlier.

As the story went, Annie Har Kwan had, alone, infiltrated the prime Uiyoni warship and singlehandedly destroyed the technology that allowed the aliens to usurp control of Expan’s ships. But in so doing, she was caught by the enemy and killed. How anyone actually knew what had happened when Annie sneaked aboard the Uiyoni warship was a point of contention—after all, she was dead, and her comms had never been recovered. Truth was, no one actually knew what had happened after she sneaked aboard, only that the conflict ended shortly thereafter.

Still, time and again, her bravery and sacrifice had been depicted in books and holodramas. A story that grew and morphed, becoming bigger than itself. A statue of Annie Har Kwan had been erected in Elsidor City; she was memorialized forever a hero. Resultingly, Milea, due to her relation to her aunt, had been a minor celebrity her entire life. In her mid-thirties, she was this season’s oldest contestant. Pretty enough, with chin-length dark hair and a round face. One of the twelve contestants here for both Spie and Nix. However, based on every interview she’d ever done, Spie thought the woman uptight. Spie couldn’t do uptight. Milea’s being cast was an intentional and heavy-handed reminder of Expan’s military strength.

On the holo, Milea spoke with the vigor of a campaigning senator:

“My Auntie Annie was a hero. To save her fellow soldiers, she volunteered herself for a suicide mission. Prevented all of us from becoming slaves to the Uiyoni. If not for her efforts, your children might be living on food farms, awaiting the moment they become an alien’s dinner! To this day, the valiant soldiers in Expan’s Fleet protect our borders, ensuring that my aunt’s sacrifice never goes forgotten. I’m honored to be here on Love Galaxy to keep my aunt’s memory alive.”

When Spie next switched the channel, she was confronted with an image of Arbora VinVanxin stepping from an austere silver transport with the Moons’ tri-circle insignia glinting in the sunlight. Spie sat up straighter.

Arbora winked at the camera. The years had served her well, gifting her generous curves, a sensual layer of fat hugging her athletic build. She was a woman now. Spie bit her bottom lip.

She’d loved Arbora once. A puppy love, maybe, but not an insignificant one. The unexpected severing of an insignificant love wouldn’t have buckled Spie’s knees, wouldn’t have left her wrung out and empty, her still-developing heart rendered into a two-dimensional piece of flimsy in her chest. Wouldn’t have caused her to spend hours alone, composing sad violin sonatas. In the eight years since their breakup, Spie had closed herself off to the potential of anything real. And that was the true crux of her nerves, wasn’t it? Not just that Arbora was coming—was there—but that, for the first time in her adult life, Spie was going to try for something genuine. Holy nebulas, the absolute terror of that statement.

The question now arose: could she peel back the thick layer of protection she’d wrapped around her heart and love Arbora again? Or, equally important, could Arbora love her? Or had she moved on since they were children, since Spie hadn’t fought hard enough to stay with her?

But if Arbora had moved on, then why would she have asked to come back?

Confidently, Arbora wove through the press gauntlet to rescue an adorably overwhelmed Trash Girl. But Spie’s attention was stolen by a knock from the closet door joining her room with her brother’s.

“Come in!”

The door opened, shushing over the high carpet. Nicky entered, freshly clean-shaven. His normal leather gloves had been replaced with a more ceremonial pair inlaid with burgundy trim to match his suit. Handsome as he was (he was her twin, after all), Spie couldn’t help but notice the way his trousers hung slightly loose around his thighs. The costume designer would take in the seam to hide the evidence of Nicky’s weight loss, the toll these last months had taken. But Spie would know. She always knew when Nicky was struggling. Even if he never told her why.

“We’re really here.” He paused to glance around her room. “The Diplomacy Manor.”

“Oh, come now, we’ve been here a million times before.” Spie patted the mattress beside her. “Want me to trim your hair before this evening’s interview?”

Nicky crossed the room in three strides and perched on the bed’s edge, angling his body to face her. “I think I like it a little long.”

Spie brushed her hand through the hair falling across his forehead. “You nervous?”

He knotted his hands together, the leather of his gloves creaking. “Very. You? What am I asking. Of course you’re not. You probably want to make a bet for how many of the contestants you can sleep with before filming ends.”

“Now, that’s an idea.” But Spie’s heart wasn’t in the banter.

“Speaking of . . .” A faint tremor shook Nicky’s voice. “I finally decided on what I want for winning our last bet.”

“Did you actually win, though? Technically speaking, I had the good doctor exactly where I wanted her.”

“Technically speaking, you didn’t finish the job.”

“Semantics.” Spie recalled the deep crimson flush of Trash Girl’s cheeks when she’d walked in on Spie in the process of finishing the job. Seeing the X-er’s utter embarrassment might’ve been worth the loss. “Fine. Name your heart’s desire, baby brother.”

Nicky adjusted his position on her bed, the mattress bending to accommodate his weight. “If we ever disagree on sending someone home, you’ll concede the decision to me. Whether to send them or keep them.”

Spie raised an eyebrow. “And if I’m connecting with someone you want gone?” This was no small ask. Love Galaxy determined both of their futures. At least in terms of who they were allowed to sleep with—as far as the public was aware—for the rest of their lives.

“I doubt we’ll have much overlap in who we’re seriously dating. I have my six, you have yours, and the rest we can divvy up as we go. But if we do have a disagreement, I get the final decision.”

“Damn, Nicky. You’re making me regret losing that bet.” Her gaze drifted back to the holo. Arbora had turned to address the cameras, the screen zeroing in on her face, her dark brown eyes intent.

“Raise volume,” Spie commanded the holo as Arbora began speaking.

“I know what you’re all wondering: isn’t she the girl who gave our beloved princess her first taste of heartbreak? Ah, but we were children then. Who better to heal a heart than the one who broke it?”

You didn’t break my heart, Spie thought. I broke yours.

“How are you feeling about seeing her again?” Nicky asked.

Spie shrugged. It was easier than saying she was mildly terrified. “How are you feeling about seeing Cailin?”

“Like I want to disappear into the university archives for the rest of my life.”

Spie looked sharply at her brother. Noticed the worried draw of his eyebrows, the defeated dip in his shoulders. She felt guilty for the stress he was under. She wanted to say I’m sorry for putting you in this position but didn’t know how. It was too big to talk about, this thing between them—her failure. So, instead, she said, “You know the finale will be broadcast live. You don’t have to pick Cailin. And once you’ve made your pick, no one can do anything to change it. New Terra will be pissed, sure, but they’ll get over it eventually. It’s not like the arrangement has ever been official. Nicky, are you listening to me? Nicky?”

His gaze was glued to the holo where Trash Girl was busy choking her way through a semi-endearing speech in her halting accent. A pretty yellow dress hugged her admittedly generous assets, a dress Spie would’ve bet her left kidney that she loathed wearing. It was definitely not in the wardrobe Spie had picked out for her. Damn you, Manny. Let the girl wear what she wants.

Spie looked back at her brother. The crease between his eyebrows was softening, a new, dopey curve lifting one side of his mouth. He really liked Artemis Ialan. Which meant Spie had zero business noticing her curves.

Her CB vibrated and she looked down.

Trash Girl: Don’t test me or I’ll show you exactly how filthy my mouth is.

Spie couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her. This woman.

“What’s funny?” Nicky asked, the holo’s spell broken.

Spie didn’t look up as she sent her response. “It’s nothing.”

Spie: I just might take you up on that. By the way, those boots with that dress? Excellent choice.

“Spie.” Nicky nudged her.

She tapped her CB to idle the screen. “What?”

He raised an eyebrow.

“It’s nothing. No one.” The lie caused a coal of guilt to settle in her stomach. But she couldn’t tell him she was teasing the girl he liked, a girl she was paying to be there. And anyway, it really was nothing. If Spie could get him to pick Trash Girl, in the end, she’d be doing him an enormous kindness. If he had to be emperor, then he should at least have someone at his side that he wanted there. “Anyway, back to the Cailin Frederik of it all. You ignored me before.”

He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I’m not stressed about Cailin specifically. It’s just— I think I could make a good emperor, I do. I have ideas I want to enact, changes . . . I only wish I didn’t have to be married to make it happen. Everyone is going to want me to kiss the contestants, find out who I’m compatible with. It’s better for ratings, et cetera. But I’m not like you, Spie, I can’t just . . . do that.”

“You know you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do? This is our show. You don’t want to kiss anyone, then don’t kiss anyone. I can make up for the ratings on that front.” She paused, trying to will her brother to look at her. The holo blared obnoxiously as some reporter oohed and aahed over the latest released picture of her and Nicky. A candid of them arriving at the manor. She snapped her fingers to turn off the projector. “I have friends who aren’t interested in romance or sex. There’s nothing wrong with that, nothing wrong with you if that’s how you feel.”

She’d long wondered if her brother experienced life somewhere along the aromatic and/or asexual spectrum. It wasn’t just that he never dated anyone; he never seemed interested in dating anyone. What twenty-six-year-old human with an entire galaxy of willing souls didn’t have at least some temptation to taste them? But then, Spie was trying to understand her brother through her own allosexual experience. That wasn’t fair to Nicky.

“No, that’s not—that’s not what I’m saying.” He returned his glasses to his face.

“Then what are you saying? Talk to me, Nicky. Do you not want to break hearts? I hate to say it, but that’s unavoidable. It’s all part of the drama.”

Nicky gave her a tight smile that seemed to say her response had missed the mark somehow. “I know you’re right. But I guess . . . I just wish the idea didn’t bother me so much. I keep thinking about the empire, how sacrifices must be made for the greater good, but it’s hard to live a life of ideals when you’re the one personally faced with the harm that must be accepted to bring those ideals to pass.”

“I think the real problem is that you’re too good for this world, baby brother.”

But the smile she’d expected to elicit from him didn’t come. Instead, his brow furrowed, and he stood up. Through her glass balcony doors, late-afternoon sunlight reflected off the distant lapping ocean waves.

“Sometimes”—he stared past her, through her, as though not speaking to her at all—“I wonder if goodness is less a personal attribute and more a commentary on personal circumstance.”

He left soon after, abandoning Spie in the sudden, acute awareness of being alone.

She loved her brother. Would do anything for him. Prided herself on being the one person who knew him best. But sometimes, she wondered if she was wrong. What if she didn’t know him at all?




16

A Place Where Two People Can Fall in Love

Temmi stepped from her Cavaller and onto a circular, paved drive, familiar from having binged entire seasons of Love Galaxy on the imperial starship. The air tasted of salt. A warm, humid pressure filled her lungs. She smelled dirt and the color green. Something she’d never, prior to this moment, considered as possessing a scent. A high-pitched warble drew her attention; the quick flutter of something with wings darted across the sky. A flash of red and black. A bird. Temmi gaped in wonderment.

The manor swept away in all directions. The structure itself towered massively over her, like a castle from a storybook. Four turrets, endless balconies draped in hanging black vines, windows the size of walls. Manicured fields of green foliage flanked the building, backed by thick, tangled woods. Trails cut through the fields, into the woods, around the building. Drones buzzed overhead, no doubt carrying cameras and filming her wide-eyed facial expression. But she couldn’t suppress her reactions if she tried—she’d been, quite literally, transported to another world. The landing pad had felt oppressive, overwhelming, with the blare of the sun and the persistence of the reporters. But this place was different. The air was warm but not overbearing, the greenery majestic and mysterious. Where in Expan were they? How far had they flown from Elsidor City?

“Welcome to the Diplomacy Manor,” Arbora said, exiting the Cavaller to stand beside Temmi. “A place where two people can fall in love.”

Temmi turned to her fellow contestant. One of the drones dropped to hover right in front of their faces, capturing Arbora’s words and awaiting Temmi’s response. Her instinct was to laugh. This wasn’t a place where two people could fall in love. Love wasn’t real. Or was it? Temmi glanced at the beauty surrounding her and experienced a sudden out-of-body dissonance.

Had she been raised there, would she have believed in the possibility of happily ever after? Of Prince Charmings and first kisses and love at first sight? That was the real genius of Love Galaxy, she realized. Give all citizens of the empire a taste of this magic, this idyllic setting, and let them believe, however delusionally, however briefly, that they were a part of it. Or, better yet, that they could be a part of it. Show viewers the beauty of falling in love. Elicit in them the accompanying rush of endorphins and connect those endorphins to Expan. Add in enough drama to keep viewers guessing, keep them invested. What no one realized when they fell in love with the show was that they were really falling in love with the empire.

Ollie wouldn’t have cared, though. Illusion or not, he’d have adored this place. Perhaps, when filming was over, Temmi could take her earnings and move them somewhere like this, buy a home in the woods. Maybe then, she’d be willing to believe in love.

Thinking about Ollie, about a future where she could show him this beauty, gave her the strength to face the camera drone still hovering. “And I can’t wait to fall in love,” she said. Apparently satisfied, the drone took flight.

“Not half-bad.” Arbora offered Temmi a sly grin. “You’re learning.”

Two Expanese men in matching white uniforms bustled by, pushing trolleys stacked high with luggage. Farther up the paved drive, Kalvin stepped out of his own sleek Cavaller. Temmi waved to him.

“Ambassadors,” he said as Temmi and Arbora approached. “Glad to see you both arrived safely. As our last arrivals, you’ll be rooming together and sharing a handler”—he consulted his CB—“Justine Ames. She’s inside. You’ll find her with the rest of the cast and crew in the main atrium’s upper mezzanine. Blessing Stone’s about to do her kickoff speech. We’re on a tight filming schedule. Manny and his team are inside as well, touching up contestants’ hair and makeup if you need it.” He stepped away to answer a call on his CB.

Temmi followed Arbora inside the Diplomacy Manor. In the main atrium, twin stairwells curled around either side of a massive, fire-less hearth, sweeping up to a mezzanine. Heads bobbed on the other side of the second-story banister, and the general din of crowded voices drifted down. A sweet, fragrant smell carried on the air.

At the top of the stairs, the mezzanine was packed with bodies: elegantly adorned contestants, white-uniformed attendants, casually dressed producers and assistants. Temmi had never seen so much diversity in one place before. It was overwhelming.

Temmi immediately spotted Manny flitting through the crowd, directing his team in a flurry of makeup brushes and hair extensions. She slunk slightly behind Arbora, not wanting to draw his attention.

“Justine’s over there,” Arbora whisper-shouted in Temmi’s ear, pointing toward the banister where a tall, willowy woman wearing a billed cap and cargo shorts leaned casually. As they approached, the woman glanced up from her CB. A wide grin broke out across her narrow face; she had three simple rings pierced through her left eyebrow.

“Arbora!” She leaned forward and kissed the Moons’ contestant on both cheeks before withdrawing to a more-respectable distance. “I worried you weren’t going to make it, what with your sister holding you back for the loyalist rally. How was it, by the way? Awful, I’d imagine.”

“I’m used to all those old-timers. Lots of smiling and nodding and shoving down how you really feel.” Arbora placed a firm hand on Temmi’s lower back and pushed her forward. “Allow me to introduce you to Artemis Ialan, the first-ever contestant from the X System.”

“Ah, yes, my second charge. The wildcard. Saw the rundown on you in the producer’s room. One of Nix’s six—good news for me, having one girl for each suitor raises my chances of winning a bonus. I’m Justine. From Irma Moon, same as Arbora.” She pointed at her three eyebrow rings. “All pronouns, though I’m most comfortable with she/her. That clip of you going off on Spie was one of my favorite things this year. Inspiring stuff. Here, I’ll need your bridge frequency.” She tapped her CB, then raised her left wrist and angled the device toward Temmi. “Let me know when my contact drops.”

“This everyone?” A familiar voice boomed over a mic, causing Temmi to jump halfway out of her skin while accepting Justine’s contact. Blessing Stone. After two weeks of diplomacy training, that voice would trigger Temmi for the rest of her existence.

Blessing Stone appeared at the mouth of a corridor bisecting the mezzanine. Conversations died off as everyone turned to face the showrunner.

“The prince and princess are beginning their pregame interview, which means we’re on a tight three-hour countdown until Love Galaxy goes live.” Blessing Stone paused to motion at an attendant, who hurried to place a low stepstool in front of her. She climbed atop it, elevating herself above the crowd. “By this point, you all should have been introduced to your producers, who will also be serving as your handlers, and signed disclosures. If you have not, please come see me. I need everyone to remain here until filming begins—your producers will be taking turns pulling you aside for opening confessionals as you wait.

“A quick note on the schedule. Intros are live. When your name is called, you’ll walk down the stairs here, have a quick chat with our host, Graham Grey, then proceed to greet the princess, followed by the prince, and finally, head straight into the ballroom. If you have questions about how to answer Mr. Grey’s questions or what to say to the heirs, ask your producer in advance of your intro. They’re each prepped on your best story angle. Once everyone’s in the ballroom, the live broadcast will be cut, and the rest of the night’s filming will be asynchronous. We won’t go live again until the finale eight weeks from today. The show will be regularly airing within a day or two of filming, so audiences will be able to react as we proceed. Those reactions are important in how the heirs judge you.”

Blessing Stone tapped her CB, and a holo shot into the air, depicting a three-dimensional map of the Diplomacy Manor and surrounding grounds. “You all are, under no circumstances, permitted to exit the property.” With two fingers, she zoomed in on a giant gate that bordered the woods beyond the manor. “This is the boundary. Cross it and you’ll be kicked from the show.” She zoomed back out, flicking another part of the map. “Goldsand Beach is a quarter-mile behind the manor. You’re free to visit the beach, but be aware of the tides. There was a drowning in Vice-Treasurer Hebert’s season twelve years ago, and we would hate to see that repeated. Safety is always our number one priority.”

She tapped her CB, and the map vanished. “You’ve all been issued limited CBs. These will tell your producers your location at all times. Under no circumstances are you permitted to remove your CB. And yes, that includes in the shower. You’re welcome to bridge one another and your producers, but you’re not permitted to bridge or communicate in any way with anyone outside the manor, or to access the internet in any capacity. Your ability to do the latter has been disabled. Being caught contacting outside parties will see you expelled from the show.”

Temmi flicked a curious glance at Arbora. Hadn’t she accessed the internet on the drive to the manor?

“On that same note,” Blessing Stone continued, “romance between contestants is not permitted. If any of you are caught in a romantic tryst with another contestant, manor attendant, imperial guard, or crew member, you’ll also be expelled. What else? Let’s think . . .” Her eyes appeared to focus on something only she could see.

“Ah, yes. You’ve all signed nondisclosure agreements that prevent you from sharing anything about the process of filming. Trust me when I say you don’t want to be found guilty of breach of contract. So, once you’ve been sent home, keep quiet. Which brings up eliminations. In past seasons, we’ve done official ceremonies dramatizing who stays and who goes. However, the heirs have requested privacy surrounding their elimination process this season.

“This means that eliminations will happen off-camera. If you’re eliminated, you’ll be informed later that night, you’ll be asked to film an exit confessional, and then you’ll be discreetly escorted to a waiting transport. If you’re lucky enough to stay, you’ll find out who was eliminated each morning at breakfast. There will be one elimination tonight and approximately two, sometimes three per week until the finale. Only four of you will be around for the final choosing ceremony, which means that between now and then, twenty of you must go.

“Group breakfasts are mandatory. It’s where dates and filming schedules are announced every day. When you’re not on a date, you’ll stay behind here at the manor and engage in whatever diplomatic bonding activities have been planned for that day. You each have an assigned roommate; you’ll share a producer with that roommate. Washrooms are communal. There will be no cameras in your bedrooms or washrooms, but the rest of the manor will be under surveillance day and night. Any questions?”

A moment of strained silence impregnated the packed mezzanine. Carried within it were a few heavy breaths, a sniffle or two, the shuffle of someone’s  gown, the loud vibration of someone else’s unsilenced commbridge. Temmi considered if she had any questions, but her mind had gone blank. A buzzy feeling had taken up residence in her chest, and she was finding it hard to catch her breath.

An exceptionally pretty woman standing by the wide, arched window cleared her throat. She wore a ruffled crimson gown and had fair skin, and her golden hair was tied up in intricate knots. In a thickly accented voice, she asked, “Will we be getting time alone with the heirs tonight?”

Blessing Stone nodded. “The kickoff ball will go most of the night. How much time you get with the heirs is up to you. Your producers can help you with strategy.”

A thin woman in an emerald sheath of an evening gown, with chin-length reddish hair and a sharp, switchblade face, said, “You can’t really expect me to share a room like some dorm freshman on a needs grant. Where are my attendants supposed to sleep? And a shared washroom?” The woman full-body shuddered. Her accent was faint, her tone haughty. “What about the amendments added to my contract? I expect to see them fulfilled. You’re the showrunner, aren’t you?”

Blessing Stone frowned. “Ambassador Frederik—”

“That would be Your Highness to you.”

“Right, Your Highness. Your father signed off on your housing situation. And, due to security reasons, I’m unable to grant permission for your attendants to enter the property. If you have further complaints, please issue them to your producer.”

“My—” The woman blanched. Her voice lowered. “I need my CB back. This is degrading treatment.”

Arbora nudged Temmi, stooping to whisper in her ear, “Cailin Frederik, in the flesh. Your direct competition. Careful; she does bite.”
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Promise Me One Thing

Spie gripped the balcony’s railing, breathing in the faintly briny air. From there, bathed in the glow of dusk, the beach was visible, the distant crash of waves soothing. The evening chill nipped at her bare upper back. Expan’s air. Ah, she’d missed this.

She’d been outfitted in a strapless burgundy dress, the color meant to complement her brother’s suit. Elbow-length white gloves encased her fingers, her hair pinned high and toppling over her right shoulder.

“And turn back to me,” said Kalvin, his baritone steady in her ear. Their pre-broadcast interview was live, which meant all her directives had to be inaudible. “Just like that; perfect. Now Nix will join you from the right, but keep your eyes ahead on the camera. Ignore the drone above.”

At this point in her life, Spie hardly needed the coaching. She’d been in front of cameras since before she could walk. But having Kalvin in her ear was soothing—outside of immediate family, he’d been the most constant figure in her life.

Her brother’s shadow appeared, blocking the day’s final rays of sunlight from warming her skin.

“Your Highnesses!” Graham Grey, Love Galaxy’s host, pranced into view of the cameras, dropping immediately into a proper two-thirds bow. “What an honor for one as lowly as I to bask in your enlightened presence.”

Will alone kept Spie from rolling her eyes. “Mr. Grey,” she said, careful to keep her tone light. Acting skills were just as crucial to being a politician as political acumen. “How wonderful to meet you.”

This was Graham’s third season hosting Love Galaxy after hitting stardom as the lead in some detective holodrama. With thick brown hair gelled perfectly to swoop across his forehead and a classically handsome jawline, Graham was an exaggeratedly dapper man. A caricature of exactly the type of person one might imagine would host reality holovision.

“There’s magic in the air tonight,” he said. “Can you sense it? I myself, and the whole of the empire, am eager to know how you both are feeling right now, moments before you begin your journeys to finding true love. Oh! I can’t even say it without grinning. Our very own prince and princess! What a groundbreaking year; the might of Expan has never been stronger!”

“I know he’s annoying, Your Highness. Just keep that smile on your face.”

Spie really did appreciate Kalvin. She fell into answering Graham’s questions, putting on a show of excitement. Nicky did the same, in his own demure way.

It’s your final performance, she reminded herself.

“Since last night’s promo, we’re all buzzing about this year’s contestants.” He read off of cue cards projected by a PA. “I know it’s a bit premature, but I can’t help but ask—anyone already caught your eye? We’ve got quite the incredible lineup this season. From Her Highness, Ambassador-Princess Cailin Frederik of the Galactic Republic of New Terra, to your”—he waggled his eyebrows at Spie—“very own ex-girlfriend, Arbora VinVanxin, to the show’s first ever fringe-system contestants! I know we’re all curious to know more about Artemis Ialan, the girl who accosted you in the X System. It’s truly the most exciting season of Love Galaxy in generations! Maybe ever!”

Spie leaned closer to him, as though divulging a secret. She imagined the camera zooming in on her face. “You want to know who I have my eye on?”

Graham nodded eagerly, a puppet on strings. “I’m dying to know! Absolutely dying!”

“Well, in that case . . .” Spie grinned widely and winked at the show’s host. “You’ll just have to wait and see!”

“Aww, Highness, you got me there!” Graham pulled back with a good-humored laugh. “All right, all right, just a few more questions and I’ll free you both to meet the suitors sure to steal your hearts. Now, I don’t know if I should ask this, but”—Graham’s mouth formed a sly grin directed at the camera—“we’ve been having such a fun night already!” He focused his gaze back on Spie and Nix. “Have you two decided what to do if you both fall for the same contestant? We’ve never had two stars, after all! I, for one, am ravenous for the drama.”

“Nicky and I have always been competitive.” Spie nudged her shoulder against her brother’s. “We’re Expani, after all. If we fall in love with the same contestant, then we’ll have to see who the lucky lady picks. But don’t expect me to go down without a fight.”

“And do you think she’s in there?” Graham asked. “Your one true love? Your soulmate?”

Nicky took this one. “You know, Graham, the scientist in me says there’s no such thing. Our universe is too big for such finite probabilities. But the romantic in me?” He offered the camera a rare, heartbreaking smile. “The romantic in me believes she’s here. And I cannot wait to find her.”

By the time the cameras went offline, the sun had slipped below the horizon and the temperature was beginning to nip. Spie accepted a shawl from one of the waiting attendants.

Graham adjusted the bowtie on his plaid suit. “I’m genuinely excited to work with the both of you, Your Highnesses. This is a monumental moment in my career.” With the cameras off, the exaggerated enthusiasm vanished from his tone and demeanor. Bending at the waist, he dipped into a quarter-bow. “I’ll see you both inside.”

Kalvin approached. “Blessing Stone says the contestants are ready for you both.”

“Wish I could say I was ready for them.” Nicky looked liable to leap from the balcony and sprint for the horizon. He turned to gaze toward the dark ocean. He got contemplative when he was nervous. Scratch that; he was always contemplative.

Spie laid her white-gloved hand over her brother’s black-gloved one. “Thank you, Kal. We’ll be right in.”

Kalvin inclined his head in a precise show of deference and, with a few curt directives, corralled everyone off the balcony. Spie withdrew her hand from her brother’s and leaned  back against the railing, facing the manor while her brother faced the beach. Opposite directions. Just as their lives were headed. Nicky, for ultimate power and responsibility. Spie, for a quiet, obligation-free life. What would she do with the freedom? Perhaps start up a violin conservatory, spend her days immersed in nothing more consequential than music theory.

“Promise me one thing, baby brother,” she whispered, her words barely audible over the breeze sweeping in from the sea. “Promise me that we come first, you and I.”

“They’re out there, you know.” The leather of Nicky’s gloves creaked as he tightened his grip on the railing. “Past this coast, this ocean, our moons. Lurking at the edge of our empire. Waiting. Stirring.” He swung his fevered gaze to her. “That attack on the refueling station wasn’t an isolated incident. The Uiyoni are mobilizing. For two and a half decades, we’ve kept them sequestered in their little corner of the universe, thinking ourselves safe. I worry about the state of the empire we’re poised to inherit. And instead of finding a solution, we’re stuck here, forced to play dress-up.”

Something hummed. Spie glanced skyward, caught a glimpse of a patrolling hover-car arcing over the manor. “I won’t stand here and minimize the seriousness of the Uiyoni threat,” she said. “But I think you’re letting far-off worries distract you from your more-immediate worries about the show. The Uiyoni will still be there when we’re done.”

Nix inhaled audibly, exhaled slowly. “Mother’s distraction plan is shortsighted. She wants to keep pretending as though the Uiyoni are nothing but a bad bedtime story. But they’re real, Spie. And they’re nothing like the other three alien species the empire’s encountered. We can’t control them, and even if we could, they’d never be content to live peaceably alongside us as the Swimmers do in Hirain. The things the Uiyoni can do . . . We should be informing people, preparing them. So what if it’ll scare the populace? They should be scared. We should all be terrified. They’re monsters. And humans—we’re their natural prey.”

“We beat them once before—”

“No, we didn’t.” Nicky ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve been reading classified files from the war—from Grandfather’s reign. That story about Annie’s Sacrifice? It’s a lie—propaganda. The Uiyoni retreated, yes, but you know we’ve been engaging in border conflicts with them for decades. And now they’re punching through our defenses. Did you know their star is dying? It’s going to go supernova sometime in the next century. That means they’re desperate.”

Spie shook her head at her brother. “You’re talking like we’re already in the middle of a war, Nicky. But look around. We’re not. Unless you count reality holovision as war, which . . . I’m not saying it isn’t, but also, it isn’t. Admittedly, I haven’t read an intelligence report in over a year, but I’m not entirely ignorant. Yes, the Uiyoni are a problem, but they aren’t one we can solve today. Right now, you need to be here. Not light-years away. That’s what the Fleet is for.”

Nicky swung his gaze back to the crashing waves. “You asked me to promise you that we come first, you and I. But if I’m to become emperor, then the empire will always come first. Before reality holovision or consorts. I shouldn’t promise to put anyone or anything above the empire. Above humanity.”

“Not even for me?” She shot him her most winsome smile, knowing he’d crack. He always did. He wasn’t a cold-enough person to put the ideals of anything above the people he loved. And, although they were two different people heading in two different directions, people who may not always understand one another, Spie knew he loved her. As she loved him.

He needed her to keep him grounded. To stay his anxiety-prone mind.

Nix let go of the railing. He ran a hand through his wavy locks, tilting his head at her. “You and I,” he breathed. “Always.”



In the rightmost corner of the receiving hall, Spie stood with her arm resting along the top of an ostentatious chair. With gold filigree and carved, intertwined eagles rising from the chair’s back, the thing looked too much like a throne for her liking. But Love Galaxy would waste no opportunity to visually remind the viewers of Spie and Nix’s importance.

Opposite her, in the hall’s leftmost corner, Nicky perched on an identical throne-like seat, his gaze fixed on the winding staircase where, any moment now, the contestants would begin to descend. Camera drones hummed overhead, and Graham Grey sat picking his teeth on one of the staircase’s bottom steps. Animated chatter rained from the mezzanine suite above.

Twenty minutes later, Kalvin gave the all clear. Spie reluctantly sank atop her gilded throne, daintily throwing one high-heeled leg over the other. Nix stopped twisting his gloved hands together and sat ramrod straight.

Graham rose, plastering a boyish smile on his face. He spoke into the spate of cameras, reading off a rolling holoprompter, “Welcome to the one hundred and seventy-sixth season of Love Galaxy! Whether you’re just around the corner on Expan Proper or gathered around your holo three systems away, it makes no difference. For tonight and for the following eight weeks, the distances between us will be reduced to nothing.”

He rubbed his palms together excitedly. “And what an extra special season it’s going to be! Our very own imperial-consort season! I have with me tonight the darling twin son and daughter of Her Imperial Majesty, Gracelin Expani! And here to date them we have the most representative cast of accomplished contestants ever chosen for Love Galaxy! Women from as far away as the fabled X System and the industrious Belts, as close to home as the Prop Moons, and as deeply patriotic as New Terra! Join us as, together, Prince Nix and Princess Spielin search for true love!

“Up first, it’s my pleasure to introduce you to another princess, Her Highness, the Ambassador Cailin Frederik! The youngest daughter of New Terra’s King Caesar Frederik, Cailin is well known across the Terran System for her brilliant mind and kind heart!” (Spie scoffed internally. If ever a person had been born deserving the title narcissist, it was Cailin Frederik.) “With an advanced degree in constitutional law, she’s spent the last year advising her father’s administration and influencing intersystem policy for the good of all those within the Terran System! Come on down and join us, Ambassador Frederik!”

The New Terran princess descended the staircase without her customary seven-person entourage. She sported a new hairstyle, her reddish-gold locks framing her sharp features in a severe, chin-length A-line. A pretty woman, objectively speaking, though too thin for Spie’s personal preference. Also, there was the little fact about her being a demon in human skin.

Due to the deep ties between New Terra and Expan, Spie and Nicky had grown up attending important galactic events with Cailin and her two older sisters. Always shoved together at the “kids’ table” during mealtimes, sent away to “play” while the adults discussed politics. Spie wished she could say that she and Cailin had been childhood friends, but the opposite was true. They’d never taken to one another. Cailin being a snooty little bitch hadn’t helped matters.

Cailin reached the bottom of the stairs and offered Graham an ice-cold smile. The woman wouldn’t know warmth if she was placed in a scorching desert. “Mr. Grey, thank you for the introduction. What an honor to be here.” She held out her hand, fingers angled down, for him to kiss her knuckles. A New Terran custom.

Graham obliged, bringing her knuckles to his lips and then freeing her hand. “The honor is mine, Your Highness. Tell us, you and the imperial heirs grew up in similar circles, did you not? How are you feeling about dating such dear friends?”

Cailin tucked her hair behind her left ear and raised her chin. “If the end goal is the building of a strong and lasting alliance, one that strengthens all of us, then what better foundation exists than friendship?”

“Well said. Dare I ask, then, which friendship you’re most looking forward to building upon? Are you leaning toward brother or sister?”

“I’ve always been a direct woman, Mr. Grey. I see directness as kindness. Therefore, I see no reason to hide my intentions from Their Highnesses or our audience.” Cailin looked directly at the camera. “I’ll be giving my sole attention to Prince Nix Expani, if he’ll have me.”

Spie clenched her jaw. What a cleverly laid insult. No one watching knew that Nicky was their mother’s favorite for heir, so Cailin’s words would undermine both Spie’s desirability and legitimacy. Particularly when it was common knowledge that Cailin was flexible in her sexual preferences.

“How bold!” Graham exclaimed. “Then let me be the first to wish you luck. Their Highnesses await you!”

Cailin offered Graham a curt nod and gracefully stepped onto the hall’s floor. Her heels clacked as she walked the short distance to where Spie was sitting. The lesser princess dipped into a shallow bow.

“Cailin, how long has it been now?” Spie forced a smile. “Six months since the last Galactic Assembly? Or longer? What a daring new haircut.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Cailin’s tone was perfectly even, betraying not the slightest hint of emotion. “I do hope you haven’t taken offense to my honesty. I find you so very fun, but I wouldn’t want to give you false hope when my heart is sending me in another direction.”

I find you so very fun. Cailin Frederik was the queen of careful insults.

“Oh, not at all! We never would’ve made a good match, after all.”

Cailin dipped her head and took off to greet Nicky. Moments later, she vanished through the ballroom doors, and the cameras focused back on Graham. Spie was already drained, and the night had barely begun.

“Next up, we have Ambassador Arbora VinVanxin of Expan Proper’s moons!” Graham was either a very good actor or had boundless energy. “If you’re at home thinking, hm, that name sounds familiar, then you’re right! Arbora is the Moons’ prime minister, Vestin VinVanxin’s, second daughter and, incidentally, one of Princess Spielin’s past lovers. The two were often photographed together at local, global, and galactic events when they were blossoming young women. But their adolescent love ended when Arbora went home to the Moons at eighteen. In the eight intervening years, we have to wonder, has their past love grown sour? Or can it be reignited and burn all the brighter? Or will Prince Nix shock us all and see something in the girl who loved his sister? Let’s meet Arbora and find out!”

Arbora appeared at the top of the staircase. Her pale-pink pantsuit hugged her sensuously full figure, sashes of silk draped from her shoulders, and her handsome golden eyebrow rings glinted in the manor’s soft lighting. As she began descending the steps, slowly, almost languorously, her chin held high, Spie rose from her seat. Sitting for Cailin was one thing, but doing so with Arbora felt wrong.

Graham greeted Arbora, giggling when she leaned in to kiss him on both cheeks. One would think growing civilization on terraformed moons would create a people as harsh as their environment, but that wasn’t the case. The harshness had banded the Moons’ people together, made them fiercely loyal, uncommonly communal. Spie had once dreamed of running away there with Arbora. Perhaps that childish fantasy could turn into a reality.

Graham told a joke—an awful one, naturally. Arbora laughed politely. Spie knew it was her polite laugh because her real laugh, her full laugh, was a whole-body affair. Kissing him twice more, Arbora swept away. Her liquid dark gaze met Spie’s.

Spie’s mouth went dry. Her awareness of the humming camera drones and the stationary cameras became acute. Her every twitch, every breath, every hesitation was fodder for the empire. Oh, how she couldn’t wait for her life to be her own. To be freed, at least somewhat, from beneath the microscope that was being royalty.

“Your Highness,” Arbora intoned, her voice off-kilter in that high-society Moons accent Spie had once loved. Still did love, if she was being honest. Just something about the way the Moons’ people dragged out their vowels.

Arbora bent at the waist. A one-third bow, the second-shallowest any contestant had a right to give. But Spie hated being bowed to. Unless she was teasing someone like Trash Girl or annoying someone like Cailin. Arbora rose, standing a mere inch shy of Spie’s height.

“It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?” Spie said because what in the nebulas else was there to say? A lot of things, honestly, but none she was comfortable speaking in front of the entire empire.

“It certainly has. When I heard it was your season, I couldn’t not put in for your hand. Our breakup is my biggest regret.”

Spie didn’t know if she could trust the words exiting Arbora’s mouth. She wanted to say: If our breakup was your biggest regret, then why did you ignore my messages for two years afterward? Why did you stop accompanying your father on state visits? Why did you disappear?

“Is there ever anything as pure as first love?” Spie said, instead. “We’re lucky to have the opportunity to reclaim it.” She dipped her head so Arbora could kiss her on both cheeks.

Her ex’s lips burned her skin.
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Pride is a Hard Thing to Part With

Temmi, for the arbitrary reason of X72 being farthest from Expan Proper, was the last in line to waltz down the stairwell. For forty minutes, she nervously paced the length of the mezzanine suite. At one point, Manny pulled her aside to touch up her makeup. At another, her handler, Justine, hauled her down a short hall and into an alcove buttressed by floor-length windows overlooking a breathtaking expanse of trees. While Temmi gawked, Justine clipped a mic to the back of her dress and sat her in a plush chair in front of two cameras.

“Okay, Artemis, I’m going to ask you a few questions. Enough for a soundbite or two. When you answer, please do so in full sentences, restating my question in your answer. Please look at the camera.”

Temmi’s mouth went dry as she stared at the camera’s blinking red light. “Soundbite?”

“A bit of interesting dialogue for promos and preview reels. But you don’t need to worry about that—that’s my job. Here’s my first question. How do you feel about coming into this as an underdog?”

“Oh. Uh. I don’t know.”

“Remember, restate my question. So, you’ll say, ‘Coming into this as an underdog, I feel . . .’ and then give me your answer. And be confident. Loose. Take a deep breath. I’ll give you a new question. How do you feel about having the chance to fall in love with Nix or Spie? You could be the next imperial consort of the whole empire.”

Temmi scoffed. “Oh, you’re being serious? I feel like I’d be an unlikely choice for either Nix or Spie, don’t you? And that’s saying nothing of falling in love with them. I don’t exactly come from a proper background.”

“And do you think that’s important? Having the right background?”

“Isn’t having the right background important? Have you seen the other girls here? One of them’s a fucking princess herself. Most of them are rich. I spent my teens bouncing between lockup and a homeless camp. They’d be insane to pick me.”

“You don’t think you deserve a second chance? At life, at love? At showing the world you’re more than your past?”

Temmi had never thought about it that way. “Do I deserve a second chance? I think the concept of deserving is a dangerous one. But I’d love to show the world I’m more than what some files from my adolescence say I am. That I have real talents to offer.”

“And how do you feel about the other contestants? Started making friends yet?”

Temmi shrugged. “I only just got here. Though, historically, making friends hasn’t exactly been my strong suit.”

Justine scratched beneath her cap. “So, it’s safe to say you’re not here to make friends?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Restate for me, please?”

“It’s safe to say I’m not here to make friends?”

“Perfect. I think we got it.” Justine pushed herself to standing. “Keep your mic on and head back down to the mezzanine. I’ve gotta make a run to the producer’s room. When your turn comes to head down the stairs, talk to the heirs like you just talked to me, okay? Be loose. And don’t forget—you do a five-sixths bow. As precise as possible.”

Back in the mezzanine, Temmi squished a pair of earplugs into her ears. The noise from below softened, and her nerves immediately ameliorated—not entirely, but enough. Her world felt safer when sound wasn’t a threat. To center herself, she thought about everything her brother would say if he were there. How much he’d love all the fancy outfits, the busyness of the crew, the intricate art plastered across the manor walls.

Steadily, the number of contestants waiting with her dwindled. Was it possible that, even after their two weeks on the starship, Nix would send her home tonight? Spie wouldn’t keep Temmi there if Nix decided against continuing their relationship. They’d established an understanding, but how much was that worth in reality? She barely knew Nix; he barely knew her. He owed her nothing. And Temmi couldn’t picture a world where someone like Nix Expani kept her around when he had these other women to choose from.

Idly, she tapped her CB. Her most-recent message was from the unknown sender. She’d read it a million times.

Unknown: By the way, those boots with that dress? Excellent choice.

Temmi knew only one person who spoke with such amused self-assurance. Her gut tensed at the thought. But surely, Spie Expani had better things to do than message Temmi.

And, if she was wrong and it wasn’t Spie? The thought was unsettling. She would’ve asked Kalvin about the message, but she hadn’t seen him since his exit from his Cavaller. And asking Justine was out of the question. What if the sender came from outside the manor? Blessing Stone had made it very clear that such communications were against the rules. And, though Temmi had never been big on rules, she refused to be sent home for something so trivial. Not with two million credits at stake.

A pair of hands clapped in front of her face, inches from her eyes. Temmi tripped backward, landing fully on her ass, the skirt of her dress riding up to her thighs and—oh, fuck—catching a loose screw jutting slightly from the side of her CB (her own fault for taking the device apart so many times). The dress tore, the rip loud enough to pierce her earplug sound barrier.

Blessing Stone towered over her, pale cheeks red with something that was probably fury.

Temmi plucked out one earplug with a preemptive wince.

“. . . been calling for you for over ninety seconds!” Blessing-Stone whisper-shouted. “Do you have any idea, any, how long that is on a live broadcast? I’m going to ream Justine for this. And now you’ve gone and ruined your dress. Nebulas above, why anyone let you on this show, I’ll never understand. Get up and get down those stairs. Now.”

Temmi untwisted her legs and hopped to her feet, assessing the damage. At the peak of her dress’s natural slit, the fabric had been torn inward so that her upper left thigh was almost entirely on display, as well as the inner flesh of her right. The fabric hung outward, like a flap of severed skin.

Just her fucking luck.

“I said get down those stairs!” Firm hands shoved Temmi’s back. “Do you know how bad this looks? Do you know who they’ll criticize? My entire career is on the line right now.”

Temmi stumbled forward, the top of the stairs coming at her like a guillotine. She shoved the loose earplug down the front of her dress and attempted to assemble her dignity. (Who was she kidding? She’d surrendered all dignity the moment she agreed to Spie’s terms).

She pinched her severed skirt together with one hand and braved the top stair. The attention of several cameras focused on her. The cool brush of air against her inner thighs made her cheeks sting with an unwanted flush. Ollie was watching this. Her mother was watching. Gods and nebulas, Scot Meridan was probably watching. Maybe even her absentee fucking father. If she hadn’t already been the laughingstock of the entire empire, she was now.

Her skin prickled and her vision narrowed. She became acutely aware of her boots pressing against the hardwood steps, the smooth chill of the banister beneath her palm, the mechanical buzzing of the drone directly above her head. Don’t look, she reminded herself. Pretend it isn’t there. Easier said than done.

It was the warmth of the orrist basalt necklace against her ankle that ultimately steadied her. She focused all her attention on it, pretending nothing else existed outside the subtle burn. By no small miracle, she reached the bottom of the stairs without tripping.

A boyishly handsome man with a mouth too big for his face greeted her with a charming smile. “Ambassador Artemis Ialan! Our X72 wildcard! The final contestant of the night! Such magnificent hair you have!” He spoke almost entirely in exclamations, and it gave Temmi a headache. “Welcome to Love Galaxy! Tell me, and all our viewers at home, how are you feeling tonight?”

Don’t cuss. Don’t cuss. Don’t cuss. “Fucking terrified,” Temmi said, cussing. Two weeks on a star cruiser with Blessing Stone couldn’t change who she was at her core. She’d already fucked this up spectacularly. Might as well start packing her bags.

The host’s eyes bugged for half a millisecond. Temmi honestly couldn’t remember his name. At this point, she didn’t care to learn it.

“That’s, well, um, colorful language.” He coughed, disguising what sounded like a laugh. “But I’m sure the nerves are getting to you! It’s a big night! Good luck!”

Temmi turned to face her next obstacle: the princess swathed in a strapless burgundy gown, standing with one hand on a literal throne. She looked like seduction personified. Like everything that was wrong with the empire: an eye-catching exterior that distracted from the rot within. Temmi refused to want her. To want any of this ridiculous spectacle.

Her steps became leaden as she trudged slowly and awkwardly—still trying to hold together her torn vestment—toward the woman who held in her hands Temmi’s fate. Temmi’s gut knotted. Her heart became a mallet, slamming against the gong of her rib cage.

Spie’s piercing violet gaze dropped to the tear in Temmi’s skirt. “Get into a tussle already? Staking your claim on me, perhaps? How’d the others  take it? Seeing as you’re the only one with a rip in your dress, I daresay you didn’t come out on top.”

A blush rose to Temmi’s cheeks. No, blush was too gentle a word. A fucking firestorm of heat. Fuck Spie Expani. Fuck her for giving Temmi this impossible-to-turn-down opportunity, and fuck her for laughing at Temmi now.

Temmi was supposed to bow. Proper decorum demanded a five-sixths bow, the lowest one could make whilst remaining standing. Nearly a full prostration. Temmi had practiced it countless times with Blessing Stone. Not bowing would be a political statement. Worse, with the whole empire watching, it’d be a seditious act, a denial of Temmi’s allegiance to the great human race. It’d result in her immediate arrest.

Fuck Spie Expani, but more than that, fuck Temmi’s own pride.

The princess raised a curious eyebrow. It seemed to say, I can’t help you if you choose to be a fool.

Temmi thought of Ollie. Of her mother. For them, she’d skin every last shred of her pride; she’d make herself bleed, would stand naked before the empire in nothing but her brittle skeleton, and, even then, would hand Spie Expani a hammer to smash her bones.

She forced herself to bend, lowered her head until it brushed her knees. Fought against the steel of her uncooperative body. Pride was a hard thing to part with. Once it was gone, Temmi didn’t know what would be left of her.

Cool fingers brushed her bare shoulder. Her signal to rise.

“I didn’t get into a scrape with any of the other women,” Temmi said upon straightening. “I just wanted to give you a preview of what I’m working with.” With yet another tear of her pride, her inner self screaming in humiliation, she stretched out her right leg, and, with a hard bite against the inner lining of her cheek, further exposed herself.

But Spie Expani’s eyes didn’t leave Temmi’s face. She stared intently, causing Temmi’s knotted stomach to flop and burn. A shipwreck in her gut.

“Oh, I never didn’t like what you were working with,” Spie whispered, her accent sharp and shiver-inducing. Her hand, dainty and pure in its snow-white casing, tucked a strand of Temmi’s hair behind her ear. “Save a dance for me, Artemis.”

In Spie’s royal mouth, Temmi’s name became a spider crawling down her spine.

When Temmi didn’t move, Spie leaned in, dropping her mouth to Temmi’s ear. She smelled of sweat and something spicy and warm, almost nostril burning. Saffron. Her lips grazed Temmi’s earlobe. Temmi’s lungs tripped on a sharp intake of breath.

“That means it’s time for you to go talk to my brother.” Spie’s voice was sultry, low. She dropped it even lower, low enough Temmi doubted their mics would be able to pick it up. “Keep your panties on, Trash Girl.”

Temmi’s cheeks burned, but they’d been burning since the moment she’d traipsed down the steps. Longer than that, honestly. Since the moment she first confronted this woman behind X72’s government offices. Spie Expani wielded her sexuality like a weapon, and Temmi was a fool for letting herself get shot. She wouldn’t make the mistake again.

Without another look, she forced her body to move beyond Spie’s sucking gravity. Toward the reason she was there: the scholarly prince with a face as beautiful as a tragedy. Unlike his sister, he sat upon his throne. And when Temmi reached him, the deep bow she offered him came more naturally.

His touch was lighter than his sister’s. A hesitant breeze.

“Welcome, Ambassador Ialan.” Nix’s voice had a soft edge, like his words were still half-lodged in his mind. Like he was surprised at their own weight coming out of his mouth.

“Call me Artemis,” Temmi said. “Your Highness.”

Call me Temmi.

It’s Nicky.

She should say something more. Something clever. Something that reminded him of their budding friendship. Of the hours they’d spent together in the ship’s library. But this formal Nix felt so different, so distant. Her mind came up blank.

“I look forward to speaking again later,” Nix said.

Temmi shuffled away, a sinking sensation in her gut. She’d failed. Would they send her straight home?

She entered the ballroom and was immediately confronted with a loud display of patriotism. A massive imperial flag was draped over one wall: a rectangular white background splashed with seven violets, each one representing one of the empire’s seven solar systems, the Expan System at the center. Bordering the bottom of the flag were the cross-stitched words A United Humanity.

In the room’s center was a blown-glass sculpture: twin eagles taking flight, the imperial seal. By some impressive invisible machinery, the sculpture shifted and moved, the eagles stretching their glass wings. They rose in a flurry of translucent feathers, circling one another, only to peak and dive back to their starting position moments later. Above them, the ceiling was a gorgeous expanse of holographic sky, depicting each of the empire’s solar systems bleeding into one another.

Drones zipped overhead, casting shadows across a cornucopia of floating fare. Savory smells mingled with sweet ones. The whole backside of the ballroom was packed with musicians dressed in matching black sequin uniforms, many of them flipping through music-sheet holos.

The other twenty-three contestants milled about, chatting with each other, doing interviews with their producers, or carrying small plates bearing dainty portions of foods Temmi didn’t recognize. A logical voice told her she should eat something, that food would steady her, would help soak up the lingering alcohol from the Cavaller ride. But the thought of eating made her want to be sick.

In the ballroom’s leftmost corner she spied an empty triangle of love seats. Perfect place to potentially hide out for the evening. With her left hand, she held together the torn threads of her skirt and slunk in that direction.

“Hey there, X72!” A vision of pretty features, crimson fabric, and golden hair cut off Temmi’s escape. “I’m Rosaria Yune, Underbelt. This is Petra Corran, Outerbelt.” Rosaria gestured to her right, where another contestant stood with her arms folded tightly across her chest.

Petra had a handsome square face with a mouth downturned in what Temmi guessed was perpetual disapproval, and short light brown hair gelled expertly on top with both sides of her head shaved. She wore a pressed black suit that showed off the impressive girth of her arms.

A pair of camera drones dropped into a low hover and began to circle them. Temmi wasn’t sure she would ever get accustomed to the constant presence of the cameras. None of it is real, she thought. An acute longing made her chest suddenly ache. For her mom, for Ollie, for home. She hated X72, but at least there, she knew what was real.

“Us fringe dwellers should stick together,” Rosaria said, expertly ignoring the drones. “Team underdog, if you will.”

Temmi knew better than to turn down an offer of allyship. “Yeah, sure, that sounds great.”

“Come chat with us while we wait for the heirs. Petra doesn’t talk much, but I plan to crack her wide open. Isn’t that right, Petra? Aggressive friendship is kinda my thing.” Beside Rosaria, Petra’s face remained impassive. “Anyway, the lamb sliders are to die for.” Rosaria held up a plate burdened with small pieces of bread stuffed with meat. “I didn’t eat like this at home; I’ll tell you that much.”

“Sure, let’s—” Temmi’s wrist vibrated. She looked down and tapped her CB with her hand not holding her dress together.

Unknown: There’s a private bathroom behind the kitchens. Meet me there. Now.

Unknown: And come alone.

“Um, actually, I’m going to go use the toilet. But I’ll find you both after.”
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An Impressive Streak of Stubbornness

I’m officially exhausted.” Yawning, Spie bent to rub her ankles. Her heels’ straps had been digging painfully into her skin. Her poor feet needed a break. She started undoing the clasps.

“Only four hours to go.” Kalvin’s tinny voice tickled her ear. “A few dances, a few conversations, maybe a few kisses . . .”

“Please don’t tell me I’m expected to remember all their names.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

Nicky’s footsteps echoed across the newly emptied receiving hall. “You ready?” He held out a black-gloved hand.

Around the corner, from the ballroom, came the sound of an orchestra beginning its overture, soft and inviting.

“I’m going to give the bathroom a visit first. Wait for me?” Spie finished pulling off her heels, slinging them both over her left hand’s pointer finger. With her free hand, she let Nicky pull her to her feet.

“As though I’d let him go in alone.”

“Why, thank you, Kal, for that reminder to remove you before I start peeing.” Spie plucked out her tiny earpiece, a light brown, skin-colored bit of mechanical wiring made to blend in with the surrounding ear. She dropped it atop her brother’s palm. “Keep Kal company for me?”

“You know he’s already in my ear, too, right?”

Spie ignored him, dancing away on bare feet. She dipped down a corridor to the left of the stairs—the opposite direction from the ballroom. The sound of chatter grew dimmer while the smell of spiced meat grew stronger. The doors to the kitchen were wide open. Spie glimpsed manor attendants bustling about, carrying long silver trays overladen with cakes, lamb sliders, and thin strips of roasted pineapple.

The bathroom came into view around the next corner, a PERSONNEL ONLY plaque adorning the front. Spie tried the handle. Locked.

She knocked.

“One moment!”

She recognized that voice and tapped her CB.

Spie: Open the door. It’s me.

The door whispered inward. Trash Girl poked out her pretty blue head. “It is you.”

“Congratulations.” Spie elbowed past her, kicking the door closed with her bare foot. “You made the only logical assumption.”

The privy was small but clean, the toilet made of old-fashioned white porcelain. How quaint. Spie set her heels on the sink’s counter, right next to a miniature statue of none other than her mother. Lovely. Facedown you go. Spie tipped the hideous thing over.

“What are we—what are you—” Trash Girl was, apparently, incapable of speech.

“Relax.” Spie turned around. Artemis had backed into the little wedge of a corner between the wall and the door, boxed in by a whirring auto-recycling waste bin. With one hand, she held her torn skirt together modestly. “I haven’t coaxed you in here to steal your virginity.”

Artemis’s pale cheeks flamed crimson. “I’m not a— I’ve already—”

Spie plucked out one of the pins keeping her hair flowing to the left. She placed the thin metal between her lips and sucked meaningfully. “You’ve already what? Been with mediocre men? In that case, you basically are still a virgin.”

“You’re the actual worst.” Artemis looked like she wanted nothing more than to disappear into the wall behind her.

An abrupt laugh-snort escaped Spie. Trash Girl was too easy to rile up. Spie genuinely couldn’t help teasing her—it was like asking grass not to be green. She lodged the pin between her teeth and reached up to pluck out another. “Relax. I’m just here to fix your dress.”

Artemis dipped her gaze to her dress as though only then remembering it was on her body. “Oh.”

Was that . . . disappointment? And what the hell was Spie’s pulse doing in her throat?

A strand of Trash Girl’s dyed cerulean hair was stuck to the corner of her mouth. Beads of sweat moistened her temples and the soft place between her nose and upper lip. Spie blinked twice, rapidly silencing the little voice in her mind that wondered how that lip would taste sucked between her own.

They were Nicky’s to kiss. Nicky’s to explore. She took out the final pin, and her hair swooshed down her back, free. A cool tickle against her bare shoulders.

Trash Girl’s gaze traced the shape of Spie’s loosened hair. Spie didn’t think she imagined the faint burn in those eyes.

Gods-dammit.

“Come here.” Spie waved the pin at her. “I’ll make it painless, I promise.”

“Why?” Trash Girl made no attempt to move. “I thought you would’ve enjoyed me having to parade around indecently.” Her rough X-er dialect made a small butchery of the word indecently.

“You’re seriously going to interrogate me for wanting to help you? By all means, head back to the ballroom, spend the next three hours stumbling across the dance floor with your panties visible.”

“My underthings aren’t—are they?” Artemis ducked her head, parting the rip in her skirt.

“Gods and nebulas, why must everything be so difficult? Just come here. I’ll throw in these pins, and you can go. Before people start wondering where we are.”

Artemis raised her head and, careful to hold her skirt together, the fabric of which was already impressively tight around her thighs, shuffled toward Spie.

“Closer. Come on, I need you near enough to kiss.” A joke Spie probably shouldn’t have made, because the instant it left her mouth, the sexually confused X-er made a small, choked sound and tripped over her own feet. She sprawled face first into Spie’s chest. Spie caught her but not without stumbling slightly backward and hitting her lower back against the sink. The cherry scent of Trash Girl’s hairspray invaded Spie’s nose and mouth.

“Fuck. Sorry.” Artemis righted herself, her hands tightly clutching Spie’s triceps. She had an impressive grip. Their bodies were all but flush.

“Breathe, Trash Girl.” Spie laughed around the two pins in her mouth. The top of the X-er’s head came to her nose. A perfect height difference. “And maybe ease up before you give me bruises.”

“Oh, shit, sorry.” Artemis dropped Spie’s arms like they were hot coals. She stumbled a half-step back, her head tilting up.

Spie noticed green flecks amongst the brown of her irises. Like how the sea looked clear when sunlight speared a shallow spot. “Your lucky day,” Spie said, suppressing an urge to do something stupid like lean in and study how those eyes changed when soft with pleasure. “I won’t charge you with assault on the royal body.”

“I swear I’m not usually this bad at walking—”

Spie hiked her dress up and lowered herself to her knees, which had the effect of silencing the other woman. Sticking the third pin between her lips, Spie busied herself aligning the distended fabric of Artemis’s skirt with the original seam.

“I really don’t understand why you’re doing this.”

Spie held the skirt in place with one hand and retrieved a pin from her mouth with the other. “Still stuck on that? I didn’t realize your opinion of me was so low. I might be a narcissist”—she pointedly looked up—“but I’m not going to let another woman be forced to walk around embarrassed. I’m not cruel. Or a misogynist. Nebulas know dating shows have such deeply patriarchal roots as it is. And production won’t help you—they’ll just be happy to have drama they didn’t have to manufacture.”

“So, you didn’t”—Trash Girl’s breath hitched as Spie threaded the first pin through the fabric of her dress, her fingers unavoidably brushing soft inner thigh; Spie fought an urge to let her touch linger there—“find it amusing?”

Quickly, Spie withdrew her hand and relieved her mouth of another pin. “Find what amusing? That you managed to thoroughly butcher your dress on night one?” Spie couldn’t suppress a light smile. “Okay, maybe it’s a little funny—but the rest of the empire has no right laughing at you. Only I get to do that.”

“Didn’t realize you’d grown so”—another hitch in breath as Spie secured the second pin—“possessive.”

Spie’s pulse spiked. She swallowed hard, lingering with the third and final pin. “You’re an investment,” she whispered softly, then wove the pin into place.

“In what?”

“My brother’s happiness.” She ran her hands over the front of Artemis’s dress, down her legs, the golden fabric cool and silken. She had an unholy urge to keep exploring.

Her CB vibrated. One glance told her it was from Nicky.

You fall in the toilet? Blessing Stone’s about to have an apoplectic attack.

What was Spie doing? The teasing, the bridging, the improper thoughts . . . Nicky had asked Spie for one thing: to stay away from Artemis Ialan. She’d thought her involvement harmless, and it was, except—the sudden heat in her stomach didn’t feel harmless at all.

Spie rose slowly. “You can go. Best we don’t leave here together.”

Artemis nodded. Something about her countenance had grown pensive. A furrow between her brows, the drawing-in of her bottom lip between her teeth. “Am I going to be sent home tonight?” she asked. “I’m aware that I haven’t exactly made a great impression.”

“Sent home?” Spie recalled the way Nicky’s eyes had softened when watching the X-er on the holo that afternoon. “Not a chance. My brother’s quite smitten with you. He probably isn’t brave enough to marry you—the political ramifications would be too hazardous—but maybe he can be happy for a little while. We do have eight weeks, after all.”

“By political ramifications you mean because I’m lowborn? Because I have a record?”

“Do you?” That seemed like the kind of red flag that would keep a person from being cast. But also . . . why did Spie find it kinda hot? The girl was full of surprises; more than that, she was real. Had lived in a real way. Spie had been meaning to read through Trash Girl’s files but hadn’t gotten around to it yet. She’d assumed Marta Eulogon would’ve done her due diligence before letting Nicky offer the girl a spot on the show. Now Spie found herself wanting to know every last dirty detail of Artemis Ialan’s life. “Don’t tell me you killed a person?”

Artemis stopped chewing her bottom lip. Her eyes seemed to spark as she leveled her gaze at Spie. She said slowly, the syllables drawn out, almost like a promise, “Not yet.”

Gods, those two little words should not send a thrill through Spie’s chest. But she couldn’t help it; she liked this girl. Liked the grate of her voice; liked the unselfconscious way she spoke; liked the way something about her felt a little bit dangerous, a little bit forbidden.

But Spie could like those things platonically, right? She forced herself to exhale before she did something she shouldn’t. “The ugly reality is that Nicky’s unofficially betrothed to Cailin—she’s the New Terran princess who always looks like she’s ingested something sour. If he doesn’t pick her, it’ll be a slap in New Terra’s face. Personally, I think he should rock the boat, but Nicky’s never been one for boat-rocking. Beyond that, X72 is pretty low on the list of places my mother wants tied to the future emperor.”

Gracelin Expani preferred her territories with the most crucial resources to maintain the highest level of dependence on the empire and absolutely no voice or votes in assemblies. Nothing that could position the precious orrist basalt closer to players, alien or domestic, that would gladly obtain it for themselves. An ambassador with strong ties to orrist basalt, wedded to the future emperor himself, proved too great a threat, no matter how loyal. Still, Spie would try to convince Nicky to do it anyway.

“Then why pick X72 for the show?” Artemis asked, because she was clearly not an idiot.

Spie shrugged one shoulder. “I try to avoid peeling back the intentions of Her Imperial Excellency. You’ll find what’s underneath is almost always repugnant.”

Trash Girl stared at Spie for a piercing moment. She looked on the verge of asking another question but glanced down at her dress instead. “Right, well, thank you for this. I guess I’ll see you out there.” She turned to go.

Spie had the irrational inclination to ask her to stay. To hide away in the private little bathroom a little while longer. A sanctuary from the expectations awaiting her right outside the door. Sighing, she tapped her CB.

Spie: Tell BS I’ll be right there.
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Are You Actually a Decent Person?

Alcohol flowed freely into the small hours of the morning. Bubbling beige champagne, full-bodied purple plum wine, handsome topaz chardonnay. On X72 there were exactly three kinds of readily available liquor: hard, harder, and burn-through-your-stomach-lining-so-you-feel-something-other-than-your-miserable-existence. In contrast, the Expanese taste leaned sweeter and less alcoholic. Here, drinking seemed more an activity of light pleasure and less one of necessary memory-wiping.

The night was a long blur of cameras and producers and introductions. To avoid a debacle like the one with Blessing Stone in the mezzanine suite, Temmi kept her earplugs tucked safely in the bodice of her dress. She wouldn’t use them unless absolutely necessary. Luckily, the soothing tones of the orchestral music helped the auditory stimuli from becoming too overwhelming.

A holo near the ballroom’s front entrance played an endless loop of the Love Galaxy introduction promo, the one that detailed all twenty-four contestants. Temmi watched it through almost obsessively as the night dragged on, her guts shriveling each time her own face with its artificially cerulean hair graced the screen. Her speech felt stilted, her smile false. To her own ears, her Expanese accent sounded abhorrent. X72-1 was portrayed as a quaint industrial city with hard-working, empire-loving citizens. Utter bullshit.

But the promo did allow Temmi to memorize the names, faces, and territories of the other twenty-three contestants—which was far preferable to watching Spie dance and flirt the night away.

Temmi carved out a spot for herself in a circle of love seats with Rosaria and Petra. Rosaria, either due to nerves or simply because she never ran out of things to say, kept up a persistent stream of conversation, usually one-sided. She talked incessantly about the other contestants, about her career as a model and actress in the Outerbelt, about how her family had been miners, how the empire’s military presence wasn’t annoying—it actually improved the conditions of living for Underbeltians, common misconception! (Although that last bit she only said when her producer prodded, a camera dipping in front of her face, leaving Temmi to wonder her real feelings on the empire’s martial presence in her home system).

At one point, when Rosaria’s producer, whom she shared with Petra, whisked her away for an interview, Temmi and Petra were abandoned together in strained silence.

“So . . .” Temmi said, and then completely blanked on any possible questions she could ask. She was bad at this being friendly, making friends thing, and immediately started wishing for Rosaria’s return.

Petra sat with her legs wide, one arm draped along the top of the couch, the other resting on an armrest. She levelled her gaze at Temmi. “This your idea of a good time?” She had a slight rasp to her voice, and the way she asked the question seemed to imply the word kid. This your idea of a good time, kid?

Temmi suddenly felt very young. Petra couldn’t be that much older than her, could she? “Nope,” Temmi said. “You?”

“Nope.”

Good talk, Temmi thought.

Thankfully, Rosaria returned a few minutes later. She threw herself dramatically onto the cushion beside Temmi, her cheeks flushed, her golden hair coming partially undone in the back. “Oh, this will not do! You two sitting here like sullen children. Come now, make nice. Petra, tell us about yourself. Your promo said you served in the Fleet?”

Petra seemed to spark minorly to life. “Two tours. Three hundred and twenty-third Fighter Pilot Division.” She slapped her right hand against her right thigh. “Until I got shot down by—” She paused, seeming to clock a hovering camera drone. “Anyway, I fucked up my leg.”

Rosaria leaned forward with overly wide, curious eyes. “Your promo said you were awarded two lilac hearts after being honorably discharged?”

“What’s a lilac heart?” Temmi asked.

“Imperial recognition for heroic service,” Rosaria said immediately. “It’s impressive. Petra’s a hero.”

Petra only grunted, but before she could go on, they were interrupted by the brusque arrival of Cailin Frederik. She was flanked by two cameras, a long-haired, thick-mustached man who could only be her producer, and the Old Terran contestant, Jasmine Gross, a brown-skinned woman with a wash of wavy brown hair.

“Your Highness!” Rosaria shot off the couch to dip into a low curtsy. Petra didn’t move but inclined her head. Temmi immediately decided she owed the royalty of other planets exactly zero deference.

“Ambassadors.” Cailin’s gaze swept across the three of them, clinical and assessing. She was the picture of cold elegance, a glass of plum wine balanced daintily in one hand. “What a generous show of goodwill the empire has exhibited in bringing you all here. When each of you return to your quaint systems, I do hope it’ll be with stories of Expan’s generosity.”

Temmi blinked. What in the patronization? “Wild of you to assume night one that it’ll be us going home.” Beside her, she sensed Rosaria stiffen. Had that been too confrontational? Was she just supposed to be talked down to and say nothing?

Cailin’s eyebrows rose the barest amount. “I had heard tales of your brashness, Ambassador Ialan, and though I do recognize the vast cultural divide separating us, I entreat you to play a civilized game. I come only with well wishes.”

What the fuck? A civilized game? Vast cultural divide? She was the one throwing around barely veiled insults.

“Excuse me?” Temmi said, temper flaring.

“I’m merely marveling at how diplomatic an opportunity it is to spend time with commoners and convicts.” Cailin’s thin lips quirked into a smug line. Wow. No wonder Spie didn’t want her brother to marry this woman. She was a gods-damned viper.

Before Temmi could explode in the New Terran princess’s face with a loud Fuck you, a firm hand clapped on her right shoulder. She craned her neck back; Arbora stood behind her, gaze trained on Cailin. Cameras crowded around them, blinking red lights caging them in.

“Cailin!” Arbora said cheerfully. “I see you’re as spirited as ever. Glad to know law school didn’t dull that shine of yours.”

The smile that scrawled itself across Cailin’s face could’ve snapped barbed wire. “Didn’t Spie already break up with you once, VinVanxin? You must really hate yourself to come back for seconds.”

“Spie’s worth it,” Arbora said, not rising to Cailin’s bait, her tone heartbreakingly genuine.

Something confusing twisted in Temmi’s gut at that.

With an abrasive eye roll, Cailin turned to her producer. “How do you expect me to goad her into an attack with Moon girl playing interference?” She stalked off before her producer could respond. Jasmine Gross remained behind just long enough to squeak out a quick hello before hurrying after Cailin.

When they were gone, Rosaria blinked at Temmi, pretty mouth in an O. “Gods and nebulas, X72, you did not just go toe-to-toe with Cailin Frederik. Do you have a death wish?”

“She just might,” Arbora said from behind. And then: “You’re welcome.”

But when Temmi turned to look, the Moons’ contestant was already sauntering away. Temmi made a mental note to avoid Cailin Frederik at all costs.

The next introduction came from Milea Har Kwan, the contestant from an Outer Expanese planet called Hittia. She stood like she had a stick up her ass, hands folded together at the base of her spine, and performatively thanked Petra for her service.

After Milea left, Petra whispered in a low rasp, “Where the fuck does that girl get off, wearing formal blues? I respect the sacrifice her aunt made, but that mess of hair and makeup hasn’t spent a single minute on a Fleet ship—let alone in a combat zone. I hate fucking posers.”

Temmi grinned at that. Petra Corran became her immediate favorite.

Soon after, followed by prompting from their producer, Rosaria and Petra disappeared to try and steal dances with the heirs—Rosaria angling for Nix and Petra for Spie. Petra limped gracefully, the result of the injury that had preceded her early military retirement.

Temmi sipped at a glass of purple wine. More bitter than sweet, a bit dry. She liked it better than anything else she’d tried so far. Smacking her lips, she set the wineglass on a hovering tray beside the love seat and fiddled with her idle CB. With Petra and Rosaria stalking the ballroom, she was finally alone. She had one unread bridge, from Kalvin.

Kalvin: Faring okay, Ambassador Ialan? You’ve been quiet all evening. You should get out there, talk to the prince. Has your producer been helping you out?

She bridged back, feeling somewhat warm at the thought of him bothering to care.

Temmi: All good. Justine’s been busy. I’ll talk to Nix soon. Just working up the courage.

Idly, she scrolled her meager list of messages and, against her better judgment (and probably a result of the alcohol in her system), clicked on her convo with Spie. Drafting a message didn’t mean she had to send one, right?

Thank you again for the patch-up. Delete.

Hearing you talk about your mom made you feel almost human. Delete.

Are you actually a decent person? Delete.

When we were in the bathroom, were you thinking about kissing me too? Not only delete but douse the whole commbridge in hydrochloric acid. Maybe chuck some of the corrosive acid down Temmi’s throat, too, for good measure.

But no amount of bone-melting acid could erase the image of Spie Expani on her knees.

I don’t like Spie fucking Expani, she said in her mind like a mantra. I don’t like Spie fucking Expani. But then, the thought naturally contorted to I like fucking Spie Expani.

Temmi tried to focus on Nix’s movements. Presently, he was leading a dark-haired contestant across the dance floor. Some fancy four-step that Temmi hadn’t a hope in the world of ever performing. Nix spun the woman effortlessly, her sea-blue gown swishing against her ankles, perfectly in time with the orchestra’s beat.

The woman was Kya Ep-Kmin from Pikliminia, an enormous space station in the outer reaches of the Expan System. A natural halfway point for refueling between the Terran System and the Expan System, built before the advent of jumpgates, but still used on the regular. Kya had soft black hair done up in a high bun, high cheekbones, and hooded monolid eyes. She danced with gentle grace. She and Nix looked good together.

Temmi’s gaze traced back to a love seat in the ballroom’s opposite corner where Spie was sitting thigh to thigh with Iasha, a contestant from the Hirain System. They’d joined (read: had been annexed by) the Expan Empire something like fifty-five years earlier (Temmi was shoddy on the exact details.) Hirain was said to be humanity’s last holdout, their reluctance in folding into the empire thought to be the result of their cohabiting with the Swimmers, the only known sapient nonhuman alien species that lived within the galaxy.

Iasha’s skin was a deep burnt copper, her head fully shaved (or maybe her people didn’t grow hair?). Swirling purple tattoos marked every surface of her skin, including her scalp and face. Temmi found the effect simultaneously alluring and disconcerting.

Spie leaned in and whispered something in Iasha’s ear. The Hirain System contestant demurely raised a tattooed hand to her mouth, her shoulders shifting up and down as though in amusement. She only ever spoke with her mouth covered. Some polite cultural tic.

A hovering camera drone dropped closer to them. Gently, Spie removed Iasha’s hand from her mouth. The princess’s white-gloved hand slid its way up the side of Iasha’s neck, her perfect royal lips pressing against tattooed ones.

Temmi tore her gaze away, hating the way her stomach turned to ash at the sight. She retrieved her wineglass and tossed back the remainder of the bitter alcohol. Of course, Spie Expani would kiss Iasha. She’d probably kiss more than one contestant tonight. That was the whole reason for the damn show.

Temmi tapped her CB. Drafted another message.

How’s it feel to whore yourself to the empire? Delete.

Does she taste as good as you imagine I do? Do you imagine how I taste? Delete. Delete.

“Who are you bridging with such intensity?”

Temmi dropped her empty wineglass into her lap.

Arbora VinVanxin had returned and was now lounging on the love seat’s armrest, one leg thrown casually over the other.

“No one. Justine.” Temmi had never been particularly adept at dissembling, even when sober.

Arbora arched a pierced brow. “Which is it? No one or Justine?”

Temmi closed her eyes in embarrassment. She was tired. Her brain was tired. It was way past her bedtime. She’d never been a night owl.

“I see. Someone other than no one and Justine.” Arbora swung her legs over the armrest and settled onto the empty seat beside Temmi. She leaned in close, her voice a dry whisper tickling Temmi’s skin. “It’s her, isn’t it? You have her bridge frequency already? That crude little patch-up job on your dress—those are her pins. I guess I should be thanking you; I always preferred her with her hair down.” She pulled back, a broad smile on her face. “Why, Ambassador Ialan, I do believe we’re going to be great friends.”

This was what Temmi had wanted: an official offer of allyship from Arbora. But something about the Moons’ contestant put her on edge. Arbora was too smooth, too storied, too good at the game of knowing the right thing to say. Every time she spoke, Temmi got the impression something was being left unsaid. And then there was the matter of her unrestricted CB. How’d she manage to smuggle it in?

“Have you spoken with Her Highness yet?” Temmi asked. She plucked her wineglass off her lap and set it on a passing hover-tray. A camera drone hummed its way toward them. Temmi was going to spend the rest of her life having nightmares about those awful things.

“Of course. Face time with the heirs is crucial this early on. We shared a slow dance and reminisced of times past.”

“Do you think it’s possible to fix whatever broke the two of you up?” Temmi told herself she was asking for the sake of politeness, not for any personal curiosity.

“Possible? I wouldn’t have come if I didn’t believe that.” The words, however, were for the camera.

Temmi was suddenly very curious to know if that answer would change when there was no one around to overhear it. She followed Arbora’s gaze to where Spie was very publicly laughing and cuddling with Iasha.

“Does it bother you?” Temmi asked. “Watching her with the other women?”

She was surprised when Arbora’s shrug seemed genuine. “Not at all. I want her to be certain when she chooses me.” Her dark gaze slipped from Spie to Temmi. Being the object of Arbora VinVanxin’s attention was like being sliced open by a surgeon’s laser. “Why? Does it bother you? By the goddess, it does, doesn’t it?”

By what goddess? There were no goddesses. If a deity existed, where exactly were they hiding? But maybe that was the X-er in Temmi. Her people’s religion was drink.

“You know what?” Temmi stood abruptly, entirely ignoring Arbora’s far-too-astute observation. “I think it’s about time I shared a moment with His Highness.”

As she carefully stepped her way around the love seat and onto the dance floor, she couldn’t shake the burn of Arbora’s knowing gaze.

• • •

Nix had retreated to yet another private love seat (the ballroom was full of them) with the Pikliminian ambassador. The dark-haired beauty had her gaze clearly set on his lips. While Temmi slowly approached from the side, Kya Ep-Kmin went in twice for a kiss and was twice denied.

“Your Highness,” Temmi intoned in what she hoped was a sweet voice, interrupting Kya’s third attempt. This time, she’d managed to get her long-nailed fingers along his jaw. The prince looked supremely uncomfortable. “Could I steal a moment of your time?”

“Ambassador Ialan!” Nix grabbed the Pikliminian’s hand and removed it from his face. “What an unexpected pleasure.” He turned to Kya, who was, for her part, staring daggers at Temmi. But daggers were far preferable to the knowing incision of Arbora’s gaze. “Kya, perhaps we might continue our conversation at another time? Your insights into the recent generator failures on your station have been most illuminating.” His tone commanded her dismissal.

“Your Highness,” Kya said, standing and bowing. She didn’t acknowledge Temmi, who couldn’t have cared less.

“Artemis.” Nix offered her a polite smile. Not his real one, the one she’d grown used to seeing on the star cruiser while they debated bioorganic theories, but his princely camera smile. “I have to send a bridge. Wait for me?”

Temmi nodded and Nix swept to his feet and out of the ballroom. He returned not three minutes later, two camera drones humming after him.

“Thank you for your patience.” He sank back into the love seat and beckoned for her to join him. “Please, tell me how you are. I was terribly sorry about your dress.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve got an X-er’s luck,” Temmi said, joining him. The deep burgundy of his suit made his violet eyes burn almost red, like smoldering coals. Temmi found herself oddly at ease in his presence. If not for the cameras, they might’ve been back in the ship’s library. She sought for something else to say. “Uh, what about you? Tired of conversations yet?”

“Desperately.” There appeared a hint, a ghost, of his real smile. But like a ghost, it slipped quickly away. “So many wonderful suitors from loyal and exemplary territories. Our empire is blessed. And I most of all, to have the privilege to get to know all of you. But it is, inevitably, tiring. How I’m ever to choose, I don’t know. I’m grateful for the weeks ahead. Tell me, Artemis, I’ve heard you’re a scholar of the sciences like myself?”

“Scholar’s a bit pretentious. I’m only self-taught.”

“Aren’t we all self-taught in the end? Some of us just have greater privilege in the resources used as a vehicle for our learning. Would you, perhaps, like to join me in the observatory? The stars are magnificent this time of night.”

“I— Yes.” Temmi was caught off guard by the invitation. Some fatal instinct wriggled at the nape of her neck, and she turned her head abruptly. For the first time all evening, Spie Expani was watching her. The knowledge made a hazy warmth ignite in her gut. The self-congratulatory kind. “Lead the way.”
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The Entire Empire is a Moral Quandary

In the corridor outside the ballroom, Nix withdrew a tiny piece of machinery from his ear canal. It looked a bit like a malformed spider. “Give me a half hour alone before sending the cameras in,” he said directly into it. Ah, a comm device. Who was on the other end? Kalvin, most likely.

“Disable,” Nix commanded the device, placing it within an inner pocket of his suit coat. He turned to Temmi and held out his gloved hand. “There, privacy. Kalvin won’t be able to keep the cameras waiting for long, so we should hurry.”

Temmi took his hand, and he tugged her along at a brisk pace. The fabric of her ruined dress strained against the princess’s pins, but the patch job held up.

Nix steered Temmi down two long corridors, passing the bathroom where she’d met with his sister, and up a narrow set of stairs ending before a glass-encased lift. Round like a capsule. Nix opened the door for her.

A control panel appeared on the interior of the glass, backlit by blue light. Nix typed in a numbered code, and the lift shot into the air. As they rose, a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree panorama of the manor’s estate came into view. Under the light of Expan’s three moons, all at different phases of waning, Temmi saw her first ocean. The watery expanse extended as far as she could see, nothing but glinting, roiling black broken occasionally by white foam. She shivered.

“Beautiful view,” Nix said.

More haunting, Temmi thought, but when she turned around, she found the imperial prince of an empire spanning seven solar systems staring not out the glass window but at her.

Her heart jumped into her throat.

Nix offered her a crooked grin. “Thank you, Temmi, for indulging me. The cameras and contestants were causing me some minor claustrophobia. I miss our quiet mornings on the ship.”

His use of her nickname made the already-small lift feel even smaller.

“And here I’d been worried you’d be sending me home tonight.”

Nix reached into a pocket of his suit jacket and withdrew a rectangular leather case. From within it, he pulled out his black-rimmed glasses. The ones he never wore in public. With them settled on his face, he looked less the prince and more the scholar. Temmi preferred the scholar.

“That’s my fault for being so distant,” Nix said. The lift slowed. “For the sake of the show, I can’t let on that we’ve already been getting to know one another. It would make you a target for the other contestants. But rest assured, Temmi, you’re the only person I wanted to see tonight.”

Only person . . . damn.

The lift’s glass door slid open with a slight keening whine. Beyond, a tiled outdoor walkway snaked around to an arched doorway carved into one of the manor’s turrets. Temmi followed Nix carefully along the walkway; the only thing stopping them from a hundred-foot fall was a knee-high parapet. Great place to be murdered, she thought. A chilly wind whipped at her loose hair, threatening to throw her off balance.

Luckily, the journey was brief. At the turret’s arched doors, Nix punched in another code. Seconds later, Temmi was safely inside the tower’s heated chambers.

The tower room was vast, with a concave glass ceiling more than thirty feet above Temmi’s head. Through it, stars and moons glowed. A steel ladder led up to a platform upon which sat a giant, handsome telescope. The optical tube alone was longer than Temmi was tall.

“She’s a relic,” Nix said. His voice echoed as he walked to the ladder. “My mother’s, actually. She used to collect primitive space-exploration technology when she was younger. Mapping the stars with her is one of my favorite memories.” He disappeared up the rungs.

Temmi found her own climb encumbered by her struggle of a dress. As she reached the platform, Nix held out a gloved hand. She gladly took it. He helped her to her feet, but when it should’ve been appropriate for him to drop her hand, he didn’t. Instead, he tugged her closer to him, his gaze dipping down to hers.

This was the moment, wasn’t it? They were alone, breathless, their bodies close. His hand gentle around hers, the leather of his glove cold and smooth. His other hand found its way to her lower back, a solid pressure brushing tentatively upward and tangling gently in her hair. Temmi tilted her chin, lifted her heels to go up on tiptoe. She hadn’t kissed anyone since Scot—hadn’t wanted to (Spie Expani didn’t count because Temmi didn’t actually want to kiss her; she’d just been confused, scared of going home, maybe a little desperate).

Their breaths mingled.

“I—” Nix lowered his head, hovering close to Temmi’s lips. He had a dimple on the left side of his mouth. An imperfection that made his aching beauty more genuine. “I really want to kiss you.”

So, fucking do it, Temmi thought. “Then kiss me,” she said.

Diplomacy for the win.

The gloved hand in her hair shifted around to graze her jaw. “I’ve never, well—I’ve never kissed anyone before.”

Temmi blinked. That was the last thing she’d expected to come out of his too-perfect mouth. Beyond the fact that he was a literal human sculpture and heir to the most powerful seat in seven solar systems, he was a twenty-six-year-old man. Virginity, she’d have understood. There were plenty of reasons why a person might abstain from sexual activity, from the religious to the personal. But kissing? How? Why? Surely, it wasn’t for lack of options. His sister was notorious for being caught kissing a new woman every week, so surely, it wasn’t forbidden him. Unless he’d never desired the physical? That was valid, though not something Temmi personally had experience with.

Seeming to track her sudden confusion, his touch left her jaw. He dropped her hand and stepped back, running black-clad fingers through his even-blacker hair. Behind him, the ancient telescope rose like a bird taking flight.

“You’re surprised.” He smiled wryly.

“A bit,” Temmi said carefully. She was starting to understand why Spie Expani had been willing to spend two million credits for her brother to date someone he could never purportedly marry. “Confused would be more accurate. Not that it’s a problem, I don’t mind inexperience; I just . . . well . . . Can I be frank?”

“Outside of my family, I can’t find any but you willing to be frank with me.”

“Then, why? Have you never been attracted to anyone? No trysts at university? No high-class prostitutes snuck into the palace when you were thirteen? No drunken mistakes? No one? Ever? Sorry, I’m probably being incredibly insensitive. It’s okay if you’ve never been interested in anyone romantically or sexually.”

Nix half-turned and placed a hand along the telescope. Black on silver. He dipped his head to the eyepiece. “Can you imagine that thousands of years ago, humans believed themselves to be alone in the universe? That they’d look through devices like this and dream up the strangest imaginings of what might be out there?”

“Your Highness.” Temmi crossed the platform, her boots pressing into the foam-like floor. She stopped in front of him, her shoulder level with the telescope’s finder scope. On X72, telescopes weren’t primitive. Technology in general was centuries behind. On X72, the rest of the universe was still as distant as it’d been for those early space travelers. Almost no one got off. Only the empire came and went. “Nix.” No response. “Nicky.”

He lifted his head.

“Why?” she pressed.

“You ever heard of the Midas touch? It’s an Old Terran myth.”

“You study a lot of Old Terran literature.”

“There’s something about ancient humanity, about how little has changed even when everything’s changed . . .” He lifted his hand from the telescope with a light caress. With his other hand, he slowly removed one black glove, careful to take his imperial ring off first. His naked hand and forearm were a few shades lighter than the skin of his face, as though the appendage never saw the sun. “In the myth, Midas is a king who is granted whatever he wishes. His wish is to have everything he touches turn to gold.” Nix stretched out his naked fingers. “For a while, his wealth increases, but soon his wish becomes a curse. Everyone he loves turns to gold. And he is left rich but alone.”

“Are you trying to tell me that if you kiss me, I’ll turn to gold?” Temmi cocked her head.

Nix closed his hand into a fist. “Can I tell you something that I absolutely shouldn’t? Something I need you to promise you’ll keep between us?”

Obviously, Temmi thought, but said, “Yes, of course.”

“I’m going to be the next emperor—it’s already decided. My mother hasn’t made anything official yet. I think she might still be holding out some small, delusional hope for Spie, but Spie will never want it, and I wouldn’t force it on her. And if I’m being truly honest with myself, as terrified as I am of the role, I want it. I believe I can make a real difference. But it means I can’t move through the universe invisibly. Everything I touch, everything I do . . . it all impacts the lives of trillions of people I’ll never meet. People who will live and die in my name. Sometimes, all the time, that knowledge paralyzes me. Anxiety, you could call it, I suppose. I—I can’t imagine being with someone for the sake of physical pleasure alone. I need more—need someone I can be myself with. But being myself around others is . . . well, it’s hard. I wish every day I’d been born like Spie, able to move through the universe worry-free, with little apparent consequence. I envy her, you know. We came from the same womb, and yet—only I ended up cursed.” He slipped the glove and ring back on.

“You’re not cursed.” Temmi stepped closer to him. “Anxious, I’ll buy. But cursed? You’re the only one telling yourself you can’t have what you desire. Maybe you think denying yourself is noble, but I think it’s stupid. You’re an Expani. On my planet, I couldn’t scrape together enough credits for a good dust high, let alone a single term at university. I went to jail because I had the gall to steal surplus items from my boss’s inventory and start up my own little side business. We were drowning in medical debt—the hospital started refusing my mother her treatments. But after my arrest, no one would hire me. My family ended up on the fucking streets because of me. You think I wanted to be a trash collector? You think anyone gave a single shit? In two years, my mom aged entire decades.

“Meanwhile, you bask on a planet with more clean air and fresh water than the whole of my solar system, with the entire universe at your command, and you act tortured? Fuck that, Nicky. There’s no personal moral quandary. The entire empire is already a moral quandary. So, if you want something, then fucking take it. I’m here. I’m willing. Stop worrying and fucking kiss me already. Your fucking Highness.”

The space between them vanished in a single stride of his long legs. His gloved hands snaked around her neck, bunched in her hair, tilted her head up. She was shoved back against the telescope. His mouth found hers before she could so much as take a breath. There was nothing tentative about the press of his lips to hers. They were surprisingly chapped, a little rough. He kissed like a man starved. Hungry, wet, more than a little desperate. Temmi tried to match his tempo, tried to sink into the moment, but she couldn’t quite separate from her assessing mind, couldn’t let go, couldn’t enjoy it. She moved her lips automatically, like following the steps of a dance. But there was little accompanying emotion. Just an exchange of saliva. Royal though it was.

Doesn’t matter, she told herself. Wouldn’t she kiss just about anyone to keep Ollie and her mother safe? Wouldn’t she do a lot more than just kiss?

It wasn’t bad. For his lack of experience, Nix had natural technique. A little sloppy, sure, but Temmi was no expert kisser herself. It just wasn’t . . . well it was like kissing a friend. It wasn’t anything more than a kiss.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

When Nix pulled back, he was breathless, his cheeks flushed. Gorgeous, Temmi thought, moved by the abstract beauty of him but not the reality. His pupils were dilated, an expression like shock on his face. That expression quickly somersaulted into horror. His hands in her hair went suddenly slack and he stumbled backward.

“I didn’t mean to— I shouldn’t have— I’m so sorry, Temmi. I can’t believe I— I have to go.” He threw himself at the ladder, jumping the full ten feet to the tower’s floor. The thud of him landing shook the platform. And then he was running, a full-on sprint, without looking back.

Temmi may not have been blown away by the kiss either, but damn, was that a demoralizing reaction.

Not two minutes after Nix fled, Justine appeared with a camera crew. Before Temmi could also flee, her producer grilled her about what had transpired between her and Nix. She gave non-answers. We looked through the telescope. He told me about his childhood. I told him about mine. Not once did she say the beloved Prince of Expan had kissed her and then run away like Temmi had held an LZ blaster to his head.

Blessing Stone would’ve been proud.

Justine frowned. “Let’s go back a bit, yeah? How did you manage to whisk His Highness away to be alone? I heard you stole him from Kya Ep-Kmin. He must like you very much. It’s only night one and you’ve already had a secret tryst. How do you think the others will feel about that? How do you think Cailin Frederik will feel?”

“Cailin?” Temmi said. “I don’t give a fuck how Cailin Frederik feels.”

“And everyone else?” Justine prompted.

“I wasn’t aware I’d flown through six jumpgates to worry about how some other girls feel.”

Justine popped a piece of chewing gum. “I think we got enough here. The night’s coming to a close. Want me to walk you to your room?”

Temmi nodded but didn’t leave before tapping her CB. She drafted a message and, this time, didn’t delete it.

What the fuck is wrong with your brother?

• • •

The room Temmi was meant to share with Arbora was lavish and comfortable. There were two large beds with matching sea-green duvets and three plush pillows apiece, two walk-in closets, and two nightstands made of some kind of dark wood. Temmi’s trunks had been piled atop the far bed, so she made her way there. A salty, damp breeze slipped through a window left slightly ajar. Gooseprickles erupted along her bare arms. Kneeling on her bed, she latched the window shut, then sat, staring at the closed door, and breathed. Arbora had yet to return to their room; this might be Temmi’s only moment alone.

Though, of course, she had to pee. With a groan, she shed her boots and ruined dress, placed Spie’s three hairpins atop her nightstand, and went rummaging in her trunks for a pair of sweats and a baggy tee shirt. She retrieved her orrist basalt necklace from her boot and placed it around her neck, tucking it beneath her shirt. Once comfortable, she slunk from her room, in search of the promised washroom across the hall.

The corridor was empty except for a figure near the far stairs. Based on their backward cap and cargo shorts, it had to be Justine. She was hissing something either into her CB or at a comm device in her ear. But she was too far away for Temmi to catch the words being said—that, or the language wasn’t Expanese . . . Temmi couldn’t tell. Was too tired to care.

Finding the washroom, Temmi shoved inside. There were separate stalls for sanitizing, showering, and relieving oneself. With a yawn, she pulled open an aluminum-sheeted toilet stall door. Only to freeze.

The stall was already occupied.

Kya Ep-Kmin, the Pikliminian contestant, sat on the toilet, body slumped sideways against the stall’s left partition, dress hiked to her thighs, one leg jutting awkwardly outward. She could’ve been sleeping, if not for the crimson blood oozing from her open, sightless, eyes. More blood rimmed her nostrils, and a single viscous line of red dribbled between her parted lips.

Temmi stared, mind refusing to compute. The stall door swung back to smack her in the arm. Morbidly, she stepped forward and, in a horrified but automated movement, laid two fingers against the woman’s exposed throat. Waited. Adjusted. Waited some more.

No pulse.
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Speaking of Power Dynamics

Remember when we came here at the end of Gillian’s season?” Arbora’s back was to Spie, her words almost drowned in a gust of coastal wind.

Spie’s private balcony overlooked the beach. The hour was that quiet mingling of really late with too early, the blurred joining of night and morning.

“Gillian? The Fleet colonel? Didn’t she choose that balding man from Trillion?” Spie threw her bare feet atop the deck chair opposite her and leaned back, relishing the careless way the wind tangled her hair. She observed Arbora through half-lidded eyes. “We had to have been what? Fourteen?”

“Mm-hm.” Arbora flipped around so her back was to the railing. Her eyes were black pools in the near-darkness. “You dared me to sneak out of Gillian’s choosing ceremony and jump in the ocean. My father was livid.”

“Your father was always livid. He never liked me. I don’t imagine he’s supportive of you being here?”

“He’d prefer I spent my efforts wooing your brother.”

Spie snorted. “Your father always was a dense man.”

“Careful, Your Highness.”

“Don’t Your Highness me, Arbora. We’re beyond that.”

“Are we? It’s been eight years. I don’t know what we are.”

Spie sat up, tucking strands of windblown hair behind her ears. She settled her feet on the deck’s chilly surface. “All right. Let’s do this. There are no cameras here, our mics are off, no one’s listening in my ear. Why’d you sign up for the show? And if you tell me it’s because you’re dying to marry me, then I call bullshit. Give me the truth—no more lies about reclaiming our childhood love.”

Arbora lifted her gaze to the starlit sky, to the vision of the Moons’ brilliant silver glows, three crescents standing sentinel over Expan. “And if it isn’t a lie?”

Spie narrowed her gaze. “I won’t believe you.”

Her ex-girlfriend pushed away from the balcony’s railing. As she crossed the deck, her hips swayed. She settled herself on the end of the chair previously occupied by Spie’s feet. “Does it matter why I came here? If I love you? Hate you? If I was simply curious? You’re you. And I’ve always been powerless when it comes to you. You want me to kiss you? I kiss you. Sleep with you? I sleep with you. Marry you? Die for you? You are Expan. My motivations and desires have always been and will always be irrelevant. It was your season, so, I’m here.”

Spie stared at Arbora. The moonlight cast her in an ethereal glow. “That’s not fair. I never once forced you to be with me.”

“Oh, forgive me, that’s not what I meant.” Arbora leaned forward. “I know you wouldn’t force anyone. But that isn’t within your control. You can’t change who you are any more than the sun can stop shining. It’s your position that renders choice irrelevant. I’m speaking of power dynamics. You’re right, though. I’ve been lying to the cameras. I don’t want to reclaim our childhood love. We were toxic. Or do you remember those years differently? You used me to rebel against your mother, to feel better anytime you got anxious or sad or angry, which was a lot—you’d bridge me, and we’d get high or fall into bed together or sneak out someplace we weren’t supposed to be.” She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. “And I’d do whatever you wanted because, again, you’re you. I loved you the way one loves an idol. My entire world revolved around you bridging me. I didn’t exist without you. Whenever we weren’t together, I felt like shit.”

Arbora opened her eyes. She fiddled with a sleek silver ring on her right forefinger. It boasted a black moon rock. Spie didn’t recognize the jewelry; Arbora hadn’t worn it when they’d been together. Was it a token from a more-recent lover?

“Did you know I would hurt myself?” Arbora asked, but her tone made it clear the question was rhetorical. “Laser burns from my father’s pocket LZ.” She lifted her right foot and rested it on her lap, then slowly removed her high-heeled shoe.

The lighting wasn’t great, but Spie would’ve had to be blind to miss the ugly mess of scarring that marred Arbora’s sole. Thick ridges of long-healed white lines transformed her foot into a valley of ridged canyons.

Spie’s stomach turned. She wanted nothing more than to tear her gaze away, but she couldn’t stop staring. “You were— You did— Why?”

Arbora flexed her foot. “It’d be unfair to blame it all on you. At the time, I didn’t know why. But whenever you’d leave after we slept together or when I wouldn’t hear from you for a day or two or more, or if we got into a fight, I’d burn myself. I hated it, but I couldn’t stop. The bottoms of my feet were the only place I knew you wouldn’t see. I could wrap them in bandages and socks. Walking was painful, but I eventually got used to stepping on the outsides of my feet.”

“Arbora—”

“Oh, I don’t need your apologies or your pity. A year after your mother banished me back to Irma, Alanna caught me doing it and got me help. She’s a good sister—she’ll be an excellent prime minister. My father’s retiring this year, if you didn’t know. Alanna’s been cozying up to his constituents; she should have the votes.” She slipped her foot back in her heel and settled it on the deck. “While I was learning better ways to cope, I realized our relationship had been unhealthy. It was never love. For it to have been love, you’d have to have seen me, not used me. But it’s not all your fault. I can’t blame you for being what you are. Empires take. They’re inherently selfish and entitled. And I was at fault too. I should’ve realized that love isn’t worship. That to have loved you in truth would’ve been to diminish you from a princess to a person. And I never did that. What we had was co-constructed, by both of us certainly, but also by our society and our roles. Neither of which we chose.”

Spie thought back to her teenage years. Recalled a hazy memory of Arbora lying in bed, surrounded by pink throw pillows, naked except for her socks. Had she really not seen how Arbora was hurting? Had she really been that oblivious? That selfish?

Spie folded her arms over her chest. A breeze whipped through the balcony, cooling the flush of her cheeks. “Okay, so our relationship was unhealthy. I don’t disagree. I was an awful teenager. What’s your point?”

“I’m not saying you were awful.” Arbora fiddled with her ring again. “You weren’t. Self-absorbed, maybe, but who am I to judge? I was never under the pressures you were under. Your mother wanted you to be emperor. I watched you ruin your image until she gave up on you and set her sights on Nicky. Is he still who she’s going to choose? That’d be my assumption, especially based on Cailin’s ‘I’m here for Nix’ declaration, but I’ve been outside the inner circle awhile.”

Spie clenched her jaw. She didn’t like how casually Arbora mentioned the crux of her mother’s disappointment. The failing at the core of Spie’s being. The way Arbora could see, even now, years later, that Spie wasn’t good enough to be emperor.

Arbora folded her hands together. “I’m bringing this up because we need to be realistic about our past if we want any chance for a future. I want to turn a new page. Start over. If we do this, if we date, if we eventually marry—then let’s be clear about what that means. About the constraints on whatever intimacy we can glean from the arrangement.”

“You really grew into a romantic, didn’t you?” Spie rose. Another breeze whipped her hair into her face; she wrestled the tangled locks back. “You’ve said your piece. It’s late; we’ll have to be back on set before long. We should both sleep. I trust you can see yourself out?”

Arbora stood. She moved to the glass doors but paused before going inside. “I know my coming here has probably thrown you a curveball of sorts. I spent every day leading up to the official announcement expecting to be informed that I’d been pulled, that someone else would be taking my spot. But you didn’t have me pulled. At first, I wondered why. You never loved me.” (Wrong, Spie thought.) “But I get it now. You were never going to marry for love. You need a good political alliance, preferably with someone you don’t despise. We may not have known real love, but we did have fun together. In the absence of love, you’ll settle for fun, because it’s the most-real thing you can hope to attain.”

Arbora slid open the glass doors and vanished inside. Spie padded to the balcony railing where the coastal breeze burned her face, the smell of brine in her nostrils, the sound of the waves like crashing cymbals.

She felt unmoored, off-kilter. She’d done a lot of mildly stupid things in her life. But her relationship with Arbora (until the way it ended) hadn’t been one of them. Or so Spie had always thought. Their relationship had been real to her. The only real thing she’d ever had, outside of Nicky. Now here Arbora was, years later, shattering Spie’s image of who they’d been—who she’d been. Had she really used Arbora? The thought made her want to vomit. Turned her gut into a mass of festering maggots.

In the absence of love, you’ll settle for fun, because it’s the most-real thing you can hope to attain.

Was that true? Was Spie even capable of love?

You are Expan.

I’m not, she wanted to say, wanted to scream. At Arbora, at her mother, at the thrashing sea, the incomprehensible universe. Instead, she closed her eyes, felt the sting of tears, let the wind wipe them away.

She didn’t know who she was.

I have all the power in the universe, she thought. And what have I used it for? How many other people have I hurt?

And the biggest question of all: What if Spie really was the person Arbora remembered her to be? Selfish, uncaring, incapable of real love. Blind to the way her actions impacted the people around her.

Empires take.

Spie rested her forehead against the cold balcony, suddenly exhausted. Limp, like something vital had been sapped from her marrow. She stayed there awhile, letting the wind assault her skin, reduce her hair to tangles, as though the answers to her questions were out there, somehow, beyond the swell of the sea and the glow of the moons. Maybe, if she stayed out there long enough, she’d find them. Really, she was just avoiding going inside. Having to face herself, having to be Spielin Expani again, don the skin of a person she didn’t want to be but didn’t know how not to be.

Eventually, however, the cold grew too uncomfortable, her legs numb, her eyelids heavy. She turned back to the manor, pulled by the gravity of inevitability. Before climbing into bed, she glanced briefly at her CB. There were thirty-something messages from various court officials and sycophants congratulating her on the start of Love Galaxy, along with several reminders from Marta, her mother’s chief of staff, on how to appropriately comport herself. Nothing from her mother herself, naturally. Gracelin couldn’t be bothered.

Only one message caught Spie’s interest. She tapped the icon she’d labeled Trash Girl.

What the fuck is wrong with your brother?

Spie’s exhaustion fled like surf from shore.

“Nicky!” she called, knowing he couldn’t hear her. Their walls were excellently soundproofed.

What did her fool of a brother do to Artemis? Spie recalled the point in the evening when the trash collector had disappeared with him. Spie had been busy getting to know the feel of Iasha’s lips (which were very soft and also very shy) and had ignored a ridiculous tug of jealousy at the thought of Nicky whisking Trash Girl away somewhere to be alone. Spie had no right to feel jealousy. But if Nicky had mistreated the girl? Spie would personally castrate him.

She banged on the inside of the closet door conjoining their rooms. “Nicky, open up! I’m coming in. So, if you’re naked, then put on some clothes!”

When he didn’t respond, Spie waited a full gracious minute before barging into his room. He’d left his side of the closet unlocked.

His lights were off. Silver moonlight trailed in from his closed balcony doors, illuminating his empty bed.

A wheezing sound came from his private bathing chamber. The door hung ajar. Spie eased it open, revealing her brother’s silhouette. He was sitting on the tiled floor in the pitch dark, his long legs drawn to his chest, his arms wrapped around them, his face pressed against his knees.

“Nicky?” Spie lowered herself to a crouch and touched his shoulder. “Whoa, hey, you all right?”

He lifted his face and, even in the darkness, Spie could make out tear tracks marring his cheeks. “I—” his breathing hitched. He started hyperventilating, his eyes wide and afraid, as fathomless as deep space.

She’d always known her brother to be an anxious person, but in all their years growing up together, he’d so rarely let her witness the extent of what that meant for him. Had so rarely let her in. She wasn’t supposed to be there, wasn’t supposed to be seeing him like this. But he needed her.

“It’s okay. You’re okay.” Spie held his gaze with hers, squeezed his upper arms. “Breathe. From the diaphragm, long and slow. Good, good, just like that.”

Nicky inhaled deeply. “Sor—sorry. You should be sleeping.”

“You should be sleeping.” Spie eased her grip on her brother’s arms and rocked back on her heels. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit.”

“The pressure’s just getting to me. A small panic attack. I’m fine. You can go.”

Spie thought back to Artemis’s message. Something had clearly happened between the trash collector and Nicky. But to bring it up with him would mean admitting that Spie was in regular contact with the girl he liked. And that felt— Well, it wasn’t wrong, was it? No, she wasn’t doing anything wrong. She needed to be in contact with Artemis. So, why did the idea of him finding out make the back of her throat taste like ash?

Because I’m not used to keeping secrets from him; that’s all. Keeping secrets felt wrong. But this particular secret was for his benefit—she’d brought Trash Girl onto Love Galaxy for him. It was a kindness. So, she swallowed the taste of ash, ignoring the way it settled heavy in her stomach. What was harder to ignore, however, was the sudden voice in her head, a voice that sounded exactly like Arbora, saying, I can’t blame you for being what you are . . . selfish and entitled.

Spie couldn’t shake the ashen feeling that said Arbora was right.

“I can sleep on the floor in your room,” Spie said. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

Nicky leaned his head back against the tiled wall, wiped his eyes. “I’m okay. I promise.”

“I don’t believe you. But if you want to be alone, I get it. I’m just through the closet. Wake me if you need anything. Anything, all right?”

He nodded ever so slightly. Feeling even worse than she had before entering Nicky’s room, Spie returned to her bedroom, fell atop her covers, and struggled to fall asleep.
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A Lot More Than a Dating Show

Eternally long minutes after Temmi bridged Kalvin in a panic—he was the first person she’d thought of to alert—heavily armed guards tore into the washroom. They spread out, barking commands, one of them grabbing Temmi by the arm and bodily escorting her into the corridor, commanding her to go to her room. She did no such thing. A woman was dead. Temmi needed answers.

Down the length of the hall, doors opened, pairs of contestants peeking sleepy faces out of their rooms. Cailin Frederik of New Terra with Jasmine Gross of Old Terra. Iasha of the Hirain System with Qurain Qu of Luna. Milea Har Kwan of Hittia with Niyamin Eyeara of Sommal. Damaya Aleinse of Cartonia with Waiting Willow of Gaoe-Tres. Rosaria Yune, skin splotchy and face clean of cosmetics with Petra Corran, mouth downturned in a severe frown.

“Hey, X72! What’s going on?” Rosaria hissed as another trio of guards sprinted down the hall. Two invaded the washroom while the last planted themself outside the door.

“Contestants to your rooms!” the guard shouted, voice booming. “Doors closed!”

Cailin stepped fully into the corridor, barefoot and wearing emerald-colored silk pajamas. “What’s the commotion about? Has there been an attack?”

“Not an attack, no, or we’d already have evacuated you, Your Highness.” Kalvin’s voice, solid and reassuring, echoed down the hall.

Temmi turned to see him striding briskly toward the washroom.

“Do tell us what is happening, then, Mr. Kar-Beidell,” Cailin commanded. “As a show of good faith, I relinquished my own private security detail and ability to communicate with said detail upon entering the manor. If my safety is in jeopardy, I need to alert my father immediately.”

“No one’s safety is in jeopardy,” Kalvin said calmly. He slowed to a halt beside Temmi. “Another contestant has taken ill from an unexpected incompatibility with Expan’s atmosphere. We’re in the process of preparing her for transport to the nearest hospital. Some fluids and rest, and she’ll be back by breakfast. To protect her privacy, I need all of you to return to your rooms immediately.”

Taken ill? Temmi’s mind flashed to the image of Kya Ep-Kmin’s bloody eyes. Her stomach lurched, and she tasted bile. Kya wasn’t ill; she was dead. Temmi knew dead, was no stranger to the vacant expression of a corpse. The Graveyard had been rotten with the stench of death, the hacking sounds of failing lungs; she’d learned intimately the agonized way a body breathed in its final moments.

Could atmospheric incompatibility cause bleeding from one’s eyes? Temmi didn’t know. Had never studied such things. But she did know one thing that caused eyes to bleed. Subconjunctival hemorrhage from vascular issues associated with sudden orrist basalt exposure. A technical way of saying burst blood vessels in the eyes. Harmless, unless associated with more severe vascular symptoms. A common ailment on X72 for anyone who worked the orrist mines or in the refineries.

The stone around Temmi’s neck burned hot.

But she’d had the necklace in her boot all night; there was no way someone could’ve stolen it and managed to return it without her noticing. She’d been drinking but not that much. Right?

She was being ridiculous. Of course no one had stolen her necklace. No one even knew she had it on her. And the chances that someone else at the manor was wielding one of the single most protected and sought-after resources in the empire? Less than zero. Kya couldn’t have died from orrist basalt poisoning. Surely, lots of things could burst blood vessels in the eyes.

Was Kya’s death foul play? Temmi stared at the row of contestant bedrooms, doors shutting one after the other, the women mollified by Kalvin’s explanation. The Diplomacy Manor, occupied as it was by the empire’s twin heirs, was likely one of the most secure structures in the entire galaxy. Multiple squadrons of guards, with weapons capable of incinerating a human with a single shot, stealthily stalked the grounds, in addition to whatever other security measures existed in secret. It’d be nearly impossible to sneak in and out. Unless you were already in. Temmi sensed a sudden prickling on the back of her neck and turned abruptly to stare down the length of the softly lit corridor.

Arbora VinVanxin sauntered slowly in her direction.

“Ambassador Ialan, walk with me a moment?” Kalvin said. He gestured down the hall.

Temmi tore her gaze from Arbora. Kalvin immediately took off; Temmi hurried to match his quick pace. “Kalvin, I know what I saw.” She tried to keep her voice low. “Kya isn’t fine—she had no pulse.”

Kalvin glanced sidelong at Temmi. Red ribbons of exhaustion turned the whites of his eyes pink. “I’m sure that’s what you think you saw. But it’s been a long night, Ambassador. And you’re under a lot of pressure. Not only going through culture shock but the stress of being on live holovision. Add to that certain exhaustion and alcohol consumption, and, well . . . I don’t mean to downplay your account of Ambassador Ep-Kmin’s health, but I can assure you that she’s already recovering under the first-aid administration of Captain Glossen’s prime combat medic.” He led her into a hidden recess behind an elevator lift. “Right now, I’m more concerned for your well-being.”

“My well-being?” Temmi gaped at Kalvin. Taking strength from the orrist basalt warming her chest, she hissed in disbelief, “I stood in that toilet stall with her body for at least five minutes before the guards showed up. And who knows how long she’d been there before I found her? I know a dead body when I fucking see one. So, don’t gaslight me. Want to prove me wrong? Then take me to her. Let me see her breathing.”

A line in Kalvin’s jaw tensed. “I think it’s time you retire to your room and rest, Ambassador Ialan.”

“Of course you’d say that. How the hell did she die? Atmospheric incompatibility? If that was the case, why didn’t she succumb when she first touched down on the planet? You’re lying.” She lowered her voice to a faint hiss. “Someone killed her, didn’t they?”

Kalvin tapped his CB, powering it off, then nodded at Temmi to do the same. She did so immediately, her heartbeat flooding her throat. There’d be no sleeping tonight.

Kalvin’s voice dropped so quiet, Temmi had to step close and strain to hear his words. “I’m going to need you to trust me, Artemis.” It was the first time he’d ever used her given name. Chills swept down her spine. “I intend to find out exactly what is going on—exactly what, or who, has killed Miss Ep-Kmin—but to do that, I need you to stay quiet. Not a word to anyone, not a single hint in your CB messages. If you want to talk about this, we have to meet in person and discreetly. Not just so I can covertly conduct my investigation but for your own safety. The empire won’t hesitate to silence you to rescue whatever image they need to rescue. Do you understand? Tell me you understand.” He looked so genuine, so . . . frightened.

“But this is a dating show,” Temmi whispered pathetically. “People aren’t murdered on dating shows.”

“This has always been a lot more than a dating show.”

Temmi swallowed down an unbidden rise of stomach acid. Dread coiled its way around her chest. Should she trust Kalvin? What other choice did she have?

Somehow, the next few minutes saw her safely to her room.

“You look unwell,” Arbora announced from her bed, in the process of removing her heels.

Temmi made a beeline for her own bed. A part of her wanted to vomit the truth of everything that had just happened at Arbora’s feet. But Kalvin’s warning blared in her mind.

How well did she trust the Moons’ contestant?

The answer was not at all.

After slipping her heels beneath her bed, Arbora sat back and began massaging the bottoms of her feet. “Don’t be shy now. I thought we’d agreed to an alliance of sorts.”

“Where have you been all night?” Temmi shoved her suitcases off her bed and grabbed the single most important item she’d packed—a pair of earplugs.

If anyone had been acting suspicious since arriving, it was Arbora. That whole business with the unrestricted CB?

“I was in Her Highness’s room.”

“Oh.” A sinking sensation slid through Temmi’s gut. Of course Arbora had been with Spie. Temmi’s unwelcome jealousy aside, the alibi made Arbora an unlikely culprit for Kya’s murder. “Anyways, I’m fine. Just a long fucking night.”

She dove beneath her covers and slipped her earplugs in. Her heartbeat reverberated loudly in her temples.

Who else could have killed the Pikliminian ambassador?

Justine had been down the corridor from the washroom. But, if proximity was a factor, then just about every contestant was suspect—all of their rooms were situated down the corridor from the washroom. Maybe the better question was motivation. How did murdering Kya Ep-Kmin benefit anyone? Had someone seen her as a threat to winning the show?

Temmi hadn’t the slightest idea, but she intended to find out.

Beneath her covers, she turned on her CB’s flashlight. Soft blue light illuminated her hands. Carefully, and quietly, she slipped her necklace off, then used the flashlight to examine the orrist basalt’s protective sheath. If someone had managed to steal her necklace, had used it to kill Kya, then they would’ve had to remove it from the sheath. But she saw no cracks, no obvious place where the orrist basalt had been slipped free.

Up to this point, she’d been terrified of humiliating herself on Love Galaxy. Had abhorred the idea of what people might think of her, had worried about what would become of her reputation, had been scared she wouldn’t earn the money her family needed. But this was the first time she’d feared for her life.

That night, bloody eyes haunted her dreams.



Temmi woke to blinding sunlight and a pounding headache. A heavy coil of dread pressed on her chest, making it hard to breathe and impossible to sit up. She stared at the ceiling through squinted eyes, bunching her blanket inside her fists.

She’d survived her first day and night on Expan Proper. But would she survive another?

Her CB vibrated. Words visible to only her eyes populated in the air.

Spie: In all fairness, there are probably a lot of things wrong with my brother, but he’s my brother, so I won’t be acknowledging any of them.

A second message followed.

Spie: Why? What’d he do?

Temmi sat bolt upright. In all the turbulence of Kya’s murder, she’d completely forgotten about her kiss with Nix. She hovered her fingers above her CB, her instinct urging her to ask the princess about last night. But Kalvin’s words burned in her mind as hot as the necklace beneath her shirt: not a word to anyone.

She drafted a response. Sent it.

Temmi: Nothing. I was drunk. Forget it.

Through her window, Temmi could make out two pairs of armed guards stationed at different points, the first to the right of a massive bubbling fountain and the second camouflaged at the opening of a forest path. Had they increased the guard since last night? Or was Temmi more inclined now to notice their presence?

As she slipped out of bed, her CB vibrated again.

Spie: What? No witty comeback? Now I know something’s wrong. I don’t remember you being drunk last night. Where are you, anyway?

Three other messages, all unread, flashed at her. The first was from Kalvin over an hour ago.

Kalvin: I hope you were able to rest. Remember I’m here if you need anything.

The second was from Manny.

Manny: Morning babe. Hair and makeup in the great room. Otherwise, you’re on your own.

The third was from Justine.

Justine: Congrats on surviving night one! Team Justine is gonna go all the way. Today’s call time is eleven. Group filming over breakfast in the ballroom. Don’t be late. Hair and makeup in the great room beforehand.

Temmi glanced at the time. Four minutes to eleven. Great. She was definitely showing up late. Across the bedroom, Arbora’s bed was unoccupied, her covers neatly made up, her belongings unpacked and stowed. In contrast, Temmi’s side of the room was a mess of haphazardly fallen suitcases, her bed a disaster of sheets and blankets. She bent to tear through her nearest suitcase—making an even-bigger mess—and fished out one of the jumpsuits Spie had given her. As she was standing back up to change, a soft knock on her door made her jump. She fully tripped over her suitcase in her rush to answer it.

Nix paced anxiously in the corridor.

“Your Highness.” Temmi blinked in surprise. “I didn’t expect—”

“You’re okay.” His thick hair was disheveled and a layer of makeup had been applied to minimize the dark bags beneath his eyes. “I was so worried.”

“Why? I’m fine.” A complete lie. Did Nicky know about Kya’s murder? Was that why he’d been worried? Temmi smoothed a hand over her baggy grey tee shirt, feeling suddenly self-conscious. Her hair was a matted mess and she’d forgotten to remove her makeup from the night before. “Are you okay?”

Nix braced one hand on the door’s upper wooden paneling and leaned close. “Can we maybe—” He jerked his chin at Temmi’s room.

“Oh, yeah, of course.” She opened the door wide.

He stepped through, running his gloved hands through his hair and pacing to the room’s center. Temmi closed the door but remained standing beside it. Nerves swam in her belly. Nothing felt safe anymore. Nothing and no one.

“Um, so.” He pulled at the fingers of his right glove, sliding it off then tugging it back on and repeating the action. “I’m sorry I freaked out last night. Had a bit of an, um, well. Sometimes, I just get so nervous, I feel like my nerves hijack my brain, you know? But I wanted you to know the kiss was really nice. I was up all night thinking about you. You must hate me or think me really odd.”

“It was a fucking weird reaction. Er, sorry.” Temmi wrung her hands. Took two steps toward him. Their kiss might not have been a magical rewiring of her brain, but it’d been nice enough, and he was achingly beautiful, standing there looking all apologetic and tortured. And anyway, he was still her best shot at getting out of there with loads of cash.

If she got out at all.

An image of Kya sprawled across the toilet flashed through her mind. Fuck, it was suddenly hard to breathe.

“You’re honestly feeling okay after last night?” From across the room, his gaze roved over her face.

“Other than a minor hangover?” Could he tell she was trembling? “I’m fine.” She wasn’t fine. “What about, um, Ambassador Ep-Kmin?” The words were out before she could stop them. Kalvin had told her not to tell anyone, but he hadn’t said she couldn’t ask careful questions. “I heard she wasn’t feeling well last night.”

“Kya?” Nix frowned. “I’m not entirely sure, to be honest. Kalvin sent Spie and me a message about her having a bad reaction to the atmosphere. She was transported to the nearest hospital. We decided to send her home last night. No need for her to stay and suffer, although I doubt she was super pleased about the decision. But safety first, always.”

He doesn’t know, Temmi thought. Kalvin didn’t tell him. That or Nix was the best liar on the planet. Could he be a part of the cover-up? Unlikely with how anxious he got over something as simple as a kiss.

Temmi’s head pounded. Her CB vibrated. She looked down. Three new messages.

Justine: You’re late. Blessing Stone is gonna wring my neck if you’re not down here ASAP.

Justine: Never mind. I’m on my way to drag you out of bed myself.

Kalvin: Where are you? Do I need to send someone to check on you?

It was like having two producers.

Nix glanced at his own CB. “And that’s Kalvin.” He laughed softly. “When I didn’t see you at breakfast, I left. Didn’t tell anyone where I was going. Blessing Stone is less than pleased. I’m gonna hurry back now—let you get dressed.” There was a moment of hesitation, and then he leaned forward to plant a kiss on the top of her head. “I’ll see you in there.”
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Feelings Are the Single Most Inconvenient Disease a Person Can Catch

Next to Spie, Nix settled back into his seat.

She leaned over and whispered, “Are you trying to give Blessing Stone a heart attack?”

He flashed her a rare, dopey grin. “Just wanted to check on Temmi. She’s good. We’re good.”

Oh, so, that’s where he went. She wasn’t sure why his comment made her pulse hit a sudden standstill. Why the notion of him visiting Artemis alone, off-set, should make her feel immediately sour. She had no right to feel anything. Trash Girl was, effectively, doing exactly what Spie was paying her to do: make Nicky happy.

Spie should, therefore, be happy too. Prove to herself she could be more than the person Arbora believed her to be.

Not a moment later, the X-er in question came tumbling through the ballroom’s propped doors chased by her producer, a knobby-kneed nonbinary Moonite, based on their triple eyebrow rings. A camera drone hovered close to Temmi’s face, capturing her harried entrance.

Spie stifled an instinctive laugh; Trash Girl looked like she’d just rolled out of bed, her hair in a messy bun, her eyes smudged with last night’s mascara, the top buttons of her mildly wrinkled romper done up in the wrong holes, the laces of her boots untied. She was objectively adorable. Spie felt something warm sizzle in her chest. Something she really needed to not feel.

It’s just pent-up lust, Spie told herself. The allure of the forbidden. She hadn’t been with anyone in over a month (her encounter with the ship doctor didn’t count as that had been frustratingly cut short) and Trash Girl simply appealed to her basest desires. And base desires could be ignored. Or sated with a substitute.

“Finally!” Blessing Stone harrumphed when Trash Girl slunk sheepishly to the breakfast table. “Twenty minutes late is unacceptable—our filming schedule is unforgiving; we cannot afford to waste time. Justine, I am holding you personally accountable for this negligence.”

“Understood,” said Trash Girl’s producer. They were in the process of redoing the buttons on their charge’s romper, then dropping into a crouch to tie her laces.

Trash Girl, for her part, boasted flaming red cheeks, clearly embarrassed. When her producer released her, she squeezed into the spare seat at the end of the table opposite Spie and Nicky, between the two Belt contestants. What were their names? The attractive ex-military one was Petra. An excellent dancer despite her limp, but somewhat lacking as a conversationalist (not that Spie imagined conversation playing a key role in the things they could get up to together). And the pretty blonde was . . . Rose-something? She was one of Nicky’s.

“Now, down to business.” Blessing Stone stepped on top of a low stepstool. Her voice sounded raw, like she’d spent the last twenty-four hours shouting. Which she probably had. Considering the rushed production schedule, she probably hadn’t slept, either. “We’re jumping right into filming. First up, the reveal of who the heirs chose to send home last night. If you’ll all direct your attention to the ceiling. Three, two, one . . . we’re rolling. Camera one, on the heirs, camera seven on Miss Frederik. Mr. Grey, your monologue, please.”

Spie didn’t need to glance Cailin’s way to know a vein was popping in her forehead at being called “miss.” A genuine delight, that. At an instruction from Kalvin in her ear, she turned her gaze briefly ceiling-ward just as Graham Grey launched into a speech about the interconnectedness of humanity, how the empire’s unity had kept their race strong for centuries.

A holographic display transformed the ceiling into an impressive vision of space. It was a star-filled model of the empire’s seven solar systems, with Expan Proper in the center (a bit of propaganda, as the Expanese System was not, in fact, in the center of the empire). All twenty-four of the contestant’s home territories were highlighted, each in their respective corner of the universe. A dynamic image of each contestant was superimposed over their territory’s likeness. Spie’s gaze immediately landed on X72, way out in the fringes. On Trash Girl’s unsmiling face.

While they were watching, the image of Pikliminia Station, complete with the dainty, dark-haired likeness of Kya Ep-Kmin, dimmed. The image itself remained visible but without any brilliance.

“And then there were twenty-three!” said Graham Grey animatedly.

Spie hadn’t been particularly invested in the decision to send Kya home. Kal had said the poor girl was suffering some kind of health complication, so it just made sense.

Blessing Stone barked commands at the camera operators, trying to get them to pick up on all the remaining contestant’s reactions.

“Poor thing,” one girl was saying. Spie refocused on the table. The speaker was Jasmine Gross, the contestant from Old Terra. Her family owned a weapons-manufacturing conglomerate. And someone in her family was in the Galactic Senate—a sibling, or maybe her mother? “I hope she feels better soon.”

There was a chorus of agreement.

At a prompting from Kal in her ear, Spie said, repeating after him, “I didn’t have the pleasure of knowing Ambassador Ep-Kmin well. She seemed like a lovely and accomplished young woman; however, my brother and I must follow our hearts, and right now, our hearts are leading us in other directions.”

Nicky chimed in, saying, “We wish nothing but the best for our patriotic Pikliminian neighbors.”

“And cut!” Blessing Stone called. “Okay, good. That was good. Next, we’re introducing individual dates. We’ll do two today—one per star. Tomorrow and the day after, we’ll be filming group dates. The second elimination will come the morning after the second group date. Anyone not on a date will remain here, socializing. Because a huge part of diplomacy is relations between nations, a camera crew will remain behind to capture your growing friendships. There will be scheduled activities and participation is required.” Blessing Stone snapped her fingers, and a PA dropped a bottle of water into her palm. She took a hefty swig. “We’ll begin with Her Highness. Just a quick clip of you standing and announcing your first date selection, then His Highness, then some breakfast shots as everyone chats.”

Spie set down the fork she’d been holding and, as she rose, flashed the camera a smile. She tossed her hair and made a show of looking around the table.

Standing off to the side, Graham Grey said, “Who caught your eye last night, Your Highness? Who do you yearn to know better?”

Spie said, “This year’s contestants are impressive, talented, and beautiful. How am I to pick only one?”

Her gaze snagged briefly on Artemis, who was unselfconsciously stuffing an entire croissant into her mouth. Spie suppressed an urge to laugh or tease or both before continuing her search around the table. She could ask Arbora, but after last night . . . Spie wasn’t ready. Whatever existed between her and Arbora was complicated, and Spie needed the opposite of complicated right now. She moved on to Iasha, the tattooed contestant she’d kissed. Iasha timidly sipped from a steaming cup of tea, her red-brown eyes stealing shy glances at the head of the table, at Spie herself. Perfect. Spie could easily lose herself in the attractive woman.

“I’d like to ask Ambassador Iasha of the Hirain System, planet Redda, to accompany me on today’s date.” Spie held out her hand, palm up, in a performative gesture.

The cameras shifted to capture Iasha’s reaction, which amounted to her big eyes growing even bigger and her petite mouth forming an O that she immediately hid behind shy hands. With her hands still up, she said something too quiet to hear. Blessing Stone barked at her to speak up.

“I’d be honored to accept,” she said, this time just loud enough to be audible. Her accent was a unique melodic trill.

She was sweet. Spie had always liked sweet. The thought brought with it a discomfiting shiver. Made her feel nauseous.

Back when they were kids, Arbora had also been sweet. Sweet and willing to go along with whatever adventurous scheme Spie had cooked up. But according to Arbora’s confession last night, none of it had been real. Which meant Spie didn’t like sweet; she liked people she could control.

Gods and nebulas, she was going to vomit for sure. Maybe choosing Iasha had been a mistake. But she couldn’t recant now. So, she did what she always did: she smiled, even though her insides felt like they were crumbling.

As Spie tried to pull herself from her spiraling thoughts, Graham asked Nicky which contestant had caught his fancy.

“For my first date,” Nicky began, voice projecting, “I’d like to invite Ambassador Artemis Ialan of the X System, planet X72, to join me.”

Of course he would.

The blue-haired trash collector was shoveling another croissant, this one dipped in chocolate, into her mouth. The opposite of sweet. Spie’s heart rate hiccupped despite herself.

Artemis, in characteristic Trash Girl fashion, didn’t stop chewing when she said, “Oh . . . yeah, cool, let’s do it.”

“No!” Blessing Stone practically leapt off her mini podium. She shook a bony finger in Artemis’s direction. “Absolutely abysmal manners, Ambassador Ialan. Go again. This time without the breakfast roll.”

Artemis shrugged, chewed, swallowed, and said, “Sounds good; let’s do it.”

“Could you at least try to sound enthused?” Blessing Stone’s tone was shrill.

Spie was incapable of suppressing the grin that crossed her face.

“Oh, my. Your Highness, I’m honored,” Artemis said, this time so deadpan that Spie wasn’t the only one to let a burst of laughter escape them.

A vein turned purple in Blessing Stone’s forehead. “Get out. Disrespecting my show is disrespecting the empire. It’s disrespecting two hundred years of tradition. I know for a fact you weren’t the best your planet had to offer.” She turned to Nicky, who looked slightly green in the face. “Your Highness, my apologies, but I cannot work with her. I will not. I’ve tried to be patient, but I’m done. Showing up here with raccoon eyes? Does she even know how to wash her face? She had all morning to get herself over to Manny’s team, and she slept in like she doesn’t care to be here. She’s a disgrace to the name of diplomacy.”

There were indrawn breaths around the table, including from various crew members milling about, most of whom stopped to stare at the unfolding scene.

Trash Girl’s producer stepped between her boss and her contestant. “Bless—Bless, who you’re really mad at is me. Like you said, it’s my fault for not being up her ass this morning. Let me just coach her a minute and we’ll redo the scene.”

“Director, a word,” Nicky said a breath later, then pushed away from the table and led a fuming Blessing Stone to the side of the ballroom, out of earshot.

“I didn’t mean, I— Fuck.” Trash Girl scooted her chair back and stood but not before snagging a respectable third croissant. “I suppose I probably won’t see any of you ever again.” As she made to leave, she tripped over her own chair. The consistency of her clumsiness was rather impressive. And rather cute.

Her attempt to flee was cut off by her producer. “Sit back down. Blessing Stone doesn’t have the power to kick anyone off the show. Let’s practice some enthusiasm, yeah? Repeat after me . . .”

Sitting at a diagonal from Spie, Cailin muttered, “I for one think the showrunner has a point. What’s Nix doing, picking her first?”

“You have a problem with my brother’s decisions?” Spie asked pointedly.

Cailin didn’t even have the courtesy to look embarrassed. “I have a lot of problems with how this season is being handled.”

“You’re welcome to see yourself out,” Spie said icily, then tapped her CB to send a quick bridge.

Spie: BS takes her job too seriously. I’ve got you.

Those warm brown eyes glanced up, meeting Spie’s gaze. Spie couldn’t help the surge of protectiveness that welled in her. She’d look out for Artemis Ialan. And not because of some misguided germinating feelings. Ew, gross. Feelings were probably the single most inconvenient disease a person could catch. No, she’d look out for Artemis because Nicky would want her to. Because it was the right thing to do.

• • •

Spie’s date with Iasha was an excruciatingly lengthy and expensive affair. A Cavaller whisked them to a landing pad in Elsidor, where they climbed aboard an intra-planetary rocket for an orbital ride to the Prop’s southern hemisphere. The city Deuteron, to be specific, a popular tourist destination best known for its majestic desert landscapes. There, another car, this one of a make and model unfamiliar to Spie, flew them to the base of the Rangeon Mountains, an infamous range used as the backdrop in many a high-budget film.

If Spie let herself think about the resources being expended just so she could go on a silly date . . . well, it was almost infuriating. There were a million hikes they could’ve gone on within a short drive of the manor. (See, she thought, to the specter of her ex-girlfriend in her mind, I’m thinking of more than just myself. As though the thought alone could absolve her of the guilt inside.)

The production crew got busy setting up cameras and drones while Spie’s security detail combed the mountain path for any hikers or potential threats, and her makeup team freshened up her hair and face.

Kalvin had stayed behind to produce Nicky’s date—it was an unspoken understanding between the three of them that Spie needed less direction when it came to on-screen media. She did, however, miss Kal’s steadying voice in her ear. Without it, she was left too alone with her own, miserable thoughts.

The sun beat mercilessly upon them as they began their hike up the red dirt trail. Cacti and desert shrubs and gorgeous orange sandstone formations swept across the mountain. Cameras, three crew members, and a full security detail followed them up the trail, forcing them to pause their hike every few minutes to get fresh camera angles. Iasha breathed in the thin air with obvious difficulty but refused to complain. Spie herself had to request the woman be given oxygen before she passed out in a cloud of red dust. They didn’t need a second contestant sent home for medical reasons.

A hike that should’ve taken forty-five minutes stretched into three hours. When Spie, Iasha, and their entourage of third wheels finally crested the precipice, Spie was more than a little relieved. Until she saw the portable hot tub that’d been deposited beneath a sweeping natural arch of red rock. Hot tubs didn’t belong beneath natural wonders—the approval for this must’ve gone all the up to the imperial office.

While Iasha took an oxygen break, Spie briefly considered taking a flying leap off the mountain and soaring into the desert and shrubland dotting the countryside below. Then running and running and never looking back.

“Is beautiful, no?” Iasha stepped up beside Spie. “My home, no mountains. Mostly ocean.”

“Transition to the hot tub!” shouted the producer in charge.

Spie turned to Iasha. “I think you might enjoy the view even more from there.” She pointed to the hot tub.

One of the assistants procured a strappy two-piece bathing suit for Spie and a more modest one-piece for Iasha. Someone had erected a portable changing stall, and Spie ducked behind it to shed her athletic clothes. By the time she emerged, clad in next to nothing, the sun was setting, casting the Deuteron Valley in a soft pink glow. Spie might’ve enjoyed the scenery in other circumstances. As it was, Iasha already waited in the hot tub, a wineglass in hand, and Spie wasn’t in the mood to enjoy much of anything.

As she treaded carefully on bare feet to the steaming tub, she fought a chill. Doing her best to ignore the cameras tracking her, she nimbly swung one leg over the hot tub’s side and splashed into the scalding water. The heat was admittedly pleasant. As she settled in close to Iasha, a PA thrust a glass of plum wine into her hand. She took a tiny sip, tilting her gaze upward to the underside of the arch overhead.

An uncomfortable silence ballooned between them.

The producers looked on expectantly. The one in charge waved his hand as though to say Come on.

Spie held in a sigh and turned to Iasha. She wasn’t in the mood for forced conversation. “I can only think of one thing that would make this moment more perfect.” She set her drink on a flat piece of rock beside the tub, then reached for Iasha’s drink, carefully removing it from her gorgeously inked hands.

“Yes?” Iasha said softly, hand covering her mouth, long-lashed eyelids lowering demurely.

But Spie wasn’t in the mood for demure. She was in the mood for heat, for forgetting, for mental obliteration through another’s body. Scooting closer along the tub’s bench, she trailed her fingers up the other woman’s arm and shoulder. Tried to force her desire to catch flame. But the ash in her gut smothered it. Because, of course, she couldn’t stop questioning if Iasha even wanted this, if Spie was merely using her. I am, aren’t I? And because she’s stuck on this farce of a show, she doesn’t have a choice. She can’t say no.

Crew members shuffled less than silently around the tub and whispered commands to angle the cameras just so. A flash of annoyance twinged in Spie’s skull, but she ignored it. Did it matter if Iasha wanted this? Did it matter if Spie did? They were there, now, and this was expected. Spie dipped her mouth to Iasha’s.

The kiss was soft and gentle. Spie tried to deepen it, lengthen it, lose herself in it, but she didn’t have the heart. She pulled back first. Iasha gave her an odd look. Spie turned away out of guilt. She found herself wishing it was someone else in the tub with her. Someone who would never go along with what Spie wanted just because Spie wanted it. Someone who was probably locking lips with her brother in that exact moment.

That someone’s icon suddenly popped up on Spie’s CB but not as a bridge message. As a virtual call.

“Excuse me,” Spie said, staring at her wrist. “I have to take this.”
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Can You Keep Me Alive?

Outside the Cavaller’s window a monument appeared: a twenty-foot-tall bronze sculpture of an ancient spacecraft being launched. Carved into a plaque along the sculpture’s marble base were the words, in bolded script:

EXPAN CENTRAL UNIVERSITY

WHERE KNOWLEDGE TAKES FLIGHT

“I thought I’d take you somewhere that meant something to me,” Nix said as the car banked right and accelerated onto the campus airway. “It might be a bit simple, but I hope you like it.”

Temmi pressed her nose to the tinted window. Below, university students in crisp violet-and-white uniforms streamed along flowered walking paths. They meandered between handsome buildings, sometimes stopping to chat with friends or lounge on manicured lawns.

Expan Central. The most prestigious university in the empire. Temmi had spent her life dreaming about this place. Seeing it now was surreal. Somewhere down there, Scot Meridan was living the life that should’ve been hers.

Would she have hated the empire as much as she did if she’d won the PNA Scholarship? If she’d gotten off X72?

The Cavaller slowed and descended atop a landing pad on the roof of a towering building. An assistant producer opened the side door. Temmi stepped onto the roof. A light breeze played with her loose hair; Manny and his makeup team had whisked her away after breakfast to “rescue her sad appearance.” What had followed was a firm talking-to about the necessity of removing one’s makeup before going to sleep and then an individual confessional breaking down her reaction to being Nix’s very first one-on-one date.

Kalvin, Justine, and a camera crew poured out of a second Cavaller. While they began setting up, Nix took Temmi’s hand and walked her to the roof’s edge. A pocked metal railing kept them from a massive drop. Late-afternoon sunlight seared her face. Nix began pointing out the names of buildings. The admin hall, the freshman dorms, the mathematics complex. There was a full-on lake in the campus’s center, a flock of white-feathered birds skimming the surface.

Temmi squinted. “What are those?”

“Swans,” Nix said, beaming. “The unofficial ECU mascot.”

“They’re beautiful.” It was like a dream turned inside out. Because Temmi wasn’t there as an honored student. She wasn’t here to prove herself to the world of academia, to expand upon the fields of organic bioengineering and applied physics. To find herself amongst like-minded people. She was there as little more than a clown.

“And this”—Nix pointed to the building they were standing atop—“is the physics lab. It’s where I did all the research for my dissertation. I practically lived here.”

“What research?” Temmi tried to make a joke, but the words came out too sharp. “You’re a theoretical physicist.”

But Nix only laughed, his hand finding hers and squeezing.

And she knew for certain, in that moment, that if she’d won the PNA Scholarship, if she’d ended up there, she would’ve learned to love Expan.

They crammed into a rooftop elevator alongside Kalvin, Justine, and two camera operators. As they descended, Nix grinned at Temmi with childlike excitement. She tried to muster her own, but it was trapped beneath a thickening layer of resentment. What might she have accomplished if she’d ended up there two years before? Would she have ever crossed paths with Nix? Perhaps they could’ve been friends in truth.

The prince led her to a sterile room with long worktables and rolling shelves full of lab equipment. The show must’ve prepped the university for their visit, because the lab was empty, and they passed no one in the corridors.

“I thought we could have a little challenge,” Nix said with a grin. He lifted what appeared to be a carton of eggs off the center worktable, dipping his head to hide what looked like an actual blush. “An egg drop.”

“An egg drop?”

“I thought it’d be fun if we each built a remote-controlled flying vehicle and saw whose could carry their egg farthest and fastest.”

“Ah.” In fairness, that did sound quite fun. Exactly Temmi’s idea of a good time. And she had little doubt she’d kick the prince’s royal ass. But there were too many thoughts occupying her mind to enjoy the moment. And then her gaze landed on a holo at the rear of the lab, tucked into the corner between wall and ceiling. It idly played footage from last night’s opening ceremony.

Temmi watched herself practically trip down the manor’s staircase, her dress torn, her face an embarrassed shade of crimson. The image collapsed and some talk show host with eyes too close together laughed silently. Expanese captions danced along the bottom of the holo:

Someone has to be the comedic relief.

I know, I know. But, Patrik, how entirely un-self-aware is she to be that awkward on camera? It’s like she has no filter!

Perhaps that’s just how they talk on her planet?

You’re entirely too nice.

Nix appeared, blocking her view of the holo. He snapped at someone to shut it off, then focused on Temmi. “Hey, forget about all that. It’s just me and you here.” Slowly, he removed his right glove, tucked it under his armpit, and brushed his naked thumb down Temmi’s cheek. “Focus on me.”

His touch was warm, but Temmi couldn’t find solace in it. He was wrong. It wasn’t just her and him. The cameras were there, probably capturing this mini meltdown right now, already planning to air it for the inhabitants of hundreds of worlds to see.

Comedic relief.

A fucking joke.

A dead contestant.

Temmi’s vision was narrowing and the dread she’d woken up to coiling atop her chest was back and constricting her rib cage and oh gods this must be what it felt like to die. Before she could think better of it—because she wasn’t thinking at all—she was ripping her mic from her back, throwing it to the floor, and shouldering past the imperial prince. She sprinted for the lab room’s swinging door, not slowing until she was halfway down the empty corridor.

She was trapped. Trapped in her head, in her body, in this ridiculous flowy outfit that Manny had forced her into. Trapped in this hallway, this university that had consumed her every dream for years, this planet that oppressed her home. She was a mouse in a maze, running, running, running, out of fear, out of hunger, out of a need for purpose. But the maze walls were closing in, and what if there was no way out?

What if she died there like Kya Ep-Kmin?

Nix’s bare hands landed on her bare shoulders. He was kneeling. When had she dropped to the floor? She didn’t remember falling to her knees, only remembered the corridor lengthening, becoming endless in her mind’s eye, futility written on every surface.

“You’re having a panic attack.” His words were low, his mouth near. So, why did he feel so distant?

Temmi didn’t respond. She couldn’t. There was glass in her lungs, a ship’s hull on her chest. She hadn’t felt like this since her arrest—since the first time she’d been ripped away from her family. Except then, they’d been able to visit her. And they had, every week for six months. Ollie, hair greasy and fingertips perpetually oil-stained from cleaning vats, laughing at her across a visitor’s table, her mother breathing roughly at his side, muttering over and over how unfair it was to lock Temmi up in an adult prison when she was only a kid.

How was it that Temmi had survived that but this felt like it was going to kill her? Ollie would make some joke about how she was the only person in the world who would prefer jail to reality holovision. Gods and nebulas, she missed her brother. Not having him there was like living with a severed limb, an acute phantom ache, the knowledge of something vital missing.

“I get panic attacks too.” Nix held up a hand to Justine, who was approaching from behind him. “Cut the cameras. Leave us.” He turned those dark violet eyes back to Temmi. “I had one last night, actually.”

“I need to go home.” Temmi shuffled backward from his touch. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Temmi, breathe. You’re safe with me.” But he didn’t pursue, his hands falling limp at his sides.

No, she wasn’t. She wasn’t safe anywhere. “The bathroom—where?”

His brows furrowed, his skin bunching with some unspoken sadness. It deepened the ache of his beauty. “Around the corner. I can take you.”

Temmi didn’t take a full breath until she was alone inside a toilet stall. And then had her perceived safety immediately shattered by the memory of Kya’s neck lolling sideways. Temmi threw herself out of the stall and crawled beneath the sanitizing counter, drawing her knees into her chest and closing her eyes.

What the fuck is wrong with me? No one else was having twice-a-day breakdowns. The other women were cool, composed, enviable. Kya was dead; so what? Was it really all that surprising? Hundreds of X-ers died every week to meet the empire’s quota for orrist basalt. Why should one random woman’s death so completely unmoor Temmi?

Because the manor was supposed to be safe. Because privileged women dating the imperial heirs weren’t supposed to get murdered. Because Temmi had no idea who the culprit was and if they’d target her next. The awful truth was, the killer could be anyone. Justine or another producer, an attendant, another contestant, a guard. Hell, even Manny and his entire team had access to all the contestants and their rooms.

But if Temmi was being entirely honest with herself, the Pikliminian ambassador’s death wasn’t even the main driver of her panic. Which maybe made her a terrible person. But weren’t all people terrible deep down? Egotistical? Selfish? Love was a pointless distraction from that ultimate truth.

No. Ollie’s voice in her head, timid, shy, idealistic. His voice from childhood, before the factory stole his limbs and their father his heart. You would’ve abandoned me a long time ago if that were true.

Warm tears pricked Temmi’s eyes. She was a joke. A punchline. One of these things is not like the others . . . She imagined Scot Meridan watching last night’s footage, drinking with his physicist classmates and laughing as Temmi flubbed her introduction. He’d done this to her. Turned her into a laughingstock, stolen from her the only thing that could’ve made her life mean something.

Anger flared hot and forcefully in her gut. She reached beneath her flowy top to pull out her orrist basalt necklace, squeezing the burning stone between her palms. She hated Scot. Hated this elitist university. Hated Expan’s unpolluted air. The heat of her hatred was matched by the rock in her hands.

She understood then why X72’s governor had given her the necklace. It was more than a reminder of home; it represented the hate of her people. Their anger, their rage, their grief. The way Temmi saw it, she had three choices.

One, she could continue as she was, blundering her way to the finale, hoping not to end up dead like Kya, and use the riches Spie promised her to start a better life. It’d change a lot for Temmi and her family, but it would change nothing for X72.

Her second option was to leave now. Run from the humiliation, from the cover-up of Kya’s death, and give up on the promised wealth. Start back at ground zero. Return to the way things had been. The status quo may have been awful, but it was familiar. She was ashamed to admit how badly that familiarity tempted her now. Her mother, she had no doubt, would welcome her with open arms. Ollie would be disappointed, but he’d get over it.

But there was a third option. One she hadn’t previously considered. Or, rather, hadn’t let herself consider. Because it was dangerous and life-altering, and she was the last person in ten galaxies with the skills and know-how to accomplish it. If she took option three, there’d be no going back to X72—or, at least, she’d only ever return as a visitor. Cracking open her hands, she stared at the crimson rock between them. The way it glowed, burned, promised a better future if only she was brave enough to take it.

She was tired of being a mouse in a maze.

Scooting out from beneath the sanitizing table, she stood up, returned her necklace to her neck, and squinted at her reflection in the wall mirror. Her dyed blue X-er hair had gone frizzy at the temples and her eyeliner was smudged. But her eyes gleamed brightly. She wiped them and squared her shoulders. Scot Meridan might be laughing at her now, the talk-show hosts and the silent viewers across the empire might think her a brash, unconscionable idiot, but when this was all said and done, every last one of them would be bowing to her.

Tapping her CB to life, she made her first-ever bridge call.

Long seconds dragged into an interminable minute and then—

“Well, if it isn’t Trash Girl.” An image of Spie’s contemptuously beautiful face magicked into the air above Temmi’s wrist. In the background, the sky behind her was alight with the soft pink hues of sunset. It illuminated a jagged landscape of red rock. Spie appeared to be wearing nothing but a purple bra. Droplets of water glistened along her collarbone.

“Are you alone?” Temmi asked, honestly a little surprised the princess had answered. She knew Spie was on her own date right now. And, by the looks of it, nowhere nearby. But Temmi had to say this, and she had to say it now, before the anger in her chest cooled to coals and she lost her nerve.

“No, I decided to answer your call with my mic on and the production crew filming.” Spie’s mouth twisted upward. “Of course I’m alone. I booked it partway down the trail and am currently freezing my hot ass off for you. Spill.”

“Our deal. I need to discuss the terms.”

“And you thought now, while we’re both on supervised dates, was the appropriate time?”

Fair enough. But Temmi barreled on. “What happens if I’m never sent home?”

“Excuse me?” Spie flicked a few strands of damp black hair over a slender but toned shoulder.

“One million credits if I keep your brother happy until the final eight. Two million if I make it to the finale. But what if I don’t stop there? What if I win?”

“Win? Trash Girl, what’s gotten into you? Nicky’s going to pick Cailin; we talked about this.”

“I didn’t bridge to discuss probabilities. What happens if I convince Nicky to pick me instead? Do I lose the money?”

Spie appeared to be shivering slightly. “Okay, I’ll play, but only because I’d love to see Cailin’s face when she loses. If you marry my brother, you’ll have access to a lot more than two million credits.” She turned her head and shouted, “Another minute!” Her holoimage turned back. “Don’t tell me you’re falling for him. Is the date really going that well?”

Temmi ignored the comment. “Will you keep paying my family’s expenses until I win?”

The princess emitted a long sigh. “I’m good for my word, Trash Girl. You want to play for the role of my sister-in-law, be my guest. I won’t let your adorable Ollie suffer for it. I might even be on board—you’d be good for Nicky.”

An unexpected smile twitched Temmi’s lips. “You remembered my brother’s name.”

“I—” Spie shrugged noncommittally. “I’m not a completely callous bitch.”

But Temmi noted the way her skin flushed slightly darker. The holoimage’s rendering was really quite excellent. To think that Spie Expani cared enough to remember Ollie’s name? It was strangely tender.

“Thank you,” Temmi whispered. There was no sarcasm in her words, no jibes. She was, admittedly, and not for the first time, grateful for Spie Expani.

A beat of charged silence passed through the transmission. Temmi’s stomach performed a soft little somersault.

“Right, well, my blood is probably halfway to ice in my veins by now. So—” The transmission cut, and the princess’s image disappeared.

Temmi was left staring at herself in the mirror. She was embarrassed at the goofy little smile that had overtaken her face. Doubly so at the warmth spreading through her chest.

“You don’t have feelings for Spie Expani,” she reprimanded her reflection, as though by saying the words aloud, she could make them true. “You can’t. You’re going to marry her brother.”

Before she could garner the courage to march out of the bathroom, she heard the door creak open. A voice called, deep and cool, “Ambassador Ialan?” Footsteps echoed lightly; the door clicked shut. Kalvin appeared. “Last night would’ve been a lot for anyone,” he said in a somewhat tentative voice.

“I’m fine.” Temmi stepped away from the mirror. “I just needed a breather. Have you”—Temmi glanced at the closed bathroom door—“found anything out? Cause of death? Any motives?”

An infinitesimal shake of his head. “I won’t be privy to the autopsy results. As for motives . . . His Highness paid Miss Ep-Kmin a fair amount of attention last night. I’m forced to consider the possibility of a contestant trying to eliminate her competition.”

Temmi felt her necklace burn against her chest. “Are you saying you think I could be the next target? Because Nix took me on the first date?”

“I’m saying that I’ll be watching carefully. I understand if you have reservations about staying on the show. But I feel I must encourage you to reconsider them. You could help us draw the culprit out.”

“Oh, I’m not leaving,” Temmi said. She walked up to Kalvin so they stood eye to eye. “Someone wants to kill me? Let them fucking try. I’m going to win this thing. Can you keep me alive long enough for that to happen?”

Other than a slight tightening at the corners of Kalvin’s eyes, his demeanor remained unimpeachable. “Of course.”

“Great.”

Temmi returned to the lab room. She let Justine fuss over her and reattach her mic. Then she apologized to Nix, kissing him full on the mouth for the cameras, thinking, Love might not be real, but power is. Let the empire make fun of her. Because once she was the imperial consort, she wouldn’t be a mouse in a maze; she’d be the person on the outside, tearing down the walls.

And once there, she could enact real change. Get herself into Expan Central if she wanted. Remake Have a Lung but better. Get real medical care for her mother. Support Ollie in whatever future he wanted for himself. As for X72, she could fight for better living conditions, better pay, find ways to purify the toxic air—she could do so much. She just needed to survive long enough to make it happen.
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Somewhere with Birds

Spie: Dare I ask what happened to put my brother in the best mood he’s been in since utero?

Temmi: Considering he’s your brother, it’s weird you want to know.

Lying in bed, Temmi waited for a response. The rest of her date with Nicky had gone well. It’d even been fun once she’d put out of mind the cameras (and Kya’s murder) and focused on kicking Nicky’s ass building her mini-RC hover.

Spie had been messaging her for the better part of twenty minutes. Mostly harmless teasing. The levity was a breath of fresh air. Temmi rolled onto her side lest Arbora wake up and see her bridging—she’d rather not answer questions as to why she was messaging the princess.

Before going to sleep, she’d asked her roommate if she knew anything about Kya Ep-Kmin, including the public’s response to her being sent home (since Arbora had access to the internet).

Arbora hadn’t given her much beyond narrowed eyes and a few quick lines about how Kya’s family owned the Pikliminian Space Station, how she’d been involved in philanthropic work, had led an initiative to cycle station dwellers off-station for regular jaunts planetside, and that, by all online accounts, her return home had been quiet—which was, apparently, typical of reality-show contestants. They were supposed to lie low until after the show finished airing.

If Kalvin was right and the murderer was another contestant, then Temmi needed to set her sights on the girls there specifically for Nicky. She’d bridged Kalvin for the information. He’d responded almost immediately with a list:

Kalvin: Yourself, Kya Ep-Kmin, Damaya Aleinse, Rosaria Yune, Qurain Qu, and Waiting Willow. And, after her night-one pronouncement, Cailin Frederik.

Considering Temmi hadn’t killed anyone, Kya herself was dead, and Temmi doubted Rosaria possessed the capacity to harm a mite, that left Cailin, Qurain, Damaya, and Waiting Willow (the latter being from the same planet as Blessing Stone). It was as good a place as any for Temmi to start her private investigation. If Ollie were there, he’d say Cailin was the most obvious suspect. Already a proven bitch, with a lot to lose if Nicky didn’t pick her.

Spie’s next message populated.

Spie: What can I say? We’re just that kind of family.

Temmi stifled a laugh.

Temmi: Excuse me while I go vomit.

Spie: Need me to come hold your hair?

Temmi: Oh no, master princess, I wouldn’t dream of letting my sick anywhere near your royal body.

A minute passed without response. Two. Temmi swallowed down a growing unrest. She’d gone too far, had said something stupid. Scared Spie off. Oh, nebulas, why did she open her mouth? Then—

Spie: Master princess?

Temmi released a relieved breath.

Temmi: I thought it had a nice ring to it. Certainly better than Trash Girl.

Spie: Hm. Garbage Gremlin?

Headlights flashed by Temmi’s window. The night patrol’s hovercraft making rounds. As far as she was aware, no one else had died today. Though the thought was cold comfort. She ducked her head beneath the covers of her blanket. She felt safer that way.

The muscles between her wrist and elbow flared as she typed.

Temmi: How about Royal Narcissist? For you, in case that wasn’t obvious.

Spie: WOW. Okay. Migrant of Domestic Refuse.

Temmi: Well now I’m just offended.

Spie: Okay, but I have an actual question. A serious one.

Temmi: Oh?

Temmi couldn’t help the nerves that fluttered to life in her stomach.

Spie: What are you going to do with the money? After you’re back home?

Temmi shook out her wrist before answering.

Temmi: I’m not going home, remember?

Spie: I know, I know, and I’m totally onboard with the stab-Cailin-Frederik-in-the-back plan, but humor me. You’re two million credits richer, what’s the first thing you do?

The probability of being sent home was high; Temmi wasn’t an idiot. And if she didn’t win, she’d gladly return home two million credits richer, knowing she’d given X72 her all.

Temmi: I’d move away. Take Ollie and my mom somewhere better. Somewhere with clean air and birds. Ollie would like that. I once saw him watching a documentary about these little red and black swallows on some planet in Expan’s outer rim. Maybe we’d go there.

Another pause. The seconds ticked by into minutes as Temmi listened to the deepening sound of Arbora’s breathing across the room. No response from Spie. I was too honest, she thought. Or too pathetic. As a nebula-cursed member of the imperial royal family, Spie probably had no concept of how something as simple as birdsong might be the dream of a lifetime for someone like Ollie. But perhaps that was for the best. Temmi had no business growing closer to Spie Expani. Highlighting the massive disparity between their socioeconomic circumstances was the reminder Temmi needed to put the princess out of her mind. To focus on Nix and the prize of the imperial throne. On the power that would come with it. The sort of power that could keep her and her family from ending up like Kya Ep-Kmin.

But then her CB vibrated, and Temmi viewed the message so fast, it was embarrassing.

Spie: That sounds beautiful. Maybe someday you can send me a picture of the swallows.

Temmi drafted her response. Maybe someday you can visit me there. But she deleted the words almost immediately. Not because they were inappropriate but because they made her feel too vulnerable.

• • •

The next morning, Temmi was woken by her producer. Justine had on a new billed cap, black with an emblem proclaiming Represent Irma.

Tired, Temmi yawned and rolled out of bed. She wasn’t used to getting to sleep as late as she had the last couple days. Slowly, she staggered her way across the hall to the washroom. Where she ran smack into prime suspect number one.

Cailin Frederik was alone, sanitizing her hands in the sink, her hair done up in a towel, her porcelain face splotchy with bits of white cream. She had on a plush-looking emerald robe.

“Oh, it’s you. How was your date yesterday?” Cailin asked, her tone a shade too sweet, like poison. She turned away from the mirror, folding her arms over her chest.

“Fine,” Temmi said. Don’t engage, she told herself, making a beeline for the toilet stall farthest from the one where Kya had died.

“I suppose you think you’re in some kind of dream, don’t you?” Cailin said, making it very hard for Temmi not to engage. “Coming all the way out here and snagging the prince’s attention. A real fairy tale for someone like you.”

“You don’t know the first thing about me.”

“I know you don’t belong here. I know people like you never end up with people like him.”

All right, fine. Time to engage. Temmi squared up with Cailin, who might very well be capable of murder. “You’re just jealous. Which is so fucking basic of you, it’s actually pathetic.”

Cailin’s nostrils flared. Her eyes, a sharp poison-frog green, narrowed. Her thin lips curled into a hideous grin. “Keep stealing his attention, and I’ll ruin you.” She stepped past Temmi as though to leave.

A normal person, with an ounce of protective instincts, would’ve let her leave. But Temmi was, in many ways, an idiot. “Just like you ruined Kya?” she called.

Cailin froze. Didn’t turn around. Said only, “You’re spouting nonsense,” and left.

Soon after, when Temmi emerged from the shower, a thick towel wrapped around herself, the washroom was packed with other contestants. Rosaria found her immediately, slinging an arm around Temmi’s still-wet shoulders. It was so unconsciously friendly, Temmi was taken aback.

“Gods, I was up all night dying to know how your date with Nix went! Just ask Petra—Petra!” Rosaria swung her gaze around the bustling washroom. “Where’d that ole codger get off to? I swear she’s avoiding me. Ah, no matter. Here, give me your bridge frequency.”

Temmi couldn’t have said no if she’d wanted to. Rosaria fully followed her back to her room and threw herself onto Arbora’s empty bed, seemingly without a care in the world.

“So, spill already!”

“It was nice—”

“Right, right, but did he kiss you?”

Temmi felt her face flush.

“Oh, my gods, he did! He likes you!” Rosaria rolled over and sighed at the ceiling. “He’s perfect, isn’t he? A real gentleman compared with the men back home. They’re all so crass, but Nix is always composed. What was it like?” Her pretty face went slack. “What if he picks you? Ahhh, wouldn’t that be amazing? I mean, I want him to pick me, obviously, but I’d be just as happy if it was you.”

“Oh, well, I think it’s a bit too early to think like that.” Temmi sidled toward her closet. She needed to get dressed and wasn’t about to drop her towel in front of Rosaria—or anyone. Her CB buzzed.

Spie: Morning, Trash Girl.

Temmi’s chest warmed; her stomach fluttered. Her CB buzzed again.

Justine: If you’re not in hair and makeup in ten, I’m coming to fetch you. And you’re wearing the blue romper—Manny picked it out.

“Are you so excited for the group date today? I wonder what it’s gonna be. Though I guess you’re probably not going, are you? Since you got to spend all of yesterday with Nix.” Rosaria rolled to her side and propped her head up with one arm. “You can get dressed—I don’t mind. I’m used to it. When I was modeling, they used to shove twenty of us into a single room to save on rent.”

“I’ll just get dressed in the closet,” Temmi said, immediately finding the blue romper laid out on top of her open trunk.

“Suit yourself.” Rosaria’s voice didn’t let up while Temmi dressed. “I think I might’ve pissed Petra off—yesterday, while you were off kissing Nix Expani, oh, my gods, I still can’t believe you did that—our producers had us all chatting about the Fleet and how helpful it is in our different territories. Which—my family hates the Fleet, but they do keep production up and there’s less crime with them around, so— Anyway. I asked Petra what it was like to be a real-life hero, you know, ’cause of her two lilac hearts, and you know what she said to me? ‘I’m no fucking hero,’ then stormed off. She barely did anything more than grunt at me last night and wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. Gods I wish we could room together. I can’t stand her stony silences. I hate when people don’t like me. You like me, right?”

Temmi emerged from the closet, hair still dripping. Rosaria stared at her with such wide, entreating blue eyes, she couldn’t very well say no. Yeah, there was no way this girl could kill anyone.

“I think you’re great.” Somehow, she even managed to say the words without them sounding sarcastic. Was this—was she making a friend?

Ollie would’ve been struck dumb with shock.

Rosaria grinned. “You stick with me, X72, and we’re gonna have the best time.” She hopped off the bed and latched her arm around Temmi’s. “To hair and makeup?”



On account of having been on the date with Nix the day before, Temmi wasn’t included in the first group date. Neither was Rosaria, to the Underbeltian’s endless misery. Or Arbora. Or even Cailin Frederik. Of the other three prime suspects, Qurain also remained behind, but Damaya and Waiting Willow left for the date.

Temmi sat through a solo interview where Justine prodded her with pointed questions like “How did the other girls respond to your date with Nix? Did you tell anyone you and he kissed? Any jealousy popping up? There seems to be bad blood between you and Cailin; what’s going on there?”

“Cailin could have bad blood with a fucking blade of grass,” Temmi had said.

After the cameras were sent away, Justine popped a piece of chewing gum and said, almost wistfully, “You should confront her. Girls like Cailin think they own the world, and it’s annoying for people like us. Imagine the example you’d set for standing up to bullies. Anyway, think about it. Oh, and head to the second courtyard; everyone’s required to participate in a single-elimination chess tournament—it’s an Old Terran game. Winner gets a midnight walk on the beach with their heir of choice.” Whistling, she walked off.

Temmi had never played chess before, nor had any of the other contestants, with the exception of Cailin Frederik—because of course she had. Some old historian taught them the rules and then paired them up. Temmi won against her first two opponents—Rosaria, then Iasha. The sun was pleasantly warm, the air a touch humid; their tables were shaded by the canopy of a massive tree. Cameras surrounded the courtyard, drones humming overhead. Producers moseyed about, asking questions to prompt conversation between contestants. Questions that seemed geared at inciting conflict rather than sparking diplomacy.

For example, Temmi overheard one producer at a table behind her saying, “Is it true the inhabitants of Trillion are descended from a banished New Terran cult? I heard a rumor your people believe they are chosen somehow? That New Terra stole their birthright?”

The question had the effect of causing Yoshi Blagden, the Trillion contestant, to get verbally combative with Cailin Frederik over New Terra’s historically bad treatment when it came to freedom of religion. Cailin came out the victor—both in their debate and their chess game.

Temmi’s third game was against Qurain Qu. She was from Luna, the one and only moon that orbited Old Terra. Luna was a territory so ancient, it existed more as a historical preserve than a real world. Qurain wore a flowing outfit of gleaming silver, the fabric giving off a distinctly metallic sheen. Matching silver jewelry was studded through the cartilage of her ears, across her forehead, and in her tongue. She had unblemished light brown skin and long, straight black hair. She was incredibly striking. And something about her accent reverberated somehow—like it contained an echo from another time.

“Tell me,” Temmi asked as they started their game, doing her best to sound conversational. “Which of the heirs do you have your sights on? I heard a rumor you’re angling for Nix?”

“Your rumor is true,” Qurain said, moving a pawn. A camera closed in on them. “Though I fear myself disadvantaged. I hear he likes women of the sciences, and I am not that. He barely talked with me night one. Against all odds, though, you seem to have caught his attention.”

“No kidding—I’m as surprised as anyone else.” On the gameboard, Temmi drew first blood.

Would a disadvantaged contestant be willing to do something heinous to give themself a leg up? Seemed like a pretty far leap to murder, though.

“So, why come, then?” Temmi asked. “What are you hoping to gain from the show?”

“A slim chance at love is still a chance at love, is it not?” The left side of Qurain’s mouth lifted in a smile. “And any chance at love is a chance worth taking. We on Luna are a people of deep tradition and old values. His Highness is the kind of person I believe would respect that. The Terrans, both Old and New, overlook us. I’m here to show the universe that we are more than eccentrics. That our beliefs have relevance to all of humanity. Perhaps, after our game, I can share some of our basic tenets with you.”

“Perhaps,” Temmi said. She could read between the lines. Qurain Qu was religious and had come on the show in some kind of missionary endeavor. Could Kya’s murder have been religiously motivated, then? It wasn’t much to build a murder case on, but it could be something to investigate further.

“And what of yourself, hm?” Qurain asked, completely blundering her queen. “The fabled X-er with the colorful past. The girl who insulted Spielin Expani publicly. Such an interesting person, you are. Have you ever considered who you might’ve been in a past life? Ever yearned to access the subconscious of your past selves?”

And with that hard right into proselytizing territory, Temmi was ready to escape the conversation. A few moves later, she trapped Qurain in checkmate and bid a hasty goodbye.

The final match of the afternoon came down to Temmi and Cailin Frederik. Cailin seemed personally affronted by the prospect that Temmi had survived this far into the tournament. The New Terran princess played chess with a feverish focus—she said little, her red hair curtaining one side of her narrow face, visible beads of sweat turning her forehead dewy.

The other contestants surrounded them. Only Rosaria cheered Temmi on; everyone else was firmly situated in Cailin’s camp. Three cameras captured different angles of the gameboard.

The game lasted less than five minutes. Temmi, who’d only learned to play that day, didn’t stand a chance. Cailin effectively and brutally destroyed her.

• • •

Spie: Heard you lost a chess tournament to our favorite New Terran today.

When the incoming bridge vibrated Temmi’s wrist, a little trill of giddiness rang through her chest. She’d never admit so aloud—and could only imagine the way Ollie would tease her for being so transparent—but she’d spent the whole day checking her CB, as though by doing so, she could magic a bridge from Spie into existence.

With what was probably an embarrassing grin on her face—thank the nebula Arbora was off somewhere with Justine—she sank into her bed.

Yes, Temmi should be better than this. Yes, she should be focused on her ongoing murder investigation. Yes, nothing real could ever actually happen between her and Spie. Not that Temmi had any actual evidence that Spie liked her like that. She was probably just keeping tabs on Nicky’s investment.

So, what was the harm of a few bridges after a long day?

Temmi: And I heard you made out with Petra Corran on your group date.

The response was immediate.

Spie: Gotta give the viewers what they want.

Temmi: And what they want is you trading spit with a different contestant every day?

Spie: Careful there, Trash Girl, you’re starting to sound jealous.

Temmi slapped her wrist to shut off her CB. Her pulse had gone to her throat. I’m not jealous, she thought. Sure, Petra is hands down the coolest person here, so Spie liking her was an inevitability . . . Oh, fuck, I am jealous.

She brought her CB back to life.

Temmi: Not at all. I just think there’s a lot more to you than your sexuality. If I was a viewer, I’d want to see all of you (and no, I don’t mean that the way it sounds, you know what I mean).

When Spie didn’t respond for two minutes, five, ten, Temmi leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. Damn it. She’d said something wrong.

Her CB buzzed. With alarming speed, she whipped her wrist upright. Only to be immediately disappointed.

Rosaria: Johnsi—my producer—scored us some cake from the kitchen staff. Turns out it’s Petra’s birthday and she didn’t tell anyone! She’s turning 30! The big three-zero. Can you believe that?? She says Outerbeltians don’t celebrate birthdays, but pishposh to that. Party in my room—two doors down. If you don’t show, I’m going to be really saaaaaaad.

A full hour passed without a bridge from Spie. Temmi downed her second glass of champagne and third slice of pineapple upside-down cake. She was sitting cross-legged on Petra’s bed, playing a game of cards. Petra sat with her bad leg outstretched, a sweet-smelling cigar balanced between her teeth, thin smoke trailing from the burning end. Rosaria danced drunkenly and without a trace of rhythm to a song blasting from her CB. In her home tongue, she belted the lyrics with slurred vigor. Someone shouted down the corridor to keep the racket down.

Rosaria had been disappointed when none of the other contestants she’d invited to the impromptu birthday party had shown up. Had launched into an impassioned speech on the contestant hierarchy and how they were on the very bottom. “There are three groups,” she’d said between mouthfuls of cake, crumbs raining down her chin. “First, the Powers. Pretty self-explanatory; those are the contestants that have a lot of power independent of the show, and no barcode on their palms. That’s Cailin, Jasmine, Arbora, and Milea. Now, you could potentially throw Damaya and Waiting Willow in with them, but I think they fit better at the top of group number two—the Pageants.

“Pageants are the girls—or enby, as is the case for Yoshi—who grew up aiming to be on a season of Love Galaxy. They’re usually rich and famous in their own home territories but not galactically, like many of the Powers. Qurain, Niyamin, Iasha—Kya, before she was sent home. Technically, I count as an Underbelt Pageant, though clearly the Underbelt isn’t prestigious enough for any of the others to be bothered to come tonight.”

“And I take it we’re in the last group?” Petra said.

“We are the last group,” Rosaria said. She curtseyed for effect. “The Poors.”

Now Rosaria’s drunken ballad reached a whole new level of loud.

“We could coax her out the window.” Petra nodded at Rosaria. “Bring her back in when she passes out.”

“She’d just make us dance outside with her.” Temmi glanced at her CB—still no bridge from Spie.

“Ah, you’re right. I’d never do it, anyway. Annoying as she is—and do not even try to tell me she’s not—Rosie’s good people. Reminds me of my wife, Cara. And not just because they’re both Unders.”

That got Temmi’s attention. “You’re married?”

Petra puffed on her cigar. “Late wife. Had a zest for living, same as Rosie. Was always seeing the best in people, Cara was, even when they didn’t deserve it. I never understood it, personally. Especially after all the shit we saw together. Underbeltians must have superior brain chemistry.”

“What happened?” Temmi asked.

Petra stared at her cards; for a moment, her grey eyes appeared to mist over. “What always happens. The Fleet fucked us. Then gave me two lilac hearts as though that could make up for losing the best person who ever lived.” She blinked rapidly. “Shit, I’ve been drinking too much.”

“Why come here, then? Sorry. That was too direct—I know I can be a bit brash. I’m sorry about your wife.”

“Don’t apologize. You’re young, but I can tell you’ve seen some shit too. Being brash is how some of us survive.” Petra’s gaze drifted to Rosaria, standing in the room’s center, swaying to a meandering beat. “I didn’t come to represent the Outerbelt. The Outs are my home, sure, but only barely. I came here because marrying that hot piece of princess is the best way I can think of to change the Fleet. Expan’s military needs a major overhaul. So, I could either stay home and drink myself into an early grave—which Cara would’ve hated—or do something that could make a difference for future cadets. That, and Cara always liked Spie. She’d find it funny I was here.”

Spie could do a lot worse than Petra Corran, Temmi thought. Just then, her CB vibrated. Finally.

Spie: You don’t know me well enough to say that. Trust me, the viewers don’t want more of me. No one does.

Temmi frowned at the message. She drafted an immediate response. There was just enough alcohol buzzing through her veins to not second-guess sending it.

Temmi: You’re wrong. If I was a viewer, I’d want to see all of you.
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A Good Sister Wouldn’t

By the end of the third week of filming, Spie and Nicky had sent eight contestants home. Only sixteen homeworlds remained lit on the ballroom’s holographic ceiling display.

They were nearing the conclusion of the week’s final date, a group diplomacy challenge, also known as an endless day of cameras and angles and sweating under the unseasonably warm late-autumn sun. Spie endured it all with what she considered to be rather admirable patience. It wasn’t easy to sit with Nicky on the outskirts of the manor’s courtyard and pretend to be enthralled while the contestants chosen for this date each took a turn de-escalating the pretend threat of galactic war. Thank the nebula for the pleasant and relaxing effect of expensive springweed. Being mildly high did wonders for Spie’s ability to feign excitement.

The contestants were scored on their diplomatic success through a number of arbitrary measures. Overall comportment, answers to posed questions, quality of interactions, and whether or not the diplomatic attempt ended in war. The top six winners would have the privilege of spending the evening in a cocktail party with Nix and Spie.

The contestants were instructed to imagine themselves liaising with members of a brand-new alien species—like the Uiyoni, for example. Though Spie knew with utmost certainty that no mention of the empire’s greatest rival would make it through post. The last thing her mother wanted was to remind viewers of the human-eating aliens amassing at their borders.

For the most part, the contestants handled the mock scenario well. Arbora took second, having barely lost first place to Cailin Frederik—no surprises there. Despite Spie’s dislike of the New Terran princess, even she had to admit Cailin was a competent negotiator. Her law degree was, clearly, more than ornamental.

One surprise of the day was the tall blonde contestant, Rosaria Yune, who’d secured sixth place despite her underdog status as a fringe contestant. The woman was so amiable during negotiations, it would’ve been impossible not to accede to her demands.

Only the final contestant of the day managed to start a galactic war. Ten guesses who that was.

“Your ship is now under fire by enemy forces,” said Graham Grey, reading a holoprompter across the courtyard while facing Artemis. “Mission failed, Ambassador.”

A camera zoomed in on Trash Girl’s Oh, fuck expression.

“Cut!” Blessing Stone bellowed across the courtyard. “That’s a wrap for the group date. Producers, I need soundbites and interviews from the six winners and our greatest loser. We’ll film the winners’ cocktail party tomorrow at dusk.”

“I probably shouldn’t have told them to go fuck themselves, huh?” Trash Girl said, dodging two PAs pushing an equipment crate. She yanked her mic unceremoniously off.

Nicky stood and laughed. The smile splitting his face was almost carefree. All thanks to Artemis Trash Girl Ialan. Spie couldn’t deny the tiniest twinge of jealousy. Still, a small price to pay for her brother’s happiness. She could swallow a lot more than a little jealousy to do right by him, couldn’t she?

“Generally speaking,” Nicky said, “telling one’s powerful enemy to . . . fornicate with themselves isn’t a proven diplomatic tactic.”

Artemis’s cheeks warmed to pink. Or maybe that was the result of having spent too long in the sun. Her gaze slid past Nicky to land on Spie. “My tolerance for assholes is admittedly very low.”

“You wouldn’t last a day in politics,” Spie said. There was something otherworldly about the way Artemis’s brown eyes glowed amber in the sunlight. Spie shivered pleasantly, unable to stop the airy feeling that rose in her chest. “Personally, though, your performance was my favorite.”

“Ignore my sister,” Nicky said, nudging Artemis with his shoulder. He glanced at his CB. “Kal needs me for an interview, but I was thinking . . .” He lowered his voice. “I want to see you again, away from all the cameras. Tomorrow morning before dawn? Manor library? We could revive our early-morning debates.”

“Yeah, I’d love to,” Artemis said without a second’s hesitation.

Spie tried not to think too much into it. Tried not to think about how, on paper, Artemis and Nicky were a solid match. They certainly had far more in common than Spie did with the trash collector.

Really, Spie should be congratulating herself for instigating such a great match for her brother. She was sister of the nebula-cursed year. If you didn’t count the fact that she’d lied to him, was continuing to lie to him, and, even now, was wondering how Artemis’s sunburnt skin might taste.

But I haven’t crossed any lines, Spie thought. Wanting isn’t a crime. Making friends with someone isn’t a crime. Sure, she and Trash Girl bridged every night, but their conversations were innocent (okay, maybe they were a tiny bit flirtatious).

The fact that Spie survived every grueling day of filming by imagining what she would message Artemis when night finally fell was irrelevant. Wouldn’t Nicky appreciate Spie being friendly with the girl he liked? Making her feel welcome?

Over the past few weeks, she’d been very careful on set not to give Artemis any attention—to keep their private comms private. Which was exactly why, now that Nicky had left, Spie should too. But neither Spie nor Artemis had moved. They stood together, close but not touching, in the shadow of a decorative pillar.

Artemis looked out at the organized chaos of milling crew members. “You know, every morning, I wake up and tell myself that today will be the day I manage not to say something stupid on camera. And then I end up saying something worse than the day before. I’m sure Ollie finds it hilarious, but I doubt the rest of my planet is amused. My mom probably can’t stomach watching.”

Spie sidled an inch closer to her, which was the opposite of what she should be doing. She should be taking off before someone saw them talking and got the wrong impression. “It’s hardly your fault when the producers are trying to goad you into it. Did you not notice that your ‘diplomats’ were harsher than everyone else’s? They’re setting you up. You should see the producer’s room—Blessing Stone is leaning hard into making you her villain, has a whole list of things she prompts your handler to ask you in an attempt to catch you saying something mean about the other contestants.”

Trash Girl gave Spie a horrified look. Her sun-pinked cheeks flushed red. “And you’re just now telling me?”

“I assumed it was obvious? Viewers don’t just watch Love Galaxy to see people fall in love. Love’s boring if there’s no drama. And right now, the fact that Nix is falling for the villain makes for compelling holovision. That and pitting you and Cailin against one another. Which is funny because, if she weren’t New Terra’s precious royalty, she’d make a much better villain. Instead, production has to bend over backward to make a cut that has her looking like the perfect little wifey for my brother.”

“So, you’re saying everyone hates me.”

“I’m saying you’ll be remembered. Which isn’t a bad thing.”

But Spie could tell her words were doing little to reassure. Trash Girl had her bottom lip between her teeth and was aggressively chewing at the skin.

Spie leaned in. “What do you say we get out of here for a minute? There’s something I want to show you.”

Artemis glanced at her wrist. “Justine wants me for an interview after she finishes with Arbora.”

“That sounds like a Justine problem.” Spie placed her hand along the X-er’s right elbow. “Come on, before someone notices. See that path? Around the corner, it backs up to the woods. I’ll meet you there after I count to sixty.”

Artemis’s gaze dropped to Spie’s hand on her elbow, then flitted back up. Spie’s breath caught.

“Don’t be late,” Trash Girl said, then slipped away.

After counting to sixty, Spie shooed away an approaching PA and followed. Artemis stood at the start of the trail, adorably staring up at a towering pine in open wonderment.

Spie placed her hand along Artemis’s elbow to prompt her to move. “I like to believe the forest has its own heart,” she said, guiding Artemis down the trail, away from any potentially prying eyes. The temperature dipped a few degrees as they vanished inside the maw of green foliage. “When I close my eyes, I swear I can feel the trees vibrating. It’s like music.”

With her thumb, Spie caressed the soft skin of Artemis’s inner elbow. She relished the hitch in Artemis’s semi-labored breathing, yearned to slide her hand down Artemis’s slender forearm, encircle her narrow wrist, fit their fingers together. But that would be a betrayal of Nicky, and Spie couldn’t do that.

Is this not already a betrayal of Nicky?

Spie pulled her hand back to her side. This was innocent. Maybe, if she said the word innocent enough times, she could force it to be true.

Artemis dropped her gaze briefly to where Spie no longer touched her arm, then looked over her shoulder. “What if someone follows us?”

“Then they follow us. But we can make things a little more challenging for them.” Spie stepped abruptly off the trail and into a semi-dense thicket of pines. “Come on, Trash Girl!”

Artemis, ducking to avoid being smacked by a needle-laden branch, followed. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

Spie pranced through undergrowth and weaved around spindly pines, slowing periodically to ensure Artemis kept up with her. The X-er cursed darkly as she battled with branches and bushes and the occasional mosquito.

After a few minutes, Spie stopped in a small glade, beneath the protective canopy of a massive red oak. She inhaled deeply, flooding her lungs with the crisp, calming, resinous smell of the woods.

“If you wanted to lure me somewhere more private, you could’ve asked,” Temmi panted, skirting around Spie to brace one hand against the red oak’s wide trunk, the other on a knee.

Spie laughed, moving to join Trash Girl by the tree trunk. She clapped the other woman on her shoulder. “Gods, I love it out here. It feels like the whole empire falls away.”

Artemis pulled herself to standing. She slapped at a bug on her arm. “I don’t know; I might prefer the empire to being eaten alive by insects.”

Spie laughed and raised both eyebrows. She pitched her voice low, suggestively. “You must be pretty tasty.”

Trash Girl flushed all the way to her ears.

“Also,” Spie said, forcing herself to look away before she tried to deepen that flush, “this is the best place on the grounds to birdwatch.” She lowered herself to sit between two gnarled roots and patted the space beside her. “I thought, after you said you wanted to move your family someplace with birds, that you might enjoy seeing some birds up close. I know you’ve probably seen some flitting around the manor, but this is a better view. I’m not an expert, but I did a little research on which types are native around here. One common variety is called an Arthurian swallow. It’s black with red wingtips and a crown that looks like flame. You think that was the kind Ollie watched on the documentary? They’re common to most temperate regions of Expan, including the outer territories.” Spie glanced up to see Artemis staring down at her, wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

“What?” Did Spie do something wrong? The bird thing was lame, wasn’t it? Of course it was. Spie was terrible at this whole thinking about other people’s needs and wants thing. “It’s dumb, isn’t it? We can go back.” She started to stand up.

Artemis shook her head. Her hair was frizzing at the temples. “Go back? Are you kidding? This is the most thoughtful thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

“Oh.” Spie ducked her head to hide a blush of her own. “Well, don’t be weird about it, Trash Girl. They’re just birds.”

“To you, maybe,” Artemis said, lowering herself to the ground, opting to sit with her back to the trunk, her legs pulled up to her chest. “But to me? Two months ago, I thought I’d live and die without ever seeing one.”

Spie stared at Artemis, feeling something protective surge up inside her. She hadn’t realized until that moment the true breadth of the divide between them. She wanted to bridge it, wanted to understand, wanted to—

“Okay, so—” She scooted back so she was level with Artemis and tried to force her pulse to relax. Their shoulders brushed, sending a pleasant shiver down Spie’s arm. She pointed into the canopy across from them. “There’s an Arthurian swallow nest up there—see that little bowl shape of twigs and leaves? The mom is flitting around inside it.”

Spie turned to watch Artemis search the trees. Her face was so close, her lips inches away. A slight dip of Spie’s head was all it would take to close the physical distance. The metaphorical one . . .

“Oh!” Trash Girl’s mouth broadened into an unrestrained grin. “I see her! She’s so fucking cute! Ollie would love this.” She threw out a hand to grab Spie’s arm in unselfconscious excitement.

Spie’s arm burned from the contact; her traitorous heart pounded in her chest. “Maybe we could send him a picture?”

Trash Girl jerked her gaze to Spie. Her grin melted into an expression of earnest surprise. Gods and nebulas, the woman couldn’t hide her emotions to save the world.

“You would do that?”

Spie raised one shoulder nonchalantly. “Sure. I’ll have my accountant send it to him with a message from you?”

Artemis blinked dumbly. “Yes, holy nebulas, yes. Um, tell him that I miss his fucking guts and that he better not be acting like a depressed asshole for Mom, and that I’m okay, and that I’m not going to come home until I win the whole thing.”

“Easy enough,” Spie said, then lowered her gaze to where Artemis still had her arm in a vise grip. “I will need my CB, though . . .”

“Oh, shit, sorry.” Trash Girl pried her fingers off Spie’s arm.

Spie connected her CB’s neural link to her visual field and pulled up the retinal camera. She focused on the bird hopping about in its nest, blinking once to zoom in, blinking three times to capture the image. It immediately populated in the air above her CB. She took her device out of discreet mode so Artemis could see it.

“I’m not a photographer, but I’d say that isn’t half-bad.” Spie disconnected her neural link to better inspect the picture.

“It’s perfect,” Artemis said. “Ollie’s going to love it.”

“Great. I’ll send it to Haz right now.” Spie drafted a quick bridge to her accountant, including Trash Girl’s desired message. “Done.” She lowered her arm back to her side, shoulder once again brushing the X-er’s. At the open look of gratitude on Artemis’s face, inconvenient butterflies battered Spie’s stomach.

“You— Um—” Artemis cleared her throat, her face burning even more crimson. “Thank you for doing that.” She relaxed her knees away from her chest. “It means more than you can ever know. Ollie and I have never been apart this long. Even when I was in lockup, he’d visit weekly. I hear him in my head constantly. I wish he could be here. He’d be obsessed with everything—would probably beg Blessing Stone to let him into the producer’s room.”

“You’re a good sister,” Spie said softly. Then swatted at an encroaching fly. “Coming all the way out here for him.”

“He would’ve done the same for me in a heartbeat. I might be older, but it was never just me protecting him. It was always both of us protecting her—our mom.”

“You never really talk about her,” Spie said. “When I was in your apartment, waiting for you to come back, I tried to make conversation but—language barrier. I definitely got the impression she didn’t like me much.”

“She doesn’t like anyone.” Temmi laughed humorlessly. “And she’s a hard person to know. She’s X-er through and through that way. I don’t think she knows what to do with me and Ollie most of the time. I don’t think we’re X-er enough for her. She’s never said it, but I wonder if she regrets having us. I have so few memories of her being  happy. But she’s been sick for so long now, and our lives have been so hard—I think maybe she feels guilty. I know she doesn’t want to be a burden. She ignored her health for years, worked constantly, until it got so bad she almost died. Her doctor said if she didn’t quit, didn’t start getting serious about treatment, she’d be dead in three months. But did she quit? Nope. That’s when I left school. Figured if I didn’t find a way to get a solid paycheck, she’d kill herself before she ever asked for help. I’ve spent every year since trying whatever I can to keep her alive.”

“That sounds exhausting,” Spie said. She found Artemis’s hand with her own. Squeezed.

Artemis exhaled, closed her eyes. Then reopened them. “I should miss her more than I do. Is it terrible that I don’t? I’m not saying I don’t miss her, at all; it’s just—I mostly feel relieved not to have to worry about her right now. That she’s taken care of.”

With her thumb, Spie gently rubbed the back of Artemis’s hand. “I’m definitely not the right person to give advice on mother-daughter relationships. Gracelin is a piece of work. But I don’t think it’s fair to judge ourselves based on feelings we can’t control. Not missing your mom doesn’t mean you don’t love her.”

Artemis nodded. “You’re a good sister too, you know. For what you’re doing for Nicky.” Her gaze dropped once to Spie’s lips before flitting quickly away, returning to the swallow across the glade.

Guilt grounded the butterflies in Spie’s gut. She withdrew her hand from Artemis’s and scooted a hairsbreadth away so that their shoulders no longer touched. A good sister wouldn’t be feeling the things she was feeling right now. Scratch that. A good sister wouldn’t actively put herself in such intimate proximity with Artemis knowing she was feeling the things she was feeling right now.

But this moment wasn’t about romance; it was about friendship. And there was nothing wrong with being friends.

Silence stretched between them. The swallow in the tree took flight, trilling a pretty song as it banked across the glade. Selfishly, Spie yearned to extend this moment into—what? There could be nothing between her and Artemis beyond the friendship she justified their connection to be.

“Do you think you could do something else for me?” Artemis asked.

“Name it,” Spie said, too quickly, too tenderly. She cleared her throat.

“Since you have internet access, do you think you could see how I’m faring amongst viewers? You said being a villain isn’t a bad thing, but—I’m curious, I guess.”

Spie tapped her CB. “Easy. I’ll just run a quick search and—” A list of search results for Artemis Ialan populated in the air between them.

Artemis Ialan accosts Her Highness on X72!

Is Artemis Ialan even human?

Artemis Ialan’s favorite curse words.

Artemis Ialan and her special X-er powers!

Exclusive interview with Artemis Ialan’s ex-boyfriend, Scot Meridan.

Trash Girl gaped at the fifth link. Spie herself couldn’t stop a tickle of curiosity at the headline, but she doubted viewing it was a wise decision. But Artemis was already leaning forward, swiping her hand at the air.

“It only responds to my touch,” Spie said. “Here—” She tapped on the link, knowing it was a bad idea but doing it anyway. Which more or less summed up the majority of her life’s decisions.

A video populated in the air and immediately began playing. An interview between a popular Expanese talk show host and a boy with long, thin blue hair and a long, thin pale face. Spie paid attention to the video but paid more attention to Artemis watching the video. Gauged her reaction.

The host leaned forward in a comfortable armchair and addressed the blue-haired boy. “Scot Meridan, you’ve recently become quite the popular man, haven’t you? Can you tell us why?”

Scot shrugged one skinny shoulder. “People are suddenly talking about my home planet. Naturally, they’re curious about my people. But there aren’t a lot of X-ers on the Prop. Makes me rather sought-after in the current climate.”

His accent reminded Spie of Trash Girl’s. The same rough consonants and slightly butchered vowels.

Artemis looked like a person staring down their worst nightmare.

Spie hit Pause. “Maybe we shouldn’t watch this—”

“Fucking hit Play right now.”

“Your funeral.” Spie resumed the video.

“But that isn’t the only reason, is it? Come now, young man; don’t be demure with me. You knew—nay, dated!—one of the stars of this season of Love Galaxy. And not just any star, the infamous, villainous Artemis Ialan. Tell me, was she always, how can I be diplomatic about this—”

“Tactless?” Scot provided.

Spie hated him immediately. Across from her, Artemis’s eyes bugged.

“What you have to understand and what so many viewers don’t is that Artemis is young and uneducated. She has a storied history of delinquent behavior—a juvenile record, even. When we were together, her mother was grateful to have me around as a good influence. I did everything I could to help Artemis, but . . . at some point, people have to help themselves, you know? Honestly, considering where she came from, I think she’s doing incredible on the show. I just don’t think it’s fair to expect anything more from her. It’d be like expecting a monkey to do complex arithmetic.”

“That’s very insightful, Scot. We’re lucky to have you with us—”

“And we’re done with this.” Spie shut off her CB.

Artemis’s breath hissed loudly through visibly clenched teeth. She stared blankly at the air where the projection had been, looking liable to commit murder.

“Hey, so, how do we think we’re doing?” Spie waved her hand delicately in front of Artemis’s eyes. Was Spie half-expecting to get bitten? Absolutely. But sometimes, that was what a person needed to do, and Spie was happy to sacrifice her fingers. “If you want me to hunt him down, I’m happy to. Captain Glossen can certainly arrange an ‘accident.’”

Trash Girl’s lips peeled back. She jumped to her feet and shouted, “FUCK”, so loud that more than a few birds took flight from nearby trees.

“Yep, yep, get it out.” Spie rose to her feet, taking a step back to allow Artemis some space. Also, maybe she didn’t actually want to get bitten after all.
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Intoxication

Temmi was no stranger to anger. It was an emotion that frequently simmered  in her body, was what had gotten her through her father’s abandonment and Scot’s betrayal (though alcohol did deserve a minor acknowledgment as well). But right now, what she was feeling went a few degrees beyond anger. Rage engulfed her. “Scot fucking Meridan is a lying, fucking, manipulative asshole!” she screamed to no one and everyone, but mostly to herself.

The rage made her want to rake her nails over her cheeks, her throat, down her arms. To think Scot was out there spreading lies and defamation so casually—just like he’d done after he stole her intellectual property. But this time, it wasn’t just a handful of people on X72-1 listening—it was the entire nebula-cursed empire. And the show making her out to be a villain only supported his disastrous narrative.

He was protecting himself. Discrediting Temmi was his best way of ensuring that no one would believe her if she was able to prove he’d earned his scholarship through theft. He was going on the offensive while Temmi was trapped in a manor with an unknown murderer and more cameras than human beings.

Fucking fucking fuck.

She needed to win the show now more than ever. It was the only conceivable way of salvaging her reputation.

With a long exhale, she wilted against the trunk of the tree. Her rage usually burned hot but quick. Already, it was washing into the desire to cry.

The tree’s bark bit harshly into her spine. She leaned in to the discomfort, letting the pain outside distract her from the hurt inside.

Spie approached slowly, crunching fallen leaves.

Temmi was honestly surprised her rage hadn’t scared the princess off. If anything, Spie seemed entirely understanding. Had been understanding all afternoon. Which was . . . well, it was nice. And foreign. And, fuck, but Spie’s kindness was the worst kind of gift. The kind Temmi shouldn’t accept but couldn’t refuse.

“You really dated that asshole?”

Temmi snorted, leaning the back of her head against the tree trunk. “Biggest mistake of my life, but yep. For two embarrassingly long years.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

Spie cocked her head. A leaf had nestled in her silken hair. Temmi resisted the urge to pluck it out. Gods and nebulas, how was it legal to look that fucking good?

“So, I went searching through some of your files the other night. I know, stalker-ish, whatever. Anyway, your academic records showed testing scores beyond the 91st percentile—at least in mathematics. Which is admittedly impressive. Your disciplinary file seemed mainly to consist of schoolteachers remarking on your brilliance but decrying your arrogance. There was even a record of a school project you’d done in year nine, right before you dropped out, and before your stint in jail. Something about an energy-harvesting prototype.”

Temmi stopped breathing and cut her gaze immediately to Spie’s.

Spie continued. “Now, I don’t know the first thing about energy harvesting, or what that even really is, but I do enjoy a good investigation. Fast-forwarding, I found the name Scot Meridan pop up attached to yours in an online article that said something like, and I’m paraphrasing, of course, ‘Winner of Nicky’s nerdy scholarship, asshole Scot Meridan, says goodbye to his family and girlfriend, Artemis Ialan.’ Apparently, he won the scholarship for some kind of energy-harvesting prototype. When I looked it up, it sounded an awful lot like what you were working on as a kid. And since you two dated . . .”

Temmi blinked. She’d spent two years mired in Scot’s betrayal, in the sure knowledge that no one had, or ever would, believe her side of the story. And here was the most privileged woman in the entire whopping empire, the sister of the man whose name had been on the scholarship stolen from Temmi, fitting together the pieces of her second-greatest heartbreak like it was as easy as breathing.

“I . . .” Words failed her. “I fucking hate Scot Meridan.”

Spie pursed her perfectly plump lips and stepped even closer to Temmi. “He seems like an absolute dick.”

“That’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me.” Temmi meant the words as a joke, a knee-jerk deflection from the sudden vulnerability of being seen, but the second they left her mouth, the words didn’t feel like a joke. They felt like an acknowledgment of feelings she knew she shouldn’t acknowledge. Fuck. “I didn’t mean—”

Spie’s tone gentled in a way that felt too intimate. “Then my hunch is correct? You worked on the initial prototype together?”

The words cut Temmi to her core. This was it, her moment of vindication. She refused to shy from it. 

“The idea was mine. The initial prototype was mine. So much mine that I used the theory to make a fully ambulatory synthetic lung. I called it Have a Lung, Bitch, and it was fucking brilliant, better than anything Scot could’ve come up with, but I had to sell it for rent money to Scot’s asshole academic advisor . . . I’m losing the plot. Point is, Scot used me, fed my ideas to his university sponsor. I never knew. Not until he’d been awarded the scholarship. When I saw the proposal he’d submitted, the proposal that won . . . I tried to discredit him, pled my case to his university professors, to his father, his mother, but who was going to believe a year-nine dropout who served a stint in jail for theft? Scot played me beautifully. I came off like the crazy, jealous girlfriend.”

Spie appeared to study Temmi for a long moment. All around them, the glade seemed to quieten, as though every tree and bird and insect was straining to hear what came next.

And then Spie said three words that made tears mist to life in Temmi’s eyes:

“I believe you.”

I believe you.

The words struck Temmi full in the chest, three little explosions that freed her from the snare of Scot Meridan. She nearly doubled over from the force of her ensuing relief. “Well, fuck. You’re an absolute bitch, you know that?”

Spie made a choked sound. “I mean, yes, but?”

Temmi pointed at her watering eyes.

Spie grinned and stepped even closer. When had the space between them vanished?

Temmi, with her back to the tree, could do nothing but look up into that sharp, violet gaze. A gaze that had stripped her bare in minutes.

“Nicky took you to Expan Central for your first date, right? That must’ve sucked for you.”

Temmi gaped. How could Spie so fully see Temmi’s pain in a way no one else ever had? A way that made Temmi feel vulnerable, fragile, empowered? “Who the fuck are you, Spie Expani?”

The princess’s eyes dilated, her expression shifting to something new. Something that burned as hot as the orrist basalt against Temmi’s breastbone. Temmi’s awareness of the woods beyond her vanished. All that remained was the jagged press of the bark at her back and Spie’s countenance closing in: her eyes, her mouth, her lips.

An urgent sensation flickered to life in Temmi’s gut. Something that wasn’t rage or anger.

Spie feathered her fingers over Temmi’s cheek, wiped away the remnants of her tears. Then her hands dropped to the small of Temmi’s waist, and she pushed Temmi back against the tree. Her mouth hovered close, so close, her breath hot and ragged against Temmi’s lips.

Intoxication, Temmi thought, utterly powerless in the thrall of Spie Expani.

“I—” Spie whispered, and then, as suddenly as her hands had found Temmi, they left her. Spie jumped backward. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have— We should go.”

• • •

The manor’s library was an adorable nook-like room tucked inside the western turret. It smelled lightly of vanilla and the sea. The bruised rays of dawn listed gently through a series of octagonal windows. Nix lounged against a window seat, knees up, a book spread across his legs.

“Hey,” Temmi said, settling across from him.

“You came.” He closed the book around his gloved index finger.

Temmi glimpsed the cover—for once, he was reading something in Expanese. The Erasure of the Nonhuman Sapient, A History.

“A little light reading in the morning?” She nodded at the book.

He chuckled. He was wearing his glasses; Temmi hadn’t seen them on him since that first night. Since their first kiss. And though, in the weeks since, she still hadn’t developed a burning desire to rip his clothes off, she had grown increasingly more comfortable in his presence.

“Did you know that when Expan Proper was first colonized, there was a whole other alien species living here? A species that’s gone extinct? Humanity wasn’t a unified collective back then, just a bunch of space-warring clans.”

Temmi hadn’t known that. “I have to admit an educational gap when it comes to Expanese history.”

“But it’s not Expanese history—it’s human history. This was before Expan. Before the Artificial Collapse. Before the galactic empire.”

“Perhaps, but Expan has given itself a monopoly on human history.”

Nicky smiled. “Fair. I’d love to initiate wide-reaching historical research. Excavate records from far-flung territories. Have there been other alien species forgotten by history? We have so much fear around the nonhuman, it’s practically taboo to even ask the question. I could change that when I become emperor. Or start to, at least.”

“This your way of working through guilt for the empire’s history of colonization and subjugation?”

Nicky set the book on the ledge beneath his bent legs and leaned over his knees. “It’s my way of looking toward the future—toward the empire’s longevity. At some point, we’ll face a threat we can’t subdue—or eradicate. How much stronger would we be if we allied with alien nations instead of destroying them? We act like humanity is the end-all-be-all of sapient evolution, but that’s ridiculous. Take the Uiyoni, for example, our most recent first-contact situation.

“Do you know the only reason my grandfather permitted the Uiyoni delegation to enter Expan space was because he believed them to be of human descent? A piece of far-flung humanity separated by centuries-old space travel brought back into the fold. The Uiyoni actually claim Terran descent, same as any of us, but from nearly two millennia ago. We’re not sure what happened in those years. How their basic biology evolved so drastically—probably some kind of genetic engineering. Regardless, the result is a species hardly resembling humanity anymore. It wasn’t until after my grandfather met with the Uiyoni ambassador that he realized that, though they may appear humanoid, they are far from human. My grandfather was the one who initiated the Uiyoni Conflict. Drew first blood. What might’ve happened if he’d maintained the diplomatic course rather than the fearmongering one?”

“No idea,” Temmi said. This history was new to her. Just her knowing it was probably some kind of treason. But she trusted Nicky was only telling her because he needed to talk it out. She could do that for him. “You’d rather we be living side by side with aliens capable of murdering us with a touch? Not just that; aren’t they cannibalistic somehow? No, that’s not right. They don’t eat each other, but they would eat us. Unless everything I’ve heard is a lie. I’m not saying your grandfather was right, by any means, but if we’re a den of mice and the Uiyoni are lions, would it not be suicidal to invite them inside? It’s an interesting dilemma, and my knowledge of the subject is woefully lacking to make a substantive argument.”

Nix was quiet a moment. He sat back slightly, turning to gaze out the window. The library overlooked the sea. The water was calm this morning. Little white birds dove in and out of the shallows. The birds made Temmi think of Spie, of soft, forbidden touches and the words I believe you.

“It’s a dilemma I need to prepare for—a dilemma I may have to face as emperor. The Uiyoni are—” Nix paused abruptly; swung his gaze back to Temmi. Seemed to debate internally before speaking again. “They’re coming back. That’s not something you should repeat, though. My mother wants to keep it all quiet. That’s why Spie and I are headlining Love Galaxy this season. To keep people distracted while she eradicates the threat.”

“Oh,” Temmi said. It was— Huh. She didn’t know what to think about that. The Uiyoni seemed so distant, the kind of threat that couldn’t actually affect someone’s life. But for the emperor to be worried . . .“And you don’t want her to eradicate the threat?”

Nicky shook his head. “I’m afraid she won’t be able to. It’s not the same thing.” He leaned over his knees again. “Thank you for letting me talk to you about things like this. You’d be surprised how hard it is to find someone who I can simply talk with—or be with.”

“You know,” Temmi said, because what the fuck, might as well go for it, “if you choose me, I can always be there for you like this. Whatever shit you have to face as emperor, I’ll face with you.”

The look he gave her was so hopeful it made her hurt. “You want that? Truly? With me? Not just the imperial station but me?”

Temmi opened her mouth to say yes, of course she wanted him. But how could she when her skin still burned from where his sister had grazed it? When he wasn’t the person she thought of when she woke each morning and went to sleep each night? Nicky deserved so much better than her.

“I—I’ve always had a hard time trusting people,” she said instead. Because she didn’t have it in her to lie to him. And anyway, she was a bad liar. “But I find myself wanting to trust you. And not because of your imperial station—despite it.”

But he must’ve read between the lines, must’ve guessed that Temmi had used trust as a smokescreen to hide her inability to say love. Because, over the ensuing silent seconds, his eyes grew immeasurably sad. He withdrew—or retreated.

“We could be great together,” he whispered, less to her than to himself. As though he was speaking of the impossible.
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Drama Dump

Spie had a hard time focusing during the following evening’s cocktail ceremony, held in the Goldsand Beach pier pavilion. She and Nicky had awarded extra face time to the six winners of the previous day’s diplomacy date: Cailin, Arbora, Jasmine, Milea, Qurain, and Rosaria. But Spie’s thoughts kept drifting back to the woods, to Artemis. To the feel of the X-er’s waist beneath her hands. To what had nearly passed between them.

What is wrong with me?

Next to Spie, Jasmine Gross was talking about how much she missed her three-legged rescue dog named Finley. Spie tried to pay attention, tried to lose herself in Jasmine’s brown eyes. There was nothing exactly objectionable about Jasmine Gross. She was passionate about animals, came from a prominent Old Terran family, and ran the foreign branch of her family’s business, Gross Industries, a massive weapons manufacturer that directly supplied the Fleet. Her mother had recently been elected the Old Terran Senator for the Galactic Senate. Jasmine’s manners were polite, her modest sweater and slacks were polite, her neatly done brunette hair was polite. She was objectively pretty in a polite way. Every word out of her mouth was carefully considered and delivered in a polite accent.

But Spie wasn’t interested in objectively pretty or polite. She was interested in difficult-to-tame blue hair and lips raw from being chewed between nervous teeth, and a mouth with no filter, and brown eyes that looked amber with green spots in just the right lighting.

When Jasmine made a polite bid for a kiss, Spie played it off with disinterest. Which was very unlike her.

Dark waves lapped against the pier. Soft fairy lights hovered throughout the pavilion, giving off a blushed color. Lit braziers combatted the worst of the ocean’s chill. At the pavilion’s opposite end, Nicky sat with Rosaria Yune, surrounded by his own crew of cameras and producers. Rosaria kept sidling closer and closer to him; he appeared to be trying to dodge her advances. Too bad. She was gorgeous, outgoing, fun. Spie suddenly, desperately, wanted her brother to fall for Rosaria—or anyone who wasn’t the girl she was paying to fall in love with him. Which was unfair.

While Spie watched, idly listening to Jasmine, Cailin Frederik approached Nicky. She handed Rosaria a full glass of champagne before running her off. A moment later, Arbora came to interrupt Spie’s mini-date. Jasmine politely took her leave.

Arbora slid onto the bench beside Spie. She looked beautiful tonight, her dark eyes accentuated by shimmering gold liner. “Hey, princess,” she said.

Spie no longer knew what to think of Arbora. No longer knew how to talk with her; act around her. Was terrified of saying or doing the wrong thing. She didn’t know how to move forward. Or if she even wanted to.

“Hi,” Spie said.

“I feel like you’ve been avoiding me,” Arbora said. “You barely talked to me during the last two group dates. Didn’t even look at me at last week’s ball. You falling for someone else already? Are you not going to give me a second chance?”

Kal’s voice slid abruptly into Spie’s ear: “Blessing Stone wants you to talk about your breakup—viewers are curious about what happened between you two; they want the drama dump. You don’t have to be honest. Make something up if you need to.”

Drama dump. Spie would’ve laughed if the prospect of publicly discussing their breakup didn’t sound like drinking poison. What had happened between them? Apparently, I was the worst girlfriend of all time.

Ah, well, might as well rip off the band-aid. Spie had never been one to drag out a miserable task.

“You ignored me,” she said, “after you left for your father’s home on Irma. I bridged you—a lot. You never bridged back.”

Arbora’s throat bobbed. A camera drone hovered close to them. “I needed our break to be clean. I knew if I bridged you back, I’d never be free, would stay wrapped up in you forever—even so, I’m not sure I ever really got free. If I had, I wouldn’t be back here eight years later, would I? You’re like a break that never set right.”

Spie had no idea how to take Arbora’s words. Were they true? Were they for the cameras? Did it matter? How could Spie marry Arbora, considering the history between them? How could she ever feel confident in their relationship, moving forward? Maybe this was a sign she needed to send Arbora home. Except Blessing Stone wouldn’t want that—not yet. Not until she’d gotten a decent allotment of drama out of her.

Right now, when Spie erased Artemis from the picture, she was leaning toward Petra Corran, if for no other reason than to piss off her mom by choosing an underdog. Though the thought of having to wed anyone made her nauseous. More so than when she’d started the damn show.

“So, tell me how to set it right,” Spie said, meaning it. Tell me how to not be the person I was when we were together. Tell me what it is you want from me.

Arbora leaned closer. “You can start by kissing me.”

Spie, who never lost her composure, almost did. “I don’t think we should—” She stood abruptly. She couldn’t kiss Arbora—couldn’t touch her. Not even for the cameras. It felt too confusing, too dangerous.

“Spie,” Arbora said, entreating.

But Spie only shook her head, taking a step back. “I don’t understand what we are.”

In her ear, Kalvin’s voice: “Blessing Stone wants you to lean in to what you’re feeling right now, not run away from it. Give us context—an explanation. But also, you can call cut. It’s your show, Your Highness.”

“I need a minute,” Spie said. “Cameras off. Mics off. I’m shutting you off, too, Kal.”

Within five minutes, her side of the pavilion was clear except for her and her ex-girlfriend.

Arbora raised her left eyebrow, the one pierced with her gender rings. “You all right?”

Spie didn’t return to sitting—she felt too antsy. “I can’t tell when you’re acting for the cameras. Did you mean it? About never getting over me?”

Arbora blew out a breath; dropped her gaze to her hands. “Yes. No matter how frustrated I am with myself for not being able to.”

“And that’s why you’re here? Because you couldn’t get over me? That’s all?”

Arbora lifted her gaze up to Spie’s. Something seemed to pass behind her eyes. “No, that’s not all.”

“Okay, and?”

“It’s my sister.” Arbora seemed to deflate, ever so slightly. She played with the ring on her forefinger. “Assuming Alanna gets the vote, she’ll be instated as the Moons’ prime minister after our father’s retirement. When Imperial News announced you and your brother would be the next Love Galaxy headliners, she suggested I audition. She’s been running her campaign on traditional imperialist values, but she’s far more aligned, personally, with more-progressive sentiments. I’m not sure how much you know about the recent protests on Irma and Primus, but there’s been a lot of unrest. The economy isn’t doing well—the price of everyday living keeps going up, and we’re being taxed half to death to support gigantic Fleet training schools. A quarter of the population of Primus is Fleet these days. Then there was that bill last year that my father supported, the one wanting to instate barcode branding on Moonite citizens. It passed by imperial order. There’s a two-year countdown for everyone to get branded before being in breach of the law. Sorry, I’m rambling.”

“They instituted barcode branding on the Moons?” Spie asked. “But that’s so close to home.”

Arbora shrugged one shoulder. “If you have the time, I could give you the full download on all the policies your mother has been enacting empire-wide lately. Imperial overreach is at an all-time high. People like her even less than they liked your grandfather.”

“The people and I have something in common.”

A wry smile twisted Arbora’s lips. “My point is, the imperial body has zero checks and balances. It doesn’t matter how democratic the rest of us try to be in our own territories—the emperor can overrule anything she wants. So, Alanna believes the best way to counteract that is by marrying me off to you. Not only will she strengthen our ties to the crown, but I’ll be able to try to influence imperial decisions from the inside. Decisions that might benefit the Moons.”

“That would be strategic, if I was planning on sticking around the imperial court. But I’m not.” Slowly, Spie lowered herself back to sitting. “I’m getting out of here as soon as I’m able. I don’t plan on being anywhere near the seat of power and decision making.”

“That’s . . . less than ideal.” Arbora frowned. A beat of silence passed, and then, in what sounded like a forcefully light tone, she said, “Regardless, I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t believe that you and I could be something. Not what we were, obviously, but something.”

Spie was wary, but this felt like a potential step in an honest direction. A foundation for something new. “We’ll have to go slow, I think.”

“I’ve never known you to be slow.”

“Maybe you don’t know me like you thought you did.”

“Maybe I don’t.”
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Somebody Help

The inner courtyard’s pool glistened darkly. Temmi shivered, both from the night’s chill air and her general nervousness. Kalvin had said he’d meet her out there twenty minutes before—where was he?

She didn’t like being outside alone, kept picturing masked murderers hiding in every shadow. Kept jumping whenever the pool skimmer hanging on the outside of the dressing room jostled in a breeze. But it’d been a minute since she’d been able to talk to Kalvin. He was good about bridging her daily—checking in. But they couldn’t talk candidly over bridge, and finding time to speak alone was difficult. Temmi had been building a mental case against Cailin, had recently discovered, from a conversation with Yoshi Blagden, that Cailin’s law firm had shut down a philanthropic endeavor initiated by Kya Ep-Kmin. There could’ve been legitimate bad blood there.

Come on, Kalvin. Temmi crossed her arms over her chest and settled nervously on a reclining deck chair. Spie and Nix’s cocktail party would be wrapping up soon; Kalvin had said he’d be able to slip away for a few minutes before it ended.

The sound of hurried footsteps drew Temmi’s attention. Someone was coming down the garden path opposite the pool. Kalvin? She jumped to her feet.

A woman tore free of the hedged-in path, stumbling onto the tiled deck.

Temmi squinted into the moons-lit darkness. Golden hair, a sleek black dress with a plunging neckline. “Rosaria? Aren’t you supposed to be at the cocktail party right now?” And why was she alone?

Rosaria’s gaze lifted to Temmi’s—even in the darkness, even across the thirty-foot pool separating them, Temmi didn’t miss the panic on her face. Rosaria stumbled forward, falling to her knees alarmingly close to the pool’s edge. Her hands shot to her throat and a violent fit of coughing overtook her slender frame.

Sudden panic launched Temmi into a run. She skirted the pool in a rush to get to Rosaria’s side. Once there, she dropped to her knees. Rosaria was shaking uncontrollably, still coughing.

“Can you breathe?” What a dumb question. Temmi placed her hands on the other woman’s shoulders gently in an attempt to soothe her shaking. “Can you tell me what happened?”

Another bout of violent coughing overtook Rosaria. What the fuck was Temmi supposed to do? She glanced around the pool, looking for anyone and anything to help. Weren’t there supposed to be guards milling about somewhere?

“Help!” she bellowed. Then, louder: “SOMEBODY HELP!”

Rosaria’s coughing subsided. She lifted her face. What looked like black tears streaked down her cheeks and dribbled from her flared nostrils, leaked from the corners of her mouth.

With trembling fingers, Temmi flicked on her CB’s flashlight—and recoiled. Those weren’t black tears.

They were red.

Immediately, Temmi smacked her CB and bridged Kalvin.

IT’S HAPPENING AGAIN. HELP.

“The drink,” Rosaria panted, blood flecking her lips as she spoke. “She gave me . . . the drink.”

“What drink?” Temmi grabbed the other woman’s hands. “Rosie, who gave it to you? You know what, it doesn’t matter. Can you walk? We need to get you inside. Find someone. Find Petra—she’ll know what to do. You need to get to a hospital.”

Temmi stood, wary of how close she was to the pool’s edge, the backs of her heels precariously hanging over the pool’s lip. Carefully, she bent to grab Rosaria under her armpits and tried to haul her to her feet. Easier said than done—Temmi cursed her complete lack of upper-body strength.

Rosaria broke out into another coughing fit, this one even more violent than the last. She pitched abruptly forward, frantic hands latching on to Temmi’s shirt and throwing her off balance. There was a singular moment of suspended freefall, and then—Temmi plunged backward into the pool. The cold bite of water enveloped her limbs, her face. Rosaria clung to her, the weight of their combined bodies driving them down, down. Water poured into Temmi’s open mouth. An animal panic stole through her brain. She couldn’t swim—had never learned. X72 wasn’t exactly known for its swimmable bodies of water. And recreational pools would be a ridiculous waste of resources.

Temmi flailed—Rosaria’s grip went slack, and her body slipped away, vanishing into the dark water.

“No!” Temmi screamed, more water filling her mouth, bubbles spilling out. But she couldn’t swim, couldn’t get to Rosaria—

She battled the water, pushing and pulling and kicking, driving herself toward the surface. Her lungs ached; her open eyes burned. Chlorine, some detached part of her brain provided in explanation. How deep is this fucking gods-damned pool?

Her nose and mouth broke the surface. She hungrily sucked in air but accidentally inhaled more water instead. Spluttering, she dipped back under. Fatigue turned her limbs to lead but still she kicked, fought, clawed her way back to the surface, brain screaming from lack of oxygen, vision blotting—

She submerged again. This time, her eyes drifted shut.

Something firm wrapped around her midsection and pulled. Rosaria? Had she made it up from the pool’s depths?

“I’ve got you, it’s okay, you can stop fighting me.” A voice, as though from far away.

Was she fighting the voice? She couldn’t say, she felt so detached from her body.

“Come on, breathe for me.”

Temmi opened her eyes. She was staring at a dark sky. Three moons and the bright glow of orbiting space stations stared back. Nausea roiled up her throat as hands rolled her onto her side just in time for a geyser of pool water to spew from her mouth. She coughed, vomited, and coughed some more.

Everything hurt. An aching burning in her lungs, a headache the size of X72 pounding through her skull.

Beside her on the pool deck was an oblong blue buoy, and beside that—Kalvin. His dress shirt was soaked through, the fabric clinging to his skin, water pooling around his knees.

Temmi forced herself into a sitting position. “You—” Her vocal cords felt raw. Had she been screaming while drowning? “What about—” Adrenaline launched her to her feet.

Rosaria lay on the pool’s opposite side, unmoving. A guard knelt over her, their visor resting on the deck beside them, their dark hair dripping wet.

“Rosie . . .” Temmi staggered along the pool deck, her wet clothes cold against her skin. “Rosie!”

She collapsed next to Rosaria Yune’s unmoving form. Beside her, the guard was standing, shaking his head at Kalvin.

“Rosie. Fuck.” The blood had washed from her face. Her mouth was open, her eyes unseeing. “Rosie. I’m so sorry— I—” Tears turned Temmi’s damp skin to salt water.

From behind her, Kalvin’s voice. “We did everything we could.”

An ice-cold sensation tore through Temmi’s center. Rosaria had been—well, they’d been something close to friends, hadn’t they? She’d been kind and effusive and hadn’t given a shit about Temmi being a complete idiot when it came to the show. The thought of Rosaria being sent home had been sad—the thought of her being dead? Fuck.

“Someone gave her a drink.” Temmi’s throat burned as she spoke. She turned to Kalvin. He was wringing water from the ends of his shirt. “She was coughing and bleeding from her mouth and eyes and she said she gave me the drink. Who? Maybe someone at the cocktail party? Could it have been poisoned? Cailin was there. Roll back the film. She had to have slipped something in Rosie’s drink. I tried to help her up but then she fell, and we both landed in the pool and I can’t swim— You need to stop the show, Kalvin. Someone’s murdering contestants. The manor isn’t safe for any of us.”

“Breathe, Artemis.” Water dripped from Kalvin’s rolled-up slacks. He wiped his nose with his upper arm. “You’re in shock. I can’t just stop the show.”

“Are you trying to tell me,” Temmi panted, her breath hiccupping, “that you’re going to cover this up, too? Pretend Rosaria didn’t just—didn’t just—” Temmi lurched away from Rosaria’s body and vomited beside Kalvin’s bare feet.

Slowly, he knelt. “Artemis. Look at me. I understand how serious this is—trust me. But the emperor doesn’t want the show shut down, and she certainly doesn’t want the viewing public to catch wind of any deaths—”

“Who gives a flying fuck what the emperor wants!”

Kalvin glanced quickly toward the manor, then back at Temmi. “You need to keep your voice down. I’ll see to Ambassador Yune’s body, and you should get back to your room and sleep as best you can. We can talk more once you’ve rested.”

Temmi wiped furiously at her eyes. “Did I kill her? Kal, did I kill her? If I’d been able to swim, I could’ve saved her—or if I’d pulled her away from the pool faster. Oh, gods, Petra is gonna be so sad. Fuck—I killed her, didn’t I?”

Temmi started shaking uncontrollably; her vision went blind with tears. She was cold—so cold. Something warm and dry wrapped itself around her shoulders. A towel.

“This is not your fault, Artemis.” Kalvin’s voice. Steady, low, soothing. A hand, rubbing her arm above the warm towel. “This is not your fault. But if you want to stay on this show, then you need to get out of here. Now. And not a word to anyone.”

She sucked in an aching breath. Then another. “And if I’m poisoned next? I need to go home. What good am I to my family dead?”

“And give up everything you’ve fought so hard for?” Kalvin was in front of her again, his obsidian eyes intense. A droplet of water streaked down the side of his bald head. “Remember who you’re doing this for. Your family. Your planet. Leaving early will put you in breach of contract—you don’t want Blessing Stone to send IBN lawyers after you.”

Temmi snorted—her nostrils burned with latent chlorine. “Blessing Stone hates me. She’ll be glad I’m gone.”

“On a personal level, I’m certain you’re right. But you’ve proven to be good for ratings. And what’s best for the show will always win out over her personal feelings. Now is not the time to make a rash decision.”

Slowly, Temmi nodded. Kalvin was right. She was almost halfway to the end. Final eight and the promised one million credits was within reach. Plus, she and Nix were growing closer. There was every chance she’d make it to the finale—even a small chance she could win. If she left now, she’d be giving up everything. The money, the chance for real power, a future where her family was safe. And then, there was Spie. If she left now, she would never see the princess ever again.

The thought hurt more than it should.

With burning eyes, she gave Rosaria’s body a final, parting glance. I’m so sorry, she thought. But it wasn’t enough. Being sorry wouldn’t bring her back. I should’ve been able to save you. But I will make this right. I promise. In the morning, Temmi would have a drink in Rosaria’s honor, an X72 tradition. And then she’d find the evidence needed to nail Cailin Frederik for good.

• • •

Temmi thanked all the nebulas that she managed to beat Arbora to their room. Quickly, she stripped out of her waterlogged shirt and sweats, and donned a warm, dry pair. It wasn’t until she’d climbed beneath her covers that she realized something was off.

The familiar burning sensation beneath her shirt was absent. Dread clamped tight across her rib cage. An awful sense of foreboding stole into her still-aching limbs as she pulled the neckline of her shirt to the side.

Her necklace was gone.

She’d been wearing it when she went out to meet Kalvin by the pool, hadn’t she? Was it now resting on the bottom of the pool? Or had she taken it off when she’d showered earlier that evening?

Throwing her covers off, Temmi dove to the floor and started tearing through her suitcases. She’d definitely taken the necklace off before her shower. She must’ve forgotten to put it back on afterward, too distracted by thoughts of Spie Expani’s lips. Where had she placed it?

She pulled open a small suitcase. Inside were two zipper compartments. A bigger one where Temmi kept her underwear and a smaller one that housed her socks. She’d placed the necklace in the smaller one; she was sure of it.

But when she unzipped the compartment, it was empty.

Oh, fucking fuck. And just when she thought her day couldn’t get any worse.

Temmi checked the large compartment for good measure, sifting through pairs of underwear, the dread in her chest tightening and tightening, when—her fingers brushed something hot. Relief washed over her as she withdrew the necklace. She fully collapsed onto the floor. I must’ve put it in the wrong compartment. A careless but simple mistake.

Unless she hadn’t made a mistake. Unless someone else had removed the necklace while Temmi was away. And that someone else had mistakenly returned it to the wrong compartment.

But no, that was absurd. It didn’t fit with what Rosaria had said about a poisoned drink. Unless Rosaria had been wrong about the drink. Temmi was suddenly desperate to know what, if anything, had been caught on film.

Who had access to Temmi’s room and things? Arbora, of course. And Justine. Manny and his makeup team. Blessing Stone. Kalvin. Any number of attendants.

The list was impossibly long.

Temmi inspected the orrist basalt’s protective outer casing, just as she had after Kya’s death. No cracks, no obvious breaks. She was being paranoid. Cailin Frederik using some kind of more-traditional poison made the most sense as the murder weapon.

Slipping the necklace over her head, Temmi crawled back into bed. She itched to bridge Petra and confess what had happened. Tell her why, when morning came, Rosaria’s name would go dark on the galactic ceiling map. But Kalvin’s voice was in her head—not a word to anyone. The emperor doesn’t want the show to be shut down.

Would the emperor silence Temmi if she spoke out?

It wasn’t long before her CB lit up with a bridge from Petra.

Petra: Not sure if you’re awake but two PAs just showed up for Rosie’s stuff. She’s not responding to my bridges and the fuckers said I can’t say goodbye. The room already feels empty without her. I really thought she’d make it longer.

Temmi squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold back fresh tears. She didn’t reply. Didn’t have it in her to pretend Rosaria Yune had been sent back home to the Underbelt when she knew the truth.

But when Temmi tried to sleep, all she saw were Rosaria’s bleeding eyes; all she felt was the weightless sensation of Rosaria’s body slipping away in the dark water; all she heard were the sounds of her own screams.
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Think Opera Notes at the Staccato Pace of Rap

Another week passed, and they were officially halfway through filming. Only four weeks left to go. Four weeks until Spie could ditch her imperial responsibilities for good. But the thought was lacking in its usual excitement. Instead, a small pocket of dread irritated her lungs.

She didn’t want to examine the feeling closely.

For her solo date this week, she’d chosen Jasmine Gross. Nicky was out with Cailin Frederik, the poor boy. Altogether, they’d sent home twelve contestants so far. Twelve remained. By this week’s end, they needed to send home another three. Spie was already pretty certain the finale would come down to Arbora and Petra for her and Cailin and Artemis for Nicky. Which meant she’d earn her two million credits.

Speaking of . . .

Do you think if I fake food poisoning, I’ll be able to cut this date short? Spie bridged between takes.

Trash Girl: Only if you really sell it. Moan with gut pain, vomit dramatically. Definitely faint. And make sure it’s on camera so I can enjoy the show later.

Spie: What about yourself? The producers putting you through anything torturous back at the manor? We could be “sick” together in my room.

Trash Girl: Culinary cultural exchange. We’re all in the kitchen cooking signature meals from our homes. I’m substituting Expanese white potatoes for eio root—it’s basically a flavorless mash unless you can afford salt.

A producer with greasy orange hair gave Spie the two-minute countdown. While the makeup crew touched up her face and smoothed her hair, the musicians returned to the stage to warm up their instruments. The vibrant strum of two electric guitars soon drowned out the muffled chatter. Spie liked the noise, the way it filled the too-quiet spaces in her mind.

The first portion of her date with Jasmine had been spent scuba diving off the coast, exploring an ancient sunken spaceship. A thoroughly enjoyable time, in all honesty. Due to the extreme nature of the date, only two cameras had been able to follow them around as they swam. Spie could’ve stayed down there forever.

Now they were at a private venue in Elsidor. A refurbished warehouse with blue fairy lights that hovered halfway between the cement floor and the twenty-foot ceiling. The kind of place where one could turn out the lights and lose themself in sound and sweat. Forget their heart had ever beaten separate from the thrum of music, become one organism with the mass of other people’s bodies. Spie had always loved music—when not stuck starring on reality holovision, she could be found most weekends at concerts or symphonies; she personally knew many of Expan’s popular artists (had ended up in bed with more than one).

Tonight’s band called themselves Top Prop. They played operatic rap and hailed from a mishmash of continents in Expan’s southern hemisphere. Expan was the empire. The Prop was the seat of that empire. Top Prop was a play on that.

Spie joined Jasmine on the dance floor. As the band launched into their next song, her date began bobbing her head politely. In what was definitely a less-than-kind thought, Spie considered that Top Prop wasn’t talented enough to have achieved their level of success without the aid of nepotism.

“They’re great!” Jasmine shouted over the erratic beats. “Very authentically Expanese.”

Spie gave the other woman her best false smile. The one she’d curated for interviews and press circuits. She’d have no problem sending Jasmine home, but Blessing Stone had the inane idea to use her to foment drama. Make her someone that both Spie and Nicky pretended to like. Nicky had taken her out last week with the understanding that Spie would do so this week. They were supposed to get Blessing Stone a few episodes of fake drama before sending her home.

Spie itched to bridge Artemis about the band, ask her opinion on operatic rap, on dark warehouses, on nepotism. Relish in the absolute dearth of politeness that was Trash Girl. Artemis had an opinion on everything. Spie liked that about her, liked the lack of self-consciousness between them. It felt more honest than any other relationship she’d ever had.

Throughout her life, Spie had had a lot of friends. Or, rather, people she’d thought of as friends. Distant Expani cousins; the other children of Expanese politicians; musicians and artists and actors and athletes. Her social circle had been wide. Unlike her brother, who kept himself constantly isolated, Spie was always out with people. Her life had always moved fast—fast enough to outrun the failures she was trying to keep buried, the feeling of loneliness that sneaked up anytime she was alone for too long.

But how many of the people she’d passed her time with were actually her friends? How many would show up for her if she suddenly lost the title of imperial princess? Did she have friends or did she merely have sycophants? Not long past, she wouldn’t have cared to make a distinction. Hadn’t she laughed at Nix six weeks before when he said he wanted Artemis on Love Galaxy because she was real? Spie hadn’t realized how deeply she’d been craving the same thing.

How different would her relationship with Arbora have been if they’d been more honest with each other? If Spie had slowed down long enough to really see her? How many of her relationships had existed solely to distract Spie from her own feelings?

Was she doing the same thing with Artemis now? It felt different, their conversations. But could Spie be sure?

After a rather dull evening of shallow conversation and chaste kisses for the cameras, Spie bid the Old Terran contestant farewell and sank, exhausted, into her bed. The balcony curtains were drawn, letting in the light of two and a half moons.

Immediately, she awakened her idling CB. No new bridges from Trash Girl. Disappointing but easy enough to remedy.

Spie settled comfortably against her pillows and dictated her message by voice.

Spie: What’s your stance on operatic rap?

While awaiting a response, she connected her CB’s neural link to her visual field and took to browsing the internet. Virtual spaces were heavily monitored and regulated, so much so that the majority of fringe territories were routinely denied online access. That had been the great focus of Gracelin Expani’s reign: cleaning up the internet and allocating trillions of credits’ worth of resources to controlling it across the empire. Installing broadband stations inside every jumpgate and at regular intervals between planets. Spie couldn’t begin to understand the science that made the galactic web work, but there was immense power in curating people’s access to information and limiting what they were permitted to see. And right now, the majority of virtual spaces were dedicated to Love Galaxy.

Flicking her eyes up and down, Spie scanned through various sites detailing summaries of the show’s first few weeks. There was a list of the contestants that had already been sent home, Cailin Frederik’s top eight outfits ranked, predictions of who would make it to the finale. Spie blinked twice on a Love Galaxy fan forum, scrolling idly through posts.

TeamGetNixxed: you think producers are making him keep the x-er around? i just can’t fathom that my hot, smart scientist boy would be into her??

DramaMama: @Nixxed, what are you talking about??? He obviously likes her! They have some of the more substantive conversations out of anyone on the show. Like, she’s clearly not an airhead, which is more than I can say for others on there.

TeamGetNixxed @DramaMama are you saying cailin frederik is an airhead???? my girl went to law school and got top marks. everyone knows he’s gonna pick her, like it’s never even been a question. the x-er can go back to the fringes from whence she came. she doesn’t care about anyone but herself!

r56as8!: @Nixxed Tell me you’re from New Terra without telling me you’re from New Terra, am I right @DramaMama

BraxtonBurroughs: Am I the only one still with no idea who Spie is going to pick? I went into ep. 1 thinking her ex, Arbora, but they’ve barely interacted?? They haven’t even kissed. And the one time they talked about their history felt like they were saying stuff without saying stuff, you know? It was annoying, like just TELL US WHAT HAPPENED.

DramaMama: @Braxton She seems into Petra Corran the most. Kinda wild, if you think about it, having two fringe territories doing so well. It’s a breath of fresh air. I was sad when they sent Rosaria home.

herbert: OMNebulas I LOVED Rosaria. I really wish she’d dated Spie, you know what I’m saying?

DramaMama: @herbert Rosaria was clearly just there for Nix. If Spie wanted her to stick around, they wouldn’t have sent her home.

goose300: @DramaMama Yeah but it’s lame. I want to see more drama between the heirs. What’s the point of having them star together if they aren’t gonna fight over anyone?? They should’ve just split them into two different seasons if you ask me. We’re getting shorted on content cause they’re covering too much ground.

herbert: what goose said

BraxtonBoroughs: long live goose

SpieforEmperor: I’d love to see Spie shock everyone by putting an end to the monogamous tradition and picking two (or more) winners—my girl can’t be tied down like that.

TeamGetNixxed: @DramaMama since you’re clearly an x-er apologist, you should take a look at this, might change your mind. Is Artemis Ialan an Anti-Humanist Sympathizer?

Spie clicked on the link. It took her to an article published two days before. According to the site’s page, the article had been viewed nearly two billion times. That wasn’t a huge number, considering the scale of the empire, but neither was it insignificant. Something with that much traffic would’ve been flagged. If it was still widely available, then her mother—or, rather, the people under her mother—had deemed it to be unproblematic.

Which was more than odd. Anything that referenced anti-humanist thought was always deemed problematic. Spie wrinkled her brow and read the article. In total, it comprised only three paragraphs.

Artemis Ialan of the X System’s central planet, X72, has taken the empire by storm. Shocking viewers everywhere, the imperial prince chose her as his first solo date on Love Galaxy. Since, she has become a controversial figure in the LG fandom. She didn’t come on the show to “make friends” despite the show’s central tenet of forging diplomatic bonds. She regularly insults Cailin Frederik in confessionals and seems to not care enough about group dates to even try to make a good impression. By and large, Artemis has shown herself to be thoughtless, crass, and wholly unintelligent, embodying none of Expan’s ideals of loyalty, progression, and communal sacrifice.

So, who is Artemis Ialan, really? Is she a nobody trash collector plucked from the gutters of society who simply doesn’t know how to comport herself on a show of this magnitude, or someone far more sinister? Her own ex-boyfriend, the recipient of one of the most prestigious engineering scholarships in the empire and widely respected engineering student, called her “a delinquent.” Rumors regarding her having a juvenile record for major robbery have been substantiated. It’s clear to everyone watching that someone like her shouldn’t be placed in a position as delicate and important as diplomatic ambassador. Let alone imperial consort.

But what if Artemis Ialan is playing a part? In her date with Prince Nix, she became almost an entirely different person when building her miniature RC hover. For that ten-minute segment, she appeared confident, self-assured, knowledgeable. She shocked us all by creating a device that carried her egg further than our very own prince’s. What if, in reality, she’s a cunningly intelligent master of manipulation? What if she came on Love Galaxy as part of a bigger sect of anti-humanist activity? The type of activity that appears in greater numbers from fringe planets like X72? What if she isn’t on Love Galaxy for the right reasons? What if she’s duping our sweet prince and has come to manipulate her way into the heart of our great empire?

—Author anonymous

Spie closed her eyes, disconnecting the neural link. The article was absurd. Artemis an anti-humanist sympathizer? It was the politically correct way of saying anti-imperialist. Anti-empire is anti-humanity. It was a slogan that originated with one of the early emperors (Spie couldn’t remember who). But Artemis wasn’t some anti-humanist spy. She hadn’t even wanted to be on the show until Spie dangled two million credits in front of her face. Spie had been to her home, had met her family. Had seen the pitiful pile of eviction flimsies tacked to her front door.

Who had taken it upon themselves to generate such an ugly rumor? Anti-humanist activity was punishable by death. Anti-humanist speech could put someone in prison for life. How enforced that policy was depended on where one lived and how deeply controlled their territory was. But that was beside the point, which was, primarily, that Gracelin Expani, or one of her underlings, had approved this article to circulate widely. Which begged the question: why? Was it merely a tactic to increase drama? Keep viewers thinking about the show instead of the actual, looming threat breaching their borders? Or was Spie missing something else entirely?

Her CB vibrated. A message populated in the air above her wrist.

Trash Girl: What the fuck is operatic rap? Why does it sound awful? And why am I already obsessed with it?

Spie stifled a laugh. She forced the article from her mind, told herself she’d bring it up with her mother or Nicky during their next debriefing. Because Artemis, with her blue hair and lack of filter, might not love the empire, but she was further than Spie herself from planning to tear it down.

Spie: Think opera notes at the staccato pace of rap.

Trash Girl: Fuck. I need that in my life right now.

Spie: I can send you a few videos of the band we saw today. Top Prop. Not my preferred genre, but certainly an auditory experience.

Trash Girl: Please do. Except you’ll recall I don’t have internet access. I spent the morning in the library with your brother trying to hack my CB and link it, but there’s a firewall in the internal system that’s set to go off if tampered with. Impressive technology, honestly. I might be able to construct a second, external antenna and build a separate network connection to circumvent the firewall. But Nicky refuses to enable my illicit behavior by providing me with the necessary materials—your brother is such a rule follower.

Spie couldn’t explain why, but hearing Trash Girl talk all scientific was a bit of a turn-on. She couldn’t stop picturing the woman with her hair pulled back, a few wispy curls loose, black grease on her cheeks, coveralls tied at the waist.

Nebula curse me, Spie thought.

Spie: Yeah, Nicky’s always been a stickler for rules. But also, you lost me at firewall.

Trash Girl: Eh, it’s probably moot. Unless you have some spare copper laying around, along with a motherboard and CPU. Or better yet, an old CB you no longer use.

Spie resisted the very strong urge to ask Artemis what she was wearing. A few more acronyms and she might need a cold shower. Hopping off her bed, she moved to slide her balcony door open a few inches, let in a touch of the cold, sea-kissed breeze. She really needed to get a handle on her hormones.

Trash Girl: Sorry, I’m probably boring you. Did your date get any better? Or did you end up vomiting dramatically?

Trash Girl: You said operatic rap isn’t your preferred music genre. What is?

Trash Girl: Sorry, that was too many questions.

Spie ignored the first question in lieu of the second. She dictated while diving back onto her bed belly-first.

Spie: Orchestral. There’s something transporting about listening to the haunting interplay of a hundred musicians, all masters of their chosen instrument.

She hesitated and then added:

Spie: I play a little violin myself.

That was both an understatement and something few people knew. She’d taken private lessons from the time she was four but had never participated in a public performance. Playing violin was something she did only for herself. A way to express the deep well of emotions trapped inside. The ones she was skilled at compartmentalizing. She’d originally learned the instrument to connect with the father she never knew, who’d left his violin behind when he died. Besides her childhood violin teachers, and Nicky, of course, she’d never played for anyone else. Not even Arbora.

Trash Girl: Violin? I don’t know that word.

Spie: It’s an Old Terran string instrument. Creates a piercing tone, like the sound a heart might make when it breaks, or the shriek of a haunted soul. It can be deep or high-pitched, full, or floaty, but in every case, transformative.

Maybe that got a bit too poetic. Nerves fluttered suddenly in her chest.

A pause. And then—

Trash Girl: You keep surprising me, Spie Expani.

Trash Girl: I’d love to see you play.

As Spie read the messages, her throat grew tight. She cast her gaze to her bedroom closet. Her violin rested proudly on the top shelf, encased perfectly in Old Terran mahogany. She hadn’t taken it out since arriving at the manor, didn’t really know why she’d brought it, except that its presence comforted her. Standing up, she crossed to her closet and carefully lifted the instrument from its shelf. She carried it back to her bed and unlatched the case.

The violin was slender with precise curves, an androgynous creation of expensive maple. Spie ran her fingers along the body. In that moment, she wanted nothing more than for Artemis Ialan to hear her play.

Spie: So come listen.
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Playing Violin is Like Entering a Jumpgate

Twenty minutes later, Spie opened her door to a visibly nervous Trash Girl. In comfortable sweatpants and an oversized sweater, she stood awkwardly in the corridor, her arms folded tightly across her chest, her gaze darting left and right. Her cerulean hair spilled from a messy knot atop her head, and her eyes were smudged with what looked like yesterday’s eyeliner. Manny would be furious with her for leaving it on again.

Spie thought she looked beautiful.

“I don’t think anyone saw me. Arbora was already sleeping when I left.”

The low timbre of her voice, her harsh accent catching and gnawing on her vowels, sent electricity pulsing through Spie’s chest.

“Relax, Trash Girl.” She held out her hand. “You’re not breaking any rules by being with me. We’re allowed to bring contestants up to our rooms.”

Artemis glanced at the outstretched hand, then brought her gaze up to Spie’s. Another jolt of electricity warmed Spie’s core.

“But what if your brother . . .” She trailed off, gaze falling sideways. The question was clear.

What if Nicky found out I was with you after midnight?

Spie dropped her proffered hand. “My room is soundproofed for privacy. And anyway, Nicky would like that we’re friends.”

This wasn’t more than that. Spie wouldn’t let it be more than that.

Artemis exhaled audibly. “Right. Of course. Friends.”

Was that disappointment or relief?

Spie stepped aside and, with a tilt of her head, indicated the bed, where her violin case lay open. “Over here.”

They crossed the lavish carpet. Cool salty air and the distant sound of crashing waves stole through the cracked balcony door.

Spie settled sideways on her bed with one leg folded up under her and the other dangling to the floor.

Artemis remained standing, staring at the bed like it held some kind of trap. After a few seconds, she seemed to deem it safe enough and knelt opposite Spie, both legs tucked up beneath her. Spie became acutely aware of the way her gaze kept flicking to Spie’s profile before stealing away. Acutely aware that only a violin separated them, acutely aware of how easy it’d be to slice through the thickening tension and lay Artemis flat on her back—

“So, this is her.” Spie blinked away the image forming in her mind. Tenderly, she lifted her violin from its case. “She belonged to my late father. On Old Terra, the violin is a traditional instrument. Expanese orchestras adopted a more-modern design a few centuries ago, but this is an original Old Terran. An antique, though it plays as if it were carved yesterday.”

“She’s beautiful,” Artemis said reverently, gaze raking over what felt like an extension of Spie’s being.

Spie’s lips twitched into a smile. Warm, nervous energy expanded within her chest. “You think so?”

“Oh, absolutely. I’m an engineer at heart; I love to see how things are constructed.” Artemis reached out a hand. “May I?”

Spie nodded and Artemis gently lifted the violin. She turned the instrument over with care, as though she understood not only the violin’s material value but the importance it held to Spie.

“The craftmanship is incredible. The detail—we don’t have anything like this back home.” Artemis returned the violin to its case. “Sometimes, when I was young, before our father left and before our mother got sick, she would play the oriiăte.” The X-er word rolled from her tongue beautifully. She looked up and folded her hands in her lap. “It’s a tubular instrument made of blown glass. Sounds like . . . like birdsong, actually. Ollie and I would sit at her feet and close our eyes and hum. It’s the happiest I remember my mother being.”

“Do you play it also? This or—oria—”

“Oriiăte,” Artemis finished for her. “And no. It’s a delicate instrument and I don’t have the gift for music. Ollie, though, he learned to play beautifully. He loved it so much. But we had to sell our oriiăte in the year after my father left. Ollie would’ve been eight? In another life, I think he might’ve been accepted into the Musicians’ Guild and spent his evenings playing at the governor’s mansion. But in this life, I don’t even know if he remembers how to play. Or if he even could after the loss of his right hand.”

“He remembers,” Spie whispered with certainty, staring at her own beloved instrument. For some insane reason, a flood of sudden emotion swelled in her throat. She swallowed against it, forcing it back down before she did something as embarrassing as cry. “When the instrument is a part of you, when the music feels like your true voice—a body doesn’t forget that.”

When she looked back up, it was to meet Artemis Ialan’s quizzical gaze. Strands of her hair had come loose from her bun, and her too-big sweater had relaxed sideways, revealing the soft white skin of her right shoulder, the faint impression of her collarbone. The glow of the moons painted her silver, and Spie had the strangest sense that this had happened before. That in some parallel universe, they’d sat together and talked of music and brothers and longing. Spie wondered if, in that reality, she’d been brave or reckless or cruel enough to reach across the violin between them and kiss her.

She wondered if Artemis tasted as heady as she imagined. If she tasted of sadness and defiance and purpose.

“Play for me?” Artemis whispered, but the request was weak. Her gaze had dropped to Spie’s lips, as if she knew the direction of Spie’s thoughts. As if she desired Spie in return.

But Spie wouldn’t let herself reflect on this mutual, unspoken attraction. She couldn’t.

So, she did what Artemis asked. She lifted her precious violin into her arms, retrieved her bow, and stepped off the bed. Artemis’s gaze tracked her as she moved to the center of the room, the heat of it as hot and deadly as the beam from an LZ blaster. Spie tried to ignore the way that gaze awoke a different heat in her chest as she balanced her chin on her violin’s chinrest and tucked the instrument into the crook of her neck. She straightened her posture, closed her eyes, and raised her bow.

The first note came out strangled. She adjusted, breathed, and tried again. The note rang out a strong open A. It reverberated in her chest, her stomach, her feet. She inhaled, letting her body fall into the rhythm of a thousand mornings spent alone, with nothing but her violin and the music it wrought. The song that fell out of her was one she’d composed herself, a melody of urgent longing and hot shame. She’d titled it “Anywhere but Here, Anyone but Me,” had composed it the morning after her mother called Spie to her office and told her she’d embarrassed the Expani name one too many times.

Playing violin was like entering a jumpgate: for a suspended moment, everything disappeared. Her body, the room, the manor, even Artemis watching. All reduced to particles of pure sound, floating beyond the limits of the human form. Spie yearned to escape forever to that place.

But too soon, the song came to an end. Her bow slowed, her fingers stopped. Her breaths came heavily and sweat marked her temples. And as the final note rang out, a mournful G minor, she opened her eyes.

Artemis stared, attention rapt. When Spie lowered her violin and bow, the X-er said, breathlessly, “That was . . .” She swallowed. Breathed out. “Sad.” Her gaze traveled over the topography of Spie’s face, but Spie sensed it went deeper, saw deeper. “And beautiful.”

Heat flared in Spie’s core. An airy rush of sensation quickened her pulse. There was an iron in her chest, heavy and dense but burning, growing hotter by the second, turning molten and dripping down into her gut. Spreading lower.

Her legs moved of their own accord, transporting her back to the bed, where she laid her violin back in its case and resumed her place opposite the woman she’d just invited into her inner world.

“Thank you,” Spie whispered. “For listening.”

In the ensuing silence, she stared at Artemis and Artemis stared back. The burning sensation inside her built until it threatened to overflow. She couldn’t contain it inside herself, knew that if she didn’t do something with it, she’d incinerate from the inside out. Distantly, some rational part of her brain knew she was being selfish, knew she needed to stop herself from making a huge mistake, wondered if she was repeating with Artemis who she’d been with Arbora, but she could no more stop herself than she could thwart the expansion of her mother’s empire.

“Artemis.” The X-er’s name fell from Spie’s lips like a plea. She reached out a hand, passing it above the violin, breaching that safe, dividing line, and placed her palm atop Artemis’s folded knee. This was a bad idea. This had been a bad idea from the start. From the moment she’d cornered Artemis Ialan in her tiny, cramped, kitchen and twined a strand of her unruly hair around one finger.

Artemis stared at Spie’s hand, frozen. Spie’s skin burned so hot, she was certain she’d sear a hole into the cotton of Artemis’s sweats.

“I shouldn’t like you.” Artemis’s throat bobbed. “I shouldn’t feel this way.”

“Feel what way?” Spie whispered, scooting closer, gently pushing her violin and its case out of her path. Her knee pressed into Artemis’s.

Artemis looked up. This close, Spie could make out the  green flecks in the warm brown of her irises. Her pupils were dilated. Spie inhaled, and her lungs froze. She wondered at the magic that was a woman who could make her body forget how to breathe. The most natural, instinctual reflex, ingrained in the deepest subcortical structures of the brain, and one tortured glance from Artemis Ialan stripped Spie entirely of the ability.

Was this what it’d felt like for Nicky, the first time he kissed her?

The thought was like a barrel of ice being turned over in Spie’s chest. She flinched backward, the moment shattering, dousing Spie with cold reality. She yanked her hand back from Artemis’s knee and forced herself to take a few pained breaths.

“Never mind. Forget I, forget we—” Spie turned her gaze to the balcony doors, to the not-so-distant sea. Where the tide did the bidding of the moons, forever a slave to something greater than itself. Damn it, why did she feel like she was going to cry again? She was usually so good at keeping her emotions in check, shoving them back behind a steel wall in her mind. Far enough away that no one would ever witness them. But something about this woman demolished her internal wall like it was a flimsy.

“Spie?” A tentative hand on her shoulder. The press of Artemis’s knee more firmly against her own.

Spie squeezed her eyes shut against the urgent swell of tears. What is wrong with me? Her emotions were all over the place. If she wanted to sleep with someone, she slept with them. (With consent, of course, but also, wasn’t that the whole problem? Her wants always eclipsed someone else’s. Wasn’t that the reason Arbora remembered their relationship as toxic when Spie didn’t?) What she didn’t do—had never done—was pull out her violin and play a song that contained more than notes: contained pieces of herself, her world, her pain.

Never let anyone in.

“You should leave.”

The pressure of Artemis’s hand left her shoulder. It was like having a knife yanked from her gut. Her mattress compressed and then returned to normal as the other woman shifted her weight and stood. Spie yearned to take the words back, to beg her to stay, but she couldn’t force them out between her closed lips.
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Loyalty to a Brother

When Temmi returned to her own room, it was with a hollow ache in her chest. Spie had been right to send her away; she should’ve never been in the princess’s bedroom to begin with, should’ve stayed behind to think through her strategy for solving Rosaria and Kya’s murders. Her current plan? Sneak into Cailin’s room somehow.

In their most recent meeting, Kalvin had reported finding nothing directly incriminating on the tapes. “There’s footage of Ambassador Frederik handing Ambassador Yune a drink, but nothing more,” he’d said, to which Temmi had wanted to smack him upside the head.

“So, you’re saying you have proof that Cailin gave Rosaria the poisoned drink that killed her and you think that’s not directly incriminating? That literally proves Cailin’s guilt!”

But Kalvin had remained unconvinced. “We have no way of knowing if the drink was poisoned,” he’d said.

Temmi needed to find more proof. If the drink had been poisoned, then Cailin must’ve done so before the cocktail party. Did she have a stash of poison in her room? Probably. Problem was, the New Terran princess had brokered extra security measures for herself; hers was the only room in the hall with a thumbprint-access keypad. Temmi didn’t have the tools to open the keypad and override the locking system—she’d need Kalvin’s help to get in. But he’d yet to agree with her on Cailin’s likely culpability.

“Late-night rendezvous?” Arbora asked from the other bed, voice husky with sleep.

“Uh-huh.” Temmi grabbed her earplugs, climbed into bed, and crawled beneath her covers.

But Arbora had apparently decided to wake up. “Were you with Nix?”

Temmi pretended not to hear, shoving her earplugs deep into her ear canals and squeezing her eyes shut.

But her earplugs did nothing to stop the fast, piercingly mournful notes of Spie’s violin song from echoing in her mind—she couldn’t stop seeing Spie’s chest rising and falling rapidly, her bow moving so quickly it was impossible to track, the sadness on her face humanizing her, cracking her carefree mask and showing the pain underneath.

Temmi’s earplugs did nothing to stop the way the memory of Spie kept overlaying the image of Kya splayed on the toilet, the feel of Rosaria’s fists wrapped in Temmi’s shirt as they both crashed into the water, the weightless moment when Rosaria finally let go, her body slipping away . . .

Temmi’s restless mind gnawed over memories like a starving animal with a bone:

The unsettling emptiness on Kya’s face.

The blood dribbling down Rosaria’s chin.

The water filling Temmi’s lungs, weighing her down, down, down—

Spie whispering Temmi’s full name like a prayer, a plea, like Temmi held within herself the capacity to free the princess of the Expan Empire from some invisible prison. The hot pressure of her long-fingered hand on Temmi’s knee. The warm tickle of her breath against Temmi’s lips.

You should leave.

If Spie hadn’t stopped them, Temmi wouldn’t have had the strength to do it herself. She would’ve given everything she was to Spie Expani in that moment. Even now, she knew, because she’d never been a good liar, not even to herself, that if the princess bridged her and asked her to come back, she’d rise like a puppet on strings and go.

Never mind there was a killer lurking somewhere. Never mind she was supposed to be dating Nicky. Never mind the simple fact that being with Spie Expani threatened every goal Temmi was risking her life to accomplish.

What would Ollie say? A ridiculous question. He’d find it romantic. But he’d also probably tell Temmi to stop being stupid. His voice echoed in her head: How are you simultaneously the smartest and dumbest person I’ve ever known?

• • •

The next morning, Temmi spent thirty minutes in the library with Nicky. She felt sick to her stomach with guilt for leading him on. But also, it wasn’t as though she was faking their connection; sure, there was less physicality to it, but she genuinely enjoyed their time together. If, in the end, he chose Temmi, she’d have to excise Spie from her life. They couldn’t go on like they were—Temmi couldn’t do that to Nicky. And she doubted Spie could, either. But for now, Temmi performed some good old-fashioned rationalization to ease her guilt—after all, wasn’t the whole point of the show to date both heirs? Sure, she’d technically been brought on solely for Nicky, but he was dating a bunch of other contestants himself. So, it was only fair. And it wasn’t as though Temmi and Spie had actually done anything. Last night, Temmi absolutely would’ve, though.

An unhinged part of her, some selfish, masochistic little voice, said, So what? Couldn’t you marry Spie instead? She has just as much power as her brother. Even if she doesn’t become emperor, she’s still an Expani. What difference would it ultimately make?

The thought brought with it a sudden thrill. A jittery lightness in her chest.

Except it wasn’t possible. Because Spie would never choose Temmi. Not at the expense of her brother. Temmi understood that perfectly; loyalty to a brother was the one thing they shared in common. It was what had brought them together.

And what would keep them apart.

Nicky removed his glasses to rub at his eyes. All morning, he’d seemed more tired than normal, the pallor of his skin slightly wan, his teeth gritting, jaw grinding, like he was in pain.

“You okay?” Temmi asked, reaching over to grab his glasses from their shared window seat. She slid them onto her face and, when immediately confronted with a disconcerting blurriness, pulled them right back off.

“Strong prescription, I know.”

Temmi returned his glasses to him. “You didn’t catch whatever Cailin’s got, did you? Rumor is she came back from your date with a cold last night.”

Nicky shook his head. “The set medic thinks she just has a little altitude sickness. What I have is—different. I’m— I get headaches sometimes. Part of my eye condition. Nothing really helps. Sorry—I’m usually better about hiding them.”

“Don’t apologize.” Temmi returned his glasses. “How often are you in pain?”

“I said I’m fine.”

“So, it’s chronic, then. Trust me, I’m an expert at listening to people in pain deny they’re in pain. My mom’s an absolute pro. Though she does numb a lot with alcohol. My brother tries to suffer alone. I think there’s an unofficial X-er law that says there must be an inverse relationship between how close you are with someone and how good they are at letting you in emotionally. Which is all to say”—Temmi poked him in the knee—“that you’re not fine.”

He choked out a laugh. Gave her a sidelong look. “I can bear it.”

“Just because you can bear something doesn’t mean you should have to.”

• • •

After parting ways with Nix, Temmi made her way to one of the back stairwells. Kalvin had promised she could meet him on the northwestern rooftop terrace. She had about an hour before she needed to be in hair and makeup or face the combined wrath of Manny and Justine.

She was trudging up her third flight of stairs when she caught wind of a familiar voice. Low and urgent, coming from a private alcove on the fourth floor. Slowly, Temmi tiptoed up the stairs to better overhear.

“. . . you think I’m not taking this seriously? Are you kidding me? Dust off, Jacks. You can dust all the way off. I’m doing this for you, for— You act like it should be easy, putting myself back with her. Getting her to— But it’s not easy, all right? Is that what you want to hear? I would trade places with you in a heartbeat— I am being quiet!”

Temmi froze, hand clenched around the banister. Without a doubt, the voice belonged to Arbora VinVanxin. Temmi had never heard the Moons contestant so uncomposed. It was a minor shock. And who the fuck was Jacks?

“That’s the whole problem!” Justine’s voice. Wait? Justine? “You shouldn’t be doing this for me. How do you not get that? How can I trust you understand everything at stake if the whole reason you’re still here is because of me? I need you bought in all the way, and I worry what it means if you’re not. It’s really important we get this right—”

“Don’t talk to me like that. I’ve survived this long, haven’t I? No one suspects a thing, least of all her. Just let me do what I came here to do.”

“And if you can’t?”

“Then I’ll find leverage. I’m playing it the way I think it needs to be played. That means slow right now. Just trust me for once? I know her better than you. I’ll win. You should go— Don’t you have some producer meeting to get to?”

And that was Temmi’s cue. She sprinted up the stairs, turned a sharp corner, and paused to catch her breath. After she was certain that both Arbora and Justine had disappeared in the opposite direction, she continued her ascent, her mind spinning.

Was Jacks a nickname for Justine? And what had Arbora meant when she said I’ve survived this long, haven’t I? No one suspects a thing. No one suspects what?

Had Temmi been so focused on Cailin Frederik that she’d missed something from her own roommate? Except it didn’t make sense. What motive would Arbora have to kill off Nix’s contestants? The “she” that Arbora and Justine were discussing had to be Spie, right? They wanted to win, clearly, so how did killing Kya and Rosaria help with that? Unless Temmi had been thinking about this all wrong. Maybe the motive had nothing to do with a contestant killing off their competition. Maybe the fact that both Kya and Rosaria were Nix’s contestants was coincidental. The motivation could be something else entirely. And didn’t it make at least a little bit of sense for the killer to be more than one person? Arbora alone couldn’t have killed Kya and Rosaria. But with Justine’s help? Justine, who had even better access to the manor. Justine, who had been in the corridor moments before Temmi found Kya’s body. And hadn’t they both been at the cocktail party right before Rosaria died?

Oh, fuck. Temmi practically sagged against the wall. If she was right, if Arbora and Justine were behind this, if Cailin Frederik was just a regular bitch, not a murderous bitch, then Temmi was literally sleeping next to someone who might kill her.

She rushed up the rest of the stairs, practically throwing herself out onto the rooftop terrace. Cold wind greeted her, along with the dewy morning air. Kalvin was already there, standing with his hands folded behind his back, facing the sea.

“Good morning, Ambassador Ialan,” Kalvin said, turning to her.

“I think the killer might be Arbora,” she announced without preamble. “Or Justine. Or both of them. I just overheard—”

“Breathe, Artemis.”

She sucked in a deep breath. The air hurt her overexerted lungs. The view was dizzying from this high up. The manor grounds spread out in all directions. Temmi caught one glimpse of the outdoor pool and immediately recoiled.

Kalvin nodded meaningfully at her CB. Oh, right. Temmi powered off the device.

“I just overheard Arbora and Justine talking cryptically about why they’re here, and it sounded so suspicious— I can’t quite work out a motive yet, but there’s plenty I don’t know about them or their history. What if Arbora’s here to exact some kind of revenge? Like a jilted ex-lover? And Justine is here to help her? No. That doesn’t make sense. When they were talking, Justine seemed to be the one calling the shots—”

Kalvin laid a calming hand on Temmi’s shoulder. Her mind flashed to an image of him drenched in pool water, dark skin visible through the translucence of his soaked dress shirt. He’d saved her life. She had a sudden desire to hug him but clamped down on the urge. Spontaneous hugging was very unlike her. A side effect of the insanity that came with living in the Murder Galaxy house.

“Do you feel safe in your room with Ambassador VinVanxin? I could approve of a move. Perhaps to Ambassador Corran’s room? As for Miss Ames, if you’d like a new handler, I could assign you to someone else.”

Temmi blinked. “I— No. I should stay with Arbora. At least long enough to go through her things when she isn’t there. If they used poison, it’s probably in our room.”

“You’re sure?” His forehead was lined with concern.

She nodded.

“Very well,” Kalvin said. “I’m in a difficult place with this, Artemis. The emperor wants all traces of the deaths buried. That makes it very challenging for me to conduct a private investigation. The truth is, while Ambassador VinVanxin’s and Miss Ames’s conversation was likely suspect, there’s little to nothing you or I can do about it. I’m not suggesting you discontinue your observations, merely noting that we have to consider our own survival. In four more weeks, filming will end. You will either win or you won’t, but either way, you’re going to need to forget what happened here. Even if we do discover the killer, what are we going to do with that information? The emperor won’t hear you out. She’ll silence you.”

Temmi’s legs felt like jelly. She wanted to sink onto the terrace ground. “And if someone else dies?” If I die? “What if— Do you think any of the other contestants that were sent home actually went home? Could there have been more deaths that we don’t know about?” What if no one made it out alive?

Kalvin turned away from a strong gust of wind. “You’re scared; that’s only natural. But no one else has died. And I’m doing everything I can to ensure no one else does.”

“Everything you can? What the fuck is that supposed to mean? If you were doing everything you could, then you’d be searching everyone’s rooms, questioning everyone, fine-combing through every piece of footage, placing guards everywhere! But you’re not doing any of that—you’re more concerned with keeping everything a secret.”

“Let me rectify my statement: I’m doing everything I can within the confines the emperor has given me.”

Temmi wanted to shake him. “What if I’m right and either Cailin or Arbora had something to do with the deaths? They’re both likely picks for Nix and Spie. You’re telling me the emperor would risk letting her child marry a murderer? Why? What could be worth that?”

Kalvin sighed, long and slow. The furrow in his brow deepened. “Stability. The perception of strength. It doesn’t matter, not really. It’s not our fight. And it’s not one we can win, in any case. So, let’s just survive, yeah?”

“What happened to solving this thing together?”

“I’m still here to help you. But we need to be pragmatic about what we can realistically—and safely—accomplish.”

Sudden tears blurred Temmi’s vision. “Rosaria Yune was my—my friend.” She forced a breath out of her suddenly thickening throat. A gust of wind whipped her hair across her face. “I haven’t had many of those in my life. Maybe I didn’t know her that well, and maybe we didn’t have that much in common, but she was kind to me. I can’t just pretend she wasn’t murdered. I couldn’t live with myself.”

“Then you might not live at all.” He sounded resigned and a little bit sad.

• • •

When Temmi returned to her room, she locked the door and began digging through Arbora’s things. She thumbed through a bag of cosmetics, picking out little jars and squinting at ingredient labels. But the complex Expanese words were nonsense to her. The truth was, any one of dozens of products could contain poison and she’d have no way of knowing. It was infuriating.

Her CB vibrated.

Justine: Hair and makeup. Now.

With the emergence of a tension headache, Temmi dragged herself to the manor’s great room. It was a torture chamber abustle with contestants and producers, makeup artists and hair stylists. On the transport ship, Manny’s team had been small. But here, he had no shortage of sidekicks to order around.

Temmi threw herself into an empty chair beside Milea Har Kwan, who was having her hair styled by one of Manny’s assistants. She bid Temmi a perfunctory good morning, which Temmi returned with a halfhearted mumble. Milea was someone Temmi felt relatively neutral about. Would she be sad to see her go? Not so much. But she wouldn’t rejoice at her leaving, either. (Petra might, though. The former fighter pilot had a personal vendetta against Milea. “She’s a walking piece of Fleet propaganda,” Petra had said once, “but doesn’t have a single iota of actual Fleet experience to understand what it is she’s supporting.”)

Speaking of Petra—Temmi spied her friend looking her way. Since Rosaria’s death, Temmi had been avoiding the Fleet veteran. It wasn’t fair to her, but Temmi didn’t trust herself not to spill the truth of what had happened. So, she’d been turning down Petra’s invitations to play cards, had been sitting away from her at meals, and always tried to keep a buffer between them on sets.

“How you manage to get your gorgeous hair all knotted every night is beyond me.”

Temmi startled at the voice behind her, nearly jumping out of her seat. Milea shot her a sidelong glance.

“Fucking give a girl a heads-up, Manny,” Temmi grumbled.

He tugged her hair from its mess of a bun. A mirror across from her thrust her reflection upon her. She winced at the heavy bags under her eyes.

“Ah, the classic Artemis Ialan charm.” He plied at her hair, dousing her with some kind of detangler. It smelled like citrus. “I have a special outfit for you today.” He leaned in close. “I think you’re gonna love this one.”

Three hours later, after a lengthy breakfast scene wherein Temmi ate too many croissants (actually, on second thought, there was no such thing) and failed abysmally at not staring at Spie (who was absolutely staring back), she returned to her room to discover her group date outfit had been delivered.

“That’s never fucking happening,” she said.

Behind her, Arbora and Justine filed into the room. Temmi would rather they murder her then and there than have to put on the skimpy two-piece bathing suit presently mocking her from her unmade bed.

“Afraid you don’t have much choice,” Justine said. Loudly, she popped a piece of chewing gum.

The sound, under normal circumstances, would’ve made Temmi want to drive a nail into her own skull. But she could’ve endured it. These, however, were not normal circumstances. Reflexively, she brought her palms over both ears and gritted out, between her teeth, “Could you be more annoying with that shit?”

“Whoa, what’s with the vitriol?” Arbora said. Her profile appeared in Temmi’s periphery.

What’s with the murder? By some incredible reserve of willpower, Temmi managed to keep the retort from exiting her lips. She ground her teeth. Focused on the orrist basalt burn against her sternum. Admonished herself to calm the fuck down. She didn’t actually know that Arbora was guilty of anything and, for once in her life, she needed to be careful, not reckless.

Her CB vibrated.

Manny: In case you were wondering, darling, you’re wearing the bikini.
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Pretending to Fall in Love

With waves gently lapping in the background, Spie filmed her pre-date confessional. The crew was still setting up, the contestants being prepped by their handlers. While Kalvin asked Spie pointed questions (in an apologetic tone) about which contestants she was looking forward to seeing in their bathing suits, she kept her gaze trained on Artemis. The X-er stood barefoot in the sand, a look of apprehensive wonder on her face as she stared at the sea. She’d wrapped herself tightly in a long-sleeved robe despite the sticky afternoon heat. Her cheeks were already flushed from the sun.

Kalvin asked, “Let’s say, hypothetically, the show ended today and you had to choose someone, right now, to become your lifelong companion. Is there a contestant you’d be most inclined to pick?”

Her, Spie thought automatically.

In that exact moment, Artemis Ialan turned away from the sea. Across the beach, her gaze met Spie’s, as though drawn by the confession in Spie’s thoughts.

Spie’s chest swelled with a sudden, achy emotion. Carryover from the night before. But it was more than want, something equal parts more tender and more painful.

What have I done? Spie thought. And why can’t I stop?

A moment later, Artemis was called away by her handler. Spie told Kalvin, “I’m not answering that.” He gave her a quizzical look but didn’t press.

Today’s date was a hover net-volley competition (in the name of diplomacy, naturally). The remaining twelve contestants would be split into two teams of six. Spie and Nicky had been winnowing their potential suitors evenly—there were six left for each of them.

Spie would join one team, Nicky the other. The winning team would earn a private cocktail party with their heir. The losing heir would get to choose the player they felt best exhibited good sportsmanship and take them on a one-on-one sailing date. Both dates were to be filmed the next day.

Expan Proper’s Galactic Senator, Emris Expani, Nicky and Spie’s second cousin, a man with thinning hair and facial skin so tight it was painfully obvious he’d spent way too much time in a plastic surgery chair, was invited to oversee the game. He’d judge the winning team on their ability to work well together.

The teams were assembled. For Spie: Arbora, Petra, Iasha, Milea, Yoshi, and Niyamin.

For Nicky: Artemis, Cailin, Qurain, Jasmine, Damaya, and Waiting Willow.

Producers arranged the contestants on opposites sides of a sand-filled net-volley court. While Spie skirted to her side of the court, she couldn’t stop herself from walking too close to Artemis, covertly brushing her fingers along Artemis’s robed back. A silent acknowledgment. I’m still thinking of you, of last night, even though I shouldn’t be.

Blessing Stone announced the rules, which were simple. The hover-ball, which was programmed to float in intervals of five seconds, would be served across court. The receiving team would have until the ball dropped to pass it back and forth, positioning it for one final hit back over the net. If the ball hit the ground or didn’t make it over the net, it was a point to the serving team. Some teams wouldn’t bother with positioning and would simply hit the ball right back over, where it would drop on the other team. That usually turned into a reactive game of hot potato. When Spie played, she always preferred the setup strategy; it enabled smarter play. Nicky’s team didn’t stand a chance.

Across the court, Artemis’s handler walked up to the X-er, holding her hand out. Spie couldn’t hear what she said, but based on the sudden embarrassment flaming Trash Girl’s face, it was likely some variation of Lose the robe.

Blessing Stone called out, “One-minute countdown! Camera two and camera eight, in position!”

Artemis shed her robe. And immediately sank in on herself, crossing her arms over her chest in obvious discomfort. As far as two-pieces went, Spie had seen (and was presently wearing, as were many of the other contestants) far-more-revealing ones. Objectively, Spie could see how Manny might’ve thought he was being considerate when he picked it out. The suit was, aesthetically, a good choice. The clingy fabric accentuated and flattered the curves of Artemis’s body, the soft gold color harmonizing with her loose cerulean hair. Unfortunately, however, Spie was incapable of appreciating the effect because Artemis was clearly not okay with it. Like painfully not okay.

“And we’re filming!” Blessing Stone bellowed. “Highnesses, huddle up with your teams!”

For about five seconds, Spie willed her brother to recognize Artemis’s discomfort. Willed him to do something about it. But the idiot seemed distracted. Cailin was in his face, her producer hovering with some kind of throat spray in case she went into a coughing fit (she had some kind of cold). She was being obnoxious, and Nicky had never been good at managing multiple things at once.

“Cut!” Spie called before she could talk herself out of it. Then jogged off the court to where Manny was reclining on a beach chair.

She heard Blessing Stone’s echoing Cut and ignored her shouted “Your Highness! Where are you going?”

Spie kicked Manny’s dangling foot. “Get up. And go get Artemis Ialan a new outfit. Some cute shorts and tank top. Now.”

Manny lowered his sunglasses, then bolted upright. “Your Highness! You want me to”—his gaze skipped past her to the net-volley court—“get Temmi a new outfit? But I’ve gone out of my way to see her wardrobed excellently. And you cannot tell me she doesn’t look fantastic in that suit. I cannot denigrate my work by willingly giving her a . . . tank top.”

“What about me standing here right now makes you think I was asking?” Spie gave him a withering glare.

“Apologies.” Manny jumped to his feet. “I’ll get right on it.” He gave her a precise bow, then walked away to shout at one of his assistants. They took off in the direction of the manor.

“Your Highness?” Kalvin asked in Spie’s ear.

“Tell Blessing Stone there’s been a wardrobe malfunction,” Spie said to Kalvin. “Ten-minute recess.”

“Copy,” Kal said.

It took closer to twenty minutes for Manny’s assistant to return with a suitable alternative for Artemis. After the X-er was handed the folded shorts and tank top, she looked at Spie with palpable gratitude.

Spie held back a grin that she felt swelling up her whole chest. There would be enough rumors circulating after this; she didn’t need to add to them by giving the trash collector any more special attention.

While Artemis changed in a portable privacy tent, Nix walked up to Spie. He was wearing a casual white button-up, the top three buttons undone, and board shorts, his hair mussed artistically. Instead of black leather gloves, thin waterproof blue ones clung to his hands and arms like a second skin.

“What was that about?” he asked quietly.

Spie shrugged. “I’m tired of Manny putting that poor girl in outfits that clearly make her uncomfortable. That’s not what we’re about.”

Nix studied her for a moment. Spie refused to meet his gaze, tried to ignore the guilt festering in her gut.

“That was considerate of you. Thanks.”

“Oh, please, baby brother, don’t act like this is the first time I’ve ever been considerate.”

“Is it not?”

She elbowed him in the side. Her CB vibrated a moment later.

Trash Girl: Thank you. Now if you can somehow rescue me from embarrassing myself in today’s game? I promise you, no one needs to see exactly how uncoordinated I am.

Spie: Don’t push your luck, Trash Girl.

In the end, Spie’s team smashed Nicky’s. How could they not? Between Spie herself, Arbora, and Petra (who could move exceptionally well on her lame leg), they were a force to be reckoned with. That, and Nicky’s team had the three worst players: Nicky himself, Artemis, and Cailin.

Yet, despite her team’s win, their Senatorial second cousin named Nicky’s team the victor on account of their “excellent attitude in the face of certain defeat,” which translated to because Blessing Stone thinks it’ll be more fun to have Cailin and Artemis at a cocktail party together. (Much bad blood had passed between them during their game. And honestly, Cailin disliking Artemis was a green-flag character trait for the X-er).

Spie was left with choosing a solo date. She met Arbora’s gaze. Maybe it was finally time.

• • •

That night, Spie brought a joint to her brother’s room. She flopped onto his bed and took a drag.

“Wanna get a little fried while we chat eliminations?” she asked, holding it out.

He relaxed into his armchair, looking exhausted. After a moment of staring silently at her, he said, “Actually, yeah, I think I do,” and pushed back out of the chair to retrieve the smoking joint.

“We gotta cut two,” Spie said while her brother took a drag, coughed, then took another. “Blessing Stone would prefer one tonight and one tomorrow for max dramatic reveal. I’m thinking Milea.”

Nicky returned the joint. “No, she’s good for Fleet recruitment. We need to keep her around until at least the final six.” He slumped back into his armchair.

Spie made a face. “Fine. Yoshi, then. They’re lovely but I don’t feel any chemistry.”

“Good with me.”

“Great. I’ll bridge Kal so he can send a PA to their room.” She did exactly that. When she was done, she found Nicky with his head back, eyes closed. “Hey, wake up! Your turn.”

She threw a pillow at him. It hit him square in the face, then dropped into his lap.

“That was uncalled-for,” he said, adjusting his now-askew glasses. “I think it’s time I send”—his voice wobbled—“Temmi home.”

Spie about grabbed another pillow, this time to wallop him upside the head. “Come again?”

“Temmi. Tomorrow night’s best because Blessing Stone wants me to do a whole two-on-one confrontation with her and Cailin at the cocktail party. It makes sense to send Temmi home after. And it’ll give me a chance to say”—he cleared his throat—“goodbye.”

“Nicky, you can’t—”

Can’t what? Of course he could send Artemis home. She was one of his girls, not Spie’s. But she’d been certain he’d keep her around until the finale. He had to keep her around until the finale. Tomorrow was too soon. Spie was supposed to have more time. Was supposed to have another four weeks. If Artemis went home tomorrow . . . the thought made Spie’s lungs feel strangled.

“I didn’t think you’d care,” he said, sitting up.

Spie stared at him. You have no idea how much I care. You can never have any idea how much I care. But all she said was, “But you like her. And she’s great for ratings. Why can’t you keep her around until the end?”

Nicky tugged off his glasses. Stared at them in his hands. “I’m sending her home because I like her. Because I know I can’t choose her, and the longer she stays, the more it’ll hurt when I have to say goodbye. Blessing Stone is fine with it so long as I let her make tomorrow night dramatic.”

Spie kicked herself internally. She should’ve guessed Nicky would take such a practical approach. She’d assumed, because it was what she would’ve done in his place, that he’d keep Artemis around, soak up whatever time he could get until there wasn’t time left. But Spie was selfish—hadn’t she learned that? And Nicky, clearly, wasn’t.

“No,” Spie said, because even now, even with him looking all sad and broken, even with him telling her to her face that it’d hurt him to keep Artemis Ialan around, Spie was only thinking of herself. Gods and nebulas, Arbora was right about me.

“No?”

“No,” Spie repeated. “I won’t let you send her home. I don’t give my assent. You know why, Nicky? Because you’re terrible at letting yourself be happy. You’re about to give yourself to the empire for the rest of your life. Look how miserable Mom is. That’s going to be you, especially if you choose Cailin. So, be selfish for once and choose Artemis—Temmi. You don’t have to say goodbye at all.”

For a moment, a nebula-cursed hopeful moment, Spie thought he’d say yes.

Instead, he said, “You’re wrong. I do have to choose Cailin.”

Spie wanted to throttle him. “Why? Because of Mom’s stupid agreement with New Terra? You know what, fine. I’ll marry Cailin. I’ll pick her in the end. Agreement complete—she’ll get an heir. And you can be free to pick Temmi. Like you obviously want to.”

Nix blinked at her. “You would—you would do that for me?”

“Uh, yeah, duh, idiot. I mean, a marriage between me and Cailin would most certainly end with New Terra declaring war on the empire, and we’d probably have to be celibate because I just cannot couldn’t bring myself to—but hey, it wouldn’t be boring.” She sobered up her tone. “For real, though, I’d do it, Nicky, if it meant you could be happy. Say the word and I’ll throw the curveball of the century and pick Cailin Frederik during the finale.” She surprised herself by meaning it.

Nicky let out a strangled half-laugh but shook his head. “I appreciate it, but—you can’t. Not after she turned you down in the intros. It has to be me.”

“I don’t know. It’d make for a memorable finale, don’t you think?”

“I would never ask it of you.”

“Then just don’t pick her, Nicky. This is your life. You can be with the person you want to be with. I know Mom’s been pressuring you—but who gives a shit? You’re twenty-six years old. Live your own damn life. Let Mom be unhappy. It’s her own fault for getting into backdoor marital treaties with nonconsenting children. Let her clean up her own messes.”

“It’s never that simple.”

“It actually is.”

“You only say that because you’ve always gotten what you wanted.”

“That’s not fair—”

“I don’t need your assent. I won our last bet. I get final say if we disagree, remember?”

“Why are you the most stubborn person I know?” Spie said, because if she didn’t say anything, she might cry, and she couldn’t do that. She stood up, snuffed out the half-smoked joint against his bedside tabletop, then flicked it into the trash. “Promise me you’ll at least think about what I said? Don’t make a decision tonight. If you still want to get rid of Artemis tomorrow, then I can’t stop you. But take the next day? Please.”

Nicky nodded, gaze still downcast.

Spie returned to her own room. Once inside, she didn’t make it far before sinking to the carpet and burying her head in her hands. Only one thought resounded in her head, over and over, like a prayer or a plea or a curse.

I can’t lose her.

• • •

The next morning, Spie woke early for her sailing date. She had three unread bridges from Artemis, sent sometime in the middle of the night.

Trash Girl: Hey, so I know you have that date with Arbora tomorrow. I kept going back and forth about sending this but what the fuck, right? The thing is, I overheard her talking to Justine yesterday and I don’t trust her intentions. I thought you should know.

Trash Girl: I’m not sending this because I’m jealous.

Trash Girl: Okay, whatever, I am a little jealous. Maybe a lot jealous. But that’s not fair so pretend I didn’t say it. My point is, my concern isn’t from jealousy, it’s genuine. I wouldn’t say anything otherwise.

Spie smiled at the messages, bridging back.

Spie: Aww, you’re vetting people’s intentions for me, now? I never knew you to be sweet, Trash Girl. But if you hadn’t noticed yet, nobody’s on Love Galaxy with pure intentions. Except maybe Iasha.

Spie: (P.S. You have nothing to be jealous of.)

Artemis bridged back immediately.

Trash Girl: Just be careful. Please.

• • •

“It really is beautiful out here.” Arbora stood at the catamaran’s starboard hull, dressed in a crimson halter top and white sailing pants, sea spray flecking her face. “As much as I love the Moons, there’s truly nothing like the ocean. And you can only get ocean on green planets.” She turned to Spie, her dark eyes lit by the rising sun. “The symbiotic metaphor isn’t lost on me. The way my moons power your tides. There is no greater bond than that between a planet and her moons.”

“Hm. Not very subtle, are you?”

In Spie’s ear, Kalvin, who was in the catamaran’s cabin, communicating by radio with Blessing Stone, suggested she put her arm around Arbora. But Spie couldn’t—not even for the cameras. Found herself too tired to play pretend this morning. Instead, she settled for standing beside her ex and squinted into the low horizon. A camera operator hung a camera from a long rig, capturing their moment.

“I’m not exactly trying to be subtle,” Arbora said. “Tell me you and I have a chance.”

Spie should be able to do that. So, why couldn’t she force out the words? Why couldn’t she think about anything but the possibility that today might be her very last with Artemis? There was so much Spie wanted to show her. A thousand different species of birds, a hundred different symphonies, zoos and restaurants and museums. She wanted to get high with her on the roof of the Imperial Tower, wanted to take her to veloci-racing matches and eat fried foods, wanted to stay up all night and listen to her talk about her childhood, wanted to spend a whole day watching her build one of her contraptions, jumpsuit tied at her waist. Spie wanted—she wanted, period.

What was the point of Love Galaxy without Artemis? How was Spie meant to go on, pretending to fall in love? The prospect, once shrug-worthy, now sounded unbearable. But if Nicky changed his mind, Spie could have one more month. And if he picked Artemis, then Spie could have forever. Not in the way she wanted, but she could have her forever as a friend. And wouldn’t she take that over not having Artemis at all? Or was that selfish too? And if so, how did she stop?

“You need to bring some more life into this scene, Your Highness,” Kalvin said in her ear. “It’s falling flat. Blessing Stone wants you to be more physical, ask Ambassador VinVanxin about any significant relationships after you two broke up, that sort of thing. Take a five-minute recess while we reset.”

Spie retreated to the joint upper deck. Arbora followed. The wind was loud, the ocean everywhere. Spie thought about diving in, swimming to a new world, a new life, a new identity.

“You’re off today,” Arbora noted, sitting beside Spie.

“You think you want this,” Spie said, ignoring the comment, “but you shouldn’t. Go back to Irma, Arbora. Be happy with someone else. Surely, you dated someone who was better to you than me in the last eight years. You can’t honestly want this—us—to happen again. I already told you I won’t be any help in the imperial court.”

Arbora pushed her sunglasses onto her forehead and turned so she was fully facing Spie. “I ended a years-long relationship with someone to come here. It was a big risk. But you’ve changed, Spie. I think we could make an honest go at something real. I want that.”

Spie leaned back on her elbows. “What was her name? The person you left to be here?”

Arbora’s gaze shifted to her hand, to the black ring on her left pointer finger. “Her name was Jacks. She’s a they. And a she.”

Spie nodded. In her ear, Kalvin called for her to head back down the deck. She stood, inhaled the fresh, briny air. “Night one, you told me we were toxic—I was toxic. I’ve been thinking a lot about that. I’ve spent most of my life ignoring the impact of my position on those around me. Taking what I wanted from people. From you. If I married you because you were the easy option, how would that be any different? If you were happy with this Jacks on Irma, then you should go home and be happy. Let’s finish out this date, but I think it’s time I finally let you be, don’t you? I’m glad you came here, though. I think we both needed the closure.”
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The Proverbial Knife

The plan is to do something a little different tonight,” said Justine.

She directed Temmi to sit on one of the brightly cushioned benches inside the camera-crew-stuffed gazebo. It was situated beside an adorable pond in the middle of the manor’s eastern gardens. A little family of geese skimmed their way along the pond’s surface; tiny pink and purple flowers ringed the bank; the twilit glow of the nearly departed sun lent the water’s surface a violet hue. It would never not be amazing, the amount of beauty—of life—a world could hold. Even amidst all the turmoil inside of Temmi, this beauty existed. The thought made her miss Ollie with a breath-stealing acuteness. Because he deserved to see it too. He’d always had a tender capacity to fall in love with life’s minute wonders. Though, in contrast, Temmi could imagine their mother turning skittish at the foliage, the pond, the geese; the novelty would overwhelm her.

Suddenly, almost violently, Temmi missed the familiar, raspy sound of her mother’s voice; missed the steady, easy to overlook, certainty of her presence; realized, perhaps for the first time—how did it take her until her twenty-third year of life to notice?—that despite their being different creatures, her mother had never pushed Temmi to be anything other than who she was. It was a powerful kind of love, was it not? The ability to always be there, to never judge, to hold space for what you couldn’t understand. Innis Ialan had rarely been affectionate in her words, or with her hands, but she had always been accepting in her actions. Had supported Temmi in her arrest, in her dreams of leaving X72, in the creation of every project she’d ever brought home. Temmi was certain there wasn’t anything she could do that would shake her mother’s love. How lucky was she to have had that? To have that still?

Justine said something into her earpiece, then handed Temmi a glass of plum wine. Temmi accepted it, bringing herself back to this moment, to the gazebo, to Expan Proper. Stared at the wine. She’d have to be an actual idiot to drink it. She wouldn’t be drinking anything offered to her by anyone. Not tonight or any night to come. A minor shame, because it meant getting through the rest of the show completely sober.

“Instead of chatting alone with the prince,” Justine said, speaking loudly to be heard over the other five producers prepping their own contestants, “you’re going to have what’s called a two-on-one. With Cailin Frederik. Not right away—Cailin’s gonna prompt it by speaking to the prince privately first. We’re playing with the storyline that you hate each other, so anything you can do to up the drama would be most appreciated. Like cussing her out or, hell, punch her if you want. That’d be something.”

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” Temmi said.

She cast a furtive look across the gazebo. Just because she’d begun to suspect Arbora and Justine for the murders didn’t mean she’d mentally absolved Cailin of the crime. After all, Rosaria had died in the wake of an evening cocktail party just like this one.

Before too long, filming kicked off with Nicky. Dressed smartly in a black suit, he gave a speech about how impressed he was by his team’s efforts in the net-volley game the day before (though, for the show’s benefit, he said “earlier today”).

There was so much of Spie in him. That hair, the black of interstellar space, that nose, thin and perfectly centered, those cheekbones, prominent and cutting—but his eyes and mouth and jaw softened his beauty where his sister’s remained sharp. And his smile made one feel like they were being let in on a secret, while Spie’s made one feel like they were being shown a new universe.

He started off the party by calling Jasmine back for a private chat. After she left, the producers prodded the rest of them into conversation. Initially, that meant a monologue wherein Milea sang the praises of the Fleet’s newest precision star fighter, a progressive design capable of entering low-atmosphere hover as well as engaging interplanetary travel, cooked up by engineers working for Jasmine Gross’s family company, Gross Industries. Temmi, genuinely intrigued, asked how the ship could generate enough thrust to go from a low in-atmosphere hover to a full escape trajectory. Cailin responded by saying, in a condescending tone, how cute it was to “see the X-er trying to understand technology so advanced,” then devolved into a minor coughing fit. Her handler was on her at once.

“Of course I took the immunity boosters earlier,” Cailin barked at the poor man. “No, I don’t need to sleep; it’s just a cold, I’m fine. Get me that throat spray; it’s actually helpful, unlike you right now.” Her tone was halfway between aggravated and abusive. Her handler shouted at a PA to bring him the “anesthetic spray.”

Temmi, unable to stop herself, said, “Am I to assume the show won’t be using any footage of you being an asshole to your producer?”

Cailin shot her a glare that could’ve melted steel. “Your continued presence here is the greatest insult I’ve ever had to endure.” She snapped at the cameras and producers, then fixed her face into something less unpleasant. “We’re resetting the scene. Erase the last two minutes of footage.”

Cailin’s producer spent the next ten minutes arguing with PAs until every camera had been taken down and the footage wiped. How nice would it be to have that kind of power? It’s what I’m working for, Temmi thought. Why I have to win.

Jasmine reappeared before filming had resumed and Cailin was, blessedly, called away next.

Waiting Willow, a voluptuous woman with strawberry hair and a pinkish complexion, asked Jasmine how her time with Nix had gone. “You’re still dating both him and Spie, aren’t you? Does your being in our group mean you’re leaning toward Nix officially?”

Jasmine cleared her throat, but the action facilitated a sudden cough. Under the soft lighting, her face held a slightly sickly pallor. The whites of her eyes looked distinctly bloodshot.

Temmi swallowed against a swell of sudden panic. Bloodshot didn’t mean poisoned, she told herself. There was a universe of difference between bleeding and bloodshot—but still. What if someone had slipped Jasmine something in her drink? The glass in her hands was less than half-full.

And where had Justine gotten off to? Temmi scanned the gazebo and surrounding grounds for her producer, her panic intensifying when she couldn’t spot the signature billed cap. Temmi cursed herself for being careless. Why did I ever let her out of my sight?

Jasmine said, “Nix was . . . Well.” She brought her fingers to her lips. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to choose between him and Spie. They’re each so different—” Her cough returned. “Excuse me; I fear I’m feeling a bit faint. Must be all the excitement.”

Maybe it wasn’t poison; considering Cailin’s cough, Jasmine might have simply come down with an innocuous cold. Temmi tried to breathe easier.

“Ah! Nix is coming!” Damaya squealed.

Suddenly, Justine appeared. From where, Temmi had no idea. Her producer-slash-maybe-also-a-murderer gave Temmi a hand signal that she interpreted to mean You’re up.

Indeed, Nix reentered the gazebo. On the top step, two cameras flanking him, he pinned Temmi with his gaze. “Artemis,” he began in his princely-for-the-cameras tone. “Do you mind coming back with me and Cailin?”

Temmi did mind; she minded very much, in fact. While she deliberated how to respond diplomatically, Nicky’s gaze tripped over to Jasmine, who was accepting a bottle of water from her handler and getting her temperature checked.

“You all right, Jasmine?” Nicky asked.

She dipped into a shallow bow. “Yes, of course. Don’t worry about me, Your Highness.”

He nodded, looking back to Temmi expectantly.

Time to face the noose, she supposed.

They walked side by side down a path, followed by cameras, to a hidden side of the pond. From the outstretched branch of a large tree hung a wooden swing. A cute rowboat was tied to a moss-strewn dock. Fairy lights danced through the air in tones of soft yellow and hazy white. The scene would’ve bordered on idyllic if not for the red-headed vulture sneezing into a handkerchief. The vulture threw her handkerchief at her producer.

Nix stopped short. Turning, he waved off the cameras following them. He put a finger to his ear. “I’m gonna take five, Kal, then we’ll go in. Yes, that’s smart. Early signs. Send someone to take her to the set medic. Hopefully, it’s just a case like Cailin’s.”

“Are you talking about Jasmine?” Temmi asked. “Shouldn’t we keep sick contestants in their rooms or something?”

“Tell that to Blessing Stone,” Nicky said. When he smiled at her, it didn’t reach his eyes. Temmi could feel the sear of Cailin’s gaze on them. Nix took Temmi’s hand and tugged her into the shadow of the large tree. “Sorry I missed our library date this morning. I was stuck in meetings with Kal and my mother’s advisors.”

By now, Temmi had grown accustomed to the melancholy of his eyes, the way they exuded a sense of pain. But tonight, that pain seemed sharper somehow. Temmi couldn’t explain why; it was something in the way he looked at her, something in the slump of his shoulders.

“Is everything okay? Your headache, is it back?”

Nix shook his head. “No— Well, yes, always, but no.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I just, well, you’ve been a good friend to me. I can’t thank you enough for that. For letting me taste something I thought I never would be able to have.”

Friend. The word swelled in Temmi with truth and tenderness. Yes, friend. That was what they were. It was what felt right between them. Not a diminishing of their connection but a correct ordering. And one, she realized suddenly, that she didn’t want to lose. When had these people she would’ve spat at on principle two months before come to mean so much? When had she, Temmi, notoriously prickly loner (Ollie’s words—he’d tried valiantly to get her to socialize after Scot’s betrayal, but she had constantly refused) suddenly found herself trusting people again?

“What’s going on, Nicky?” She stepped closer to him.

He inhaled sharply and suddenly. “I—I don’t know how to explain. That’s a lie. I can. I’m just afraid you’ll hate me if I explain. And I really don’t want you to hate me.”

Temmi’s gaze slid past the prince, to the New Terran princess by the pond’s shore. “You’re sending me home, aren’t you.” Fuck. She was still weeks out from the final eight, let alone the finale.

Nix squeezed his eyes shut incriminatingly. When he opened them, the melancholy had deepened. “I don’t want to, but I— Temmi, I can’t pick you. We both know that. This date with Cailin is the show’s way of dramatizing the conflict between you two. They want it to culminate in me sending one of you home.”

“But you don’t have to listen to the show,” Temmi said, her voice rising. “You don’t have to do what Blessing Stone wants. The decisions are yours; I know they are. If I’ve learned anything these last few weeks, it’s that production will push their dramas as far as they can, but they can’t force any of us to go along with what they want. Especially you.”

“Yes, but I have to think about more than what I want. I have to think about what’s best for the empire. For humanity’s continued survival.”

“And who you marry is directly causal to humanity’s survival? Don’t be ridiculous, Nix. Fuck this. Don’t send me home. I’ve gone through so fucking much to be here. To stay here. At least give me a few more weeks to change your mind. Please.”

“I’m sorry, Temmi,” he said, his voice so small, so pathetic when compared with the power he carried, that she felt a surge of deep, impotent anger.

She’d done everything she was supposed to do. Had played the fucking game the way it was supposed to be played (or as well as she humanly could). She’d done the dates, the confessionals, had endured Manny’s torture chamber of outfits, had allowed herself to be portrayed as an idiot villain for trillions of viewers. She’d listened to Kalvin and kept quiet when two girls died. Had complied with burying their deaths. All so she could get to the prize at the end. Two million credits. She’d even delusionally let herself believe she could play the game well enough to get to the top, to become someone who made the rules. She should’ve known better. Should’ve known the game was never designed to let someone like her win. So, what was the fucking point? Play the game, don’t play the game—none of it changed anything for people like her. Rosaria had played the game; Kya had played the game. They were both in body bags.

And nobody gave a single fucking shit.

“You’re a coward, Nicky,” Temmi said, her rage so hot, it burned out as tears. “What were you going to do, huh? Let Cailin make me look bad in front of you? The perfect end for the villain, right? Ousted by the prince. Well, fuck that.”

She stepped away from the tree. Suddenly, there were cameras fanning out around her. When had they gotten there? How much had they captured?

Across the open clearing, she made eye contact with Cailin. Somehow, Temmi knew, with utter certainty, that the New Terran princess had orchestrated this. Had been orchestrating this.

Keep stealing his attention and I’ll ruin you.

Murderer or not, Cailin had slipped in the proverbial knife with precision.

Temmi hadn’t been sent home. Not yet. But she was done. Done listening to Kalvin. Done spending every day afraid. Done with this stupid farce of a game.

It was time to change the rules.
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The Whole Contestants-Dropping-Dead Thing

Temmi attempted a dignified spin-and-march-off, but her ankle didn’t quite cooperate. She ended up tripping, sprawling into damp grass in her too-tight black dress (curse you, Manny) and then scrambling to get back up while three cameras, PAs, and a concerned Nicky all surrounded her.

“Get away from me,” she hissed, shoving through the small throng and veering back down the path toward the gazebo.

“Temmi, please don’t go. Stay; let’s talk some more.”

Temmi stopped. Turned. She didn’t care that there were cameras watching. “Will I be talking to the prince or to my friend?” When he didn’t respond, she said, “That’s what I thought,” and continued her dramatic exodus.

Justine came running up to her from the gazebo. She held out both hands as though trying to slow Temmi down. When Temmi didn’t slow, Justine kept pace, which wasn’t difficult, considering how restricted Temmi’s movement was in her dress.

“What happened?” Justine asked. “Whatever it was, we can talk about it. Running away isn’t going to do anyone any good.”

“Hey, Justine,” Temmi said. “Fuck off. And take the cameras with you.”

She passed the gazebo, angling for the road leading to the manor. Once there, she hiked up her dress and broke into a run. A single camera drone followed her all the way back to the manor, where she tore through a back entrance.

Her lungs burned and her pulse was a shipwreck and oh gods, had she just made a huge fucking mistake? No time to second-guess herself now. Kalvin had said to stay quiet, and where had that gotten her? It was time to talk to someone with actual power.

Reaching her room, she rushed headlong inside. Temmi was sticky and sweaty; before she went anywhere, she needed out of this fucking dress. Ignoring Arbora sitting on her bed, she threw herself into her closet.

“You’re back early,” Arbora said. “Everything all right?”

Temmi contorted her body to try to get to her back zipper, her head hitting the underside of a shelf. “Never been fucking better!”

“Maybe you want to talk about it?”

“Why? ’Cause Justine’s in your bridges, telling you to get me to go back? Fuck her and fuck that.”

“No? Because you tore through here like a hurricane, and even if we aren’t the best of friends, I’m not an unsympathetic asshole.”

Temmi managed to peel her dress off, then rooted around for something to wear—the sweats and sweater she’d worn the night before were the most accessible. She put both on, then kicked open the closet door.

“Aren’t you, though?” Temmi tugged her boots back on. “I heard you both the other morning. Did you do it? You and Justine? Oh, sorry, I mean you and Jacks.”

Arbora’s jaw fully dropped. For a moment, she only stared. “Whatever you think you overheard, you’re wrong.” Her gaze snapped to her CB. Her expression changed. When she glanced back up, it was with a different kind of intensity. “What happened to Jasmine at the party?”

“What do you mean, what happened to Jasmine? Don’t change the fucking subject—” Oh. Oh. Shit. Jasmine’s cough, her bloodshot eyes.

“Justine just bridged, saying Jasmine’s being medevacked out? She saw medics strapping Jasmine to a gurney? Said she was bleeding from her eyes?”

Temmi almost laughed. “That’s rich. Sure, pretend you and Justine don’t know exactly what’s going on with Jasmine. That you two aren’t the fucking reason she’s about to die.”

Arbora’s look of incredulity became even more incredulous. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. But I would very much appreciate being brought into whatever twisted reasoning is happening inside your head right now.”

“Oh, I’ll happily enlighten you.” Temmi held up three fingers. “Kya.” She put one finger down. “Rosaria.” She put down the next. “And now Jasmine. You and Justine poisoned them.”

“I can assure you we did no such thing. Are you trying to tell me this happened with Kya and Rosaria? That they were . . . poisoned?”

It was Temmi’s turn to stare incredulously. “If you didn’t do it, then how do you explain your conversation with Justine?”

“I—” Arbora ran both hands over her shorn hair. “We— Dust it. Justine—Jacks—and I are here as part of a collective hoping to get a better foothold in the imperial court. We want to leverage a relationship with Spie to influence laws that would create less imperial oversight, slowly set the stage for legislature that would grant the Moons greater independence. The kind of thing that would help fringe systems gain more rights. But we didn’t kill anyone!”

Temmi blinked. Fuck. That made actual sense.

Arbora stepped in closer to Temmi. “Please tell me what you’ve seen. What happened to Kya and Rosaria?”

Was Arbora lying? Temmi had no reason to trust her. Shouldn’t trust her. After all, she could still be the murderer, could be playing Temmi right now—might even try to kill Temmi to silence her. But wasn’t this the perfect time to find out? For weeks, she’d played along with Kalvin’s repeated requests that she stay silent, and where had that gotten her? Exactly nowhere.

In any case, she’d already tipped her hand. If Arbora was going to kill her, then Temmi might as well go out swinging.

“Night one,” Temmi began, the words punching out of her like water through a broken dam, “I found Kya’s body in a toilet stall. I checked for a pulse—she was dead. And then last week, Rosaria, she—she—” Temmi’s whole body started shaking. “Both of them were bleeding from the eyes, like Justine said Jasmine was. It has to be poison.”

“Gods and nebulas,” Arbora breathed. “You should’ve told me sooner. If Jasmine dies . . . her family is rich. Like richer-than-some-governments rich. The whole Terran System is going to revolt when they find out.”

“If they find out,” Temmi said. “Kalvin says the emperor is keen on covering the deaths up. That’s what she’s done so far. All while I sit here and play along ’cause I don’t fucking know what else to do.”

Arbora seemed genuinely shocked. Maybe she was telling the truth. “You did the right thing by telling me. Alone, we’re easy to silence and pick off. But you’re not alone anymore. Hold tight; I need to make a call.”

Within seconds, however, Temmi did find herself alone. And she was too antsy to sit around. She wiped aggressively at her eyes, then took off.

• • •

Temmi steeled herself in front of Spie’s bedroom. Taking a deep breath, she knocked.

Long moments passed in which Temmi’s heart jackhammered in her chest. She felt way too exposed, standing there alone in the corridor. What if Spie wasn’t in her room? Temmi would’ve bridged ahead, but she’d been in such a panic—

The door bowed open.

“Oh, hey.” Spie filled the doorway, her dark locks tied back in a low queue and her face washed clean of cosmetics. Without makeup, she looked younger, more human, still unfairly beautiful. “I wasn’t expecting you”—her voice lowered, going deep and throaty—“not that I mind. I was just about to bridge you, Artemis.”

Fuck me, Temmi thought, immediately forgetting everything she’d been planning to say. Her name in Spie Expani’s mouth was a drug.

“Can we talk? Somewhere we can’t be overheard?”

Spie raised one eyebrow. “Of course. Come in.”

“Sure, yes, I’m almost back to my room.” Nix’s voice shot down the corridor. “Yeah. Yeah. She’s planning on calling Senator Gross personally— Hold on.” He slowed to a halt as he reached Spie’s door. “Temmi,” he said. “What are you—”

Spie slung an arm around Temmi’s shoulders. “Your party over already, baby brother?”

Nix stared at them. “Temmi, what are you doing here? After you ran off, I— I’m sorry for earlier.”

“Well, this is interesting. What happened earlier?” Spie asked casually, but Temmi felt the way the arm around her shoulder tightened slightly. Almost protectively. Or possessively.

The thought made Temmi’s heart stumble.

Nix stepped closer, revealing an obvious tremor in his hands. His dark violet gaze focused on his sister. “Spie, leave her alone. What’s between us is between us.”

The claustrophobia of being sandwiched between both Expani heirs was not something Temmi knew how to cope with. Turned out the resulting effect was that she essentially lost her capacity for speech.

“Yeah, but see, she came knocking on my door, thinking it was yours, so I’m invested now.” The lie fell from Spie’s lips with shocking ease. Damn, that was chilling. “And we were having such a good little chat, I think I’ll keep her to myself tonight. I realized this might be my only chance to get to know her. Unless you’ve rethought things, baby brother?”

“I—” Nix’s tortured gaze flitted from Spie to Temmi. “I have, actually. Temmi, I—I want you to stay. On the show, I mean. I have to go make a call, so please return to your room. We can talk in the—” His long-lashed eyes blinked furiously, as though fighting back tears. “We can talk in the morning.” Even his voice was tremulous.

The arm around Temmi’s shoulder fell away. Spie joined her brother in the hall.

“You good, Nicky?” Her voice lost all hints of its prior teasing. “What’s going on?”

There was a too-long pause. “Nothing. Everything’s fine.” But nothing about him seemed fine.

“Well, that’s a bald-faced lie,” Spie said.

Watching them made Temmi’s heart ache for Ollie.

“Look, just—get Temmi to her room, okay? We can talk about it later.” He threw Temmi a parting glance, a sad smile on his lips, then vanished behind the door to the right of Spie’s.

Spie stared after him until his door whispered closed. When she turned back around, there was something deflated in her expression. Temmi knew what it was like to love someone and be entirely clueless as to how to help them. To be on the outside of another person’s pain, watching them suffer through a window they wouldn’t let you break. Feeling like they were slipping away.

After a moment, Spie returned to her room. Temmi followed, closing the door quietly behind her. Spie slid open her balcony doors. Cool air blasted its way into the room. Temmi shivered as it buffeted her.

“Come on, let’s go.” Spie stepped onto the balcony. She wore no sweater or jacket, only a sleeveless silk pajama top and objectively tiny pajama shorts. Temmi definitely didn’t notice the lean muscles they revealed. “You said you wanted to talk somewhere private?”

Right. Right. The whole contestants-were-dropping-dead thing. Kind of a big fucking deal.
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An Unknowable Creature of Air and Water

Temmi darted after Spie.

The princess tapped her CB, and a beam of light illuminated the air above her wrist. She opened a hatch in her balcony’s flooring. Wooden steps led to the garden below. They descended quickly, Spie lending Temmi her hand each time Temmi inevitably tripped over her own feet. Which was too many times to voluntarily admit to.

A path snaked away through the garden. They walked side by side in silence, their fingers occasionally brushing. The chirping of some creature Temmi couldn’t begin to identify created an eerie ambiance. From somewhere nearby but invisible came the telltale hum of a hovercraft. The imperial night patrol.

“Are they going to follow us?” Temmi asked. Her voice sounded too loud in the quiet dark. She lowered it. “The guards, I mean.” She didn’t want anyone to overhear what she was going to tell Spie.

Spie glanced skyward; the night was cloudy. “No. My CB has biometrics, so if they sense any irregularities or distress in my heartrate, they’ll swarm; otherwise, we’ll be left alone.”

“It must be disconcerting, being watched all the time.”

Spie’s response was a shrug. In the distance, the sound of crashing waves grew unmistakable. Temmi shivered. Her near-drowning in the manor’s pool had instilled in her a bone-deep fear of water.

She glanced sidelong at the princess. “Please tell me we’re not going to the beach?”

“Oh, we are.” Spie shot Temmi a wicked grin. “I’m in need of a swim.”

“In the ocean?” Temmi’s mind short-circuited at the mere suggestion.

The path beneath her feet morphed from hard-packed earth to shifting sand. Before them, the ocean appeared. A sprawling black yawn of terrifying depth, the surface broken intermittently by silver-white surf. Like foaming teeth. Temmi stopped, terrified.

“That’s right, Trash Girl,” Spie said, a little bit of laughter in her voice. She snatched Temmi’s hand, kicked off her sandals, and began to run directly for the crashing waves.

Temmi was yanked after her, stumbling along, incapable of matching her wild grace.

Before them, the ocean became a living, breathing entity.

Spie dropped Temmi’s hand. Temmi crashed to one knee in the cold, wet sand while the princess continued her forward assault as though compelled by the moons above, her long, lithe body lengthening as she bellowed some wordless anthem, a whoop of joy or something else, and threw her arms over her head. She splashed into the surf, leapt, and dove into the black expanse. The ocean swallowed her whole.

Panic gripped Temmi’s lungs. She darted forward on hands and knees, slicing her finger against a sharp rock. Freezing water lapped up to soak her sweatpants. She screamed Spie’s name. Water wasn’t safe. Water had nearly killed Temmi. Might’ve killed Rosaria. To willingly throw oneself into a wild ocean under cover of night? Utter insanity.

Were the tides high or low? Expan Proper had three moons, so that would definitely complicate the tide situation, but Temmi had no experience with the how.

Something popped up above the water a few yards distant, but it was too dark to discern exactly what. Temmi screamed Spie’s name again.

That something bobbed closer. Fucking hell. Temmi stumbled backward in the wet sand.

The creature rose slowly from the surf, long mane whipping backward over its head. It arched a slender neck as it metamorphosed into Spie Expani. A sound like laughter rang out from her throat as she turned to face Temmi, her soft purple eyes distinctly black. Slowly, she shook water from her hair and skipped back through the shallows, her sheer pajamas clinging to her frame. She was practically naked, the ocean dripping from every surface of her skin.

Temmi struggled to her feet. “What the fuck is wrong with you!” She fought against the crash of waves and bark of wind to be heard. “You’re mad!”

“I’m alive!” Spie yelled, and spun in a circle, arms raised, as she danced out of the surf. She was a siren, a phantom, an unknowable creature of air and water. Wicked and wild and beautiful. A queen, not a princess. Not of galaxies and empires but of darkness and the will to live.

She danced up the beach and threw herself onto the sand. An elegant flop. Far enough from the surf that the water could no longer touch her. Temmi, caught in her web, in the invisible pull of her wild royalty, her wicked beauty, the stark sense of life pouring from her water-slicked frame, trailed helplessly.

Spie’s chest rose and fell rapidly, her gaze focused on the dark, clouded sky. She shivered visibly. Temmi lowered herself to sitting, settling into a lotus position, trying to ignore the soft bite of cold as the wind touched her damp pants. She tugged her sweater over her head. Underneath, she wore only a white undershirt and her necklace of orrist basalt. The crimson-and-black stone glowed in the moonlit darkness.

“Here.” Temmi offered Spie her sweater. “Before your teeth fall out from the cold.”

The princess sat up. Flecks of sand were stuck to her arms and mixed up in her damp locks. “Thanks.” She shrugged into the sweater. Something warm swelled in Temmi’s chest as she watched the fabric fall around Spie’s upper body; it was too large on her slender frame.

“What’s that?” Spie nodded at the glowing necklace.

Temmi looked down. Heat radiated from the rare basalt. “Oh. That’s—” Spie’s fingers reached out to touch it, and Temmi grabbed her hand to stop her. A reflex. “Sorry, uh, it’s dangerous. It’s orrist basalt. A very small piece is enough to kill a man.”

The princess looked at her hand in Temmi’s. “You’re bleeding,” she said, then immediately brought Temmi’s hand to her sweater. Bunched the fabric around Temmi’s cut finger. “There,” Spie said, after a prolonged moment, once the bleeding had stopped. But she didn’t release Temmi’s hand. And Temmi didn’t pull away.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re wearing a little piece of death rock on your person?” Spie’s thumb brushed the back of Temmi’s hand; Temmi’s breath got trapped in her throat.

“Because it reminds me of X72.” With her free hand, Temmi plucked at the necklace’s chain. “It’s safe so long as the protective sheath isn’t broken. The danger only comes when the rock’s in direct contact with someone’s skin. That and inhaling fumes from factories that purify the basalt. Which is why everyone on my planet is dying from some flavor of lung disease.”

“That’s the stuff that makes jumpgates work, isn’t it?” Spie scooted closer, her knees bent and bare. “It looks familiar; I feel like I’ve seen a similar rock before.”

She twirled her hand around Temmi’s and intertwined their fingers. Temmi’s heart thumped double-time. When she looked into Spie’s salt-lined face, sand and ocean water clumping her dark tresses together, she felt entirely too much.

Focus on the orrist basalt, she told herself.

“Technically, no. Orrist basalt doesn’t make jumpgates work—they work fine without it. The problem is, ships, and anything else that enters a jumpgate, can’t withstand the pressure of condensed spacetime. Purified orrist basalt, if circulated through ship systems, can protect them. So, orrist basalt doesn’t make jumpgates function; it allows us to safely use them. But I could see how that’s considered the same thing.” Temmi knew she was rambling. She didn’t know how else she was meant to survive Spie’s closeness without giving in to it.

Spie smelled of the ocean, briny and untamed and free. Temmi wanted her, had always wanted her, but didn’t know the first thing about reaching for her.

“My mother’s diadem,” Spie said, gaze trained on the necklace. With her other hand, the one not holding Temmi’s, Spie reached up to lift the necklace’s chain, her fingers brushing Temmi’s collarbone. “That’s where I’ve seen it before. I never knew it was orrist basalt. How did you bring it on the show?”

“I wore it,” Temmi said. Her breaths had gone shallow.

“Security never caught it? That seems odd, considering how tightly my mother regulates the stuff. You could be arrested for having this, couldn’t you? It’s a Type A controlled substance.”

“Are you going to arrest me, Your Highness?”

Spie’s lips curled into that malevolent grin that Temmi found so gut-clenchingly sexy. God fucking damn. She’d never experienced an attraction so intense, like an aching need in her core. Like some alien parasite had awoken inside her body, bringing to hot, bright awareness parts of herself she’d never known existed.

“Only if you want me to.” Spie’s fingers glanced along the curve between Temmi’s neck and shoulder.

“I just might.” Temmi would let Spie Expani arrest her, lock her up, yank her hands behind her back and bind them tight. She wouldn’t even fight.

Why had she come out there again?

For the space of a heartbeat, Spie’s eyelids fluttered closed. She squeezed Temmi’s hand tighter before opening them again. “How come you’ve never asked me to call you Temmi? You told Nicky to call you Temmi. I remember because I was watching the feed on our ship. But you’ve never asked me to.”

Was that a tremor of insecurity on the normally overconfident princess’s face? Jealousy? Temmi wouldn’t have thought Spie Expani capable of the emotion. And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Princess Spielin Expani wasn’t a real person; she was a caricature, a cardboard cutout created for the empire’s consumption. Spie, however, was a fully fleshed-out woman, as fallible as anyone else. Temmi might’ve been attracted physically to the princess (it was hard not to be), but something more tender and significantly more terrifying was blossoming for the woman behind the mask.

“Maybe ’cause you’re too busy calling me Trash Girl.” Temmi exhaled a breathy laugh. “You can call me Temmi if you want. But I guess—I guess I kind of like it when you use my full name.”

“Artemis, then.” A shiver ran through Temmi’s core. “It’s a very Expanese name. Roots in Old Terran mythologies.”

“My father’s an Expanese mechanical engineer.”

“That’s right. I remember reading about him in your files. I feel like there’s a lot to unpack there.” Spie slowly un-entwined her hand from Temmi’s to turn it over. Her thumb brushed the brand on Temmi’s palm. “Did this hurt?”

Temmi shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know. They burned it in the day I was born.”

“They don’t do it here.” Spie showed Temmi both her palms, smooth and brand-free. “Although they just introduced it on the Moons—I didn’t even know until Arbora told me. It feels wrong, doesn’t it? The dehumanization it entails.”

A sentence Temmi never would’ve expected to come out of Spie’s mouth. “You’re not just saying that, are you? You actually mean it.”

Spie stuck out her tongue as though in distaste. “An incurable disease, empathy. My mother tried to beat it out of me a long time ago. Not that I’ve done anything with it but ignore all that’s broken in the empire. That’s what’s so easy about being privileged: you can close your eyes and forget that other people are suffering.”

Temmi stared at the princess, really stared. Took in the way her eyes looked suddenly far away, the way her hands had bunched into fists, the slightly defeated slump of her usually pristine posture. She cared. Spie genuinely cared.

Temmi’s throat grew tight with a sudden lump. Her chest was too warm and not because of the orrist basalt lying above her shirt. “Spie,” she asked, breathless for no discernable reason (okay, fine, a very discernable reason that she didn’t want to actually discern). “What is this?” She gestured between them. “What are we doing?”

“This . . . We aren’t doing anything. We’re just talking.”

“We both know that’s a lie. We’ve avoided talking about it for weeks.”

Spie scooped sand into her palm and let it sift between her fingers. “You do have a tendency to cut to the heart of matters.” She exhaled a low laugh. “There’s something about you, Artemis. Something that frees me.”

“Frees you from what?”

Spie looked to the sky. “From all of it. From the cage that is being Princess Spielin Expani. From being my mother’s daughter. From the knowledge that all I’ve ever done is shirk responsibility. That I’ll never be anything but a disappointment. That the only thing that matters about me is how I look, how I’m perceived, if I’m desirable enough.” She lowered her gaze back to Temmi and affected the formal-but-playful tone of a talk show host. “Princess Spie Expani is always down for a good time. Princess Spie Expani is the most beautiful woman in the empire; who wouldn’t want her? Princess Spie Expani doesn’t need anything more than her hair and fit body to keep the empire’s peace.” She snorted through her nose. “That’s all I am to Expan. A pretty face. A good lay. A fun time. Princess Spie Expani isn’t that deep. I hate it. All of it. Not because they’re wrong but because they’re right.”

Temmi blinked. “Well, that’s the dumbest fucking thing I’ve ever heard. You’re hot, sure. That’s kinda indisputable. Probably some genetic requirement for running an empire; I don’t know. But I think that might be the least important thing about you.”

Spie’s night-darkened gaze caught Temmi’s. Moisture brightened the usual intensity of her eyes, but she blinked it away before any tears could fall. “I’m not sure I believe you, but—with you, I feel like I can just be.” She crossed her arms over her chest without breaking eye contact. “Unofficially, I was always the one meant to succeed my mother. It was decided after Nicky and I were born, though never announced publicly. But I let her down. I—I never wanted the responsibility. Or, I don’t know, maybe I did a little bit and I just didn’t think I could live up to it. So, I didn’t bother trying.

“Now it’s Nicky’s burden, and sometimes, I wonder if he hates me for it. He’s never said so, but how could he not resent me privately? He never wanted to be emperor either. He’s too gentle for the brutality the job requires, the loneliness of it, the foreknowledge that to maintain such power means to perpetuate harm. I’ll have to live with the knowledge that his pain is my fault. That when he hates himself for who he has to become, who he is already becoming, it’s because of me.”

This time, the glisten of tears slipped down the hollows of the princess’s cheeks. “I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

Something occurred to Temmi then. “That’s why you were willing to spend two million credits to bring me here.” The wind picked up and Temmi shivered, her bare arms prickling with cold. “You’re trying to ease his burden because you feel responsible.”

Spie wiped at her cheek. “He deserves one thing that brings him joy. Even if it’s fleeting. And he really likes you, Artemis. I didn’t know if he would when I offered you the money. It was a shot in the dark. But the way he talks about you, looks at you . . . I’ve never seen him get excited about anyone before. Ever. He even changed his mind about sending you home, which . . . thank the nebula, but it means he really cares for you.” She dug her toes into the sand between them. “Means he might actually be considering choosing you in the end. Our mother will be pissed; New Terra will be pissed, but I couldn’t care less about them. I should want him to pick you too—that’s what all this is for. Yet here I am being a shitty sister, yet again, wondering how your lips would feel against mine.”

Every inch of Temmi’s skin felt suddenly electric. Heat flashed through her core. If she were a better person, she’d stand up, bid the princess a good night, and shove from her mind and body all thoughts of Spie Expani. She’d spare the princess this betrayal.

But Temmi hadn’t been asked to be pitted between brother and sister. She hadn’t asked for the hot yearning in her gut. And she’d never been good at denying herself momentary bliss. Life was a rubber-banded ball sack ninety-nine percent of the time. So, feel good when you can. Worry about the hangover in the morning.

They might never have a moment like this again. And Temmi needed to know what it felt like. Just once.

“But what if I’m wondering the same thing?”

Temmi’s confession hung in the air between them for a long stretch of a moment. Behind them, the sea quietened. The wind calmed; the moon brightened.

She dropped one hand to Spie’s naked ankle half-submerged in cold sand. Trailed her fingers up to the princess’s knee. Spie’s skin was cold and bumpy with gooseflesh and sand.

Spie shivered, then inched closer. She lifted her hand to Temmi’s jaw, brought her thumb to Temmi’s lower lip, and pressed gently into the plump flesh. Temmi leaned into Spie’s touch, took the tip of her thumb between her teeth. Brushed her tongue against the princess’s skin. Tasted salt.

It was a game of chicken. Two women who weren’t meant to be together careening toward each other at the speed of sound, each daring the other to veer away, neither wanting to. Collision was inevitable. Collision spelled destruction.

“Artemis.” Low, husky, full of need.

Temmi’s eyes practically rolled back in her head. She fully sucked the tip of Spie’s thumb.

And then the thumb was gone, the royal hand wrapping around the back of Temmi’s neck, the royal mouth so close, it blotted out the existence of the ocean, the beach, the cold night sky. Spie’s breath fluttered against Temmi’s lips.

Temmi sought to close the remaining distance, those excruciating final centimeters, but as she pressed forward, Spie retreated. Millimeter forward, millimeter back, noses brushing, lips never quite touching. A dance. An infinite breakdown of distance, the destination ever closer but never reachable. A torture of almost, of pleasure built and held at bay.

“Damn you, Spie Expani,” Temmi growled. “You egotistical, selfish woman.”

Spie’s elusive lips brushed Temmi’s. The ghost of a kiss rather than a kiss. Faint enough to still be deniable.

Fuck that.

Temmi knotted her hands in the loose sweater hanging off the princess and tugged her closer. “Kiss me for real.”

“You’re sure that’s what you want? That I’m not compelling you or forcing you because of who I am? I don’t want to—”

“I said fucking kiss me, Your Highness.”

Spie Expani grinned, tangled her hands in Temmi’s hair, and obliged.
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Heartrate-Accelerating Activities

Spie had, admittedly, kissed a lot of women in her lifetime. A few boys, too, when she was younger and still exploring her sexuality. She’d always been a physical person, very in her body, quick to hug, to kiss, to touch. The opposite of her twin. Nicky was far more cerebral, uncomfortable in his skin, as though some part of him had never fully settled into his embodied form. She’d always thought that made her dumb, less than. Good for little more than a tussle between sheets. A fun time. Nicky had depth, mystique, a brilliant mind. She had a pretty face, and a title bestowed upon her at birth.

Perhaps, if she was being blatantly honest with herself (which wasn’t something she liked to do often) that was why she’d shied away from being imperial successor. Nicky was objectively more qualified for the role, and she didn’t want to give herself to something she would inevitably fail at. Easier not to try.

But there was something about the way Artemis kissed her that made her believe she was worth more. That she was wanted for more than her title and body, for something deeper, something innate about who she was at her core. A part of her that would continue to exist even if the Expani name were scrubbed from her DNA and her beauty withered to nothing. Because Artemis Ialan didn’t want Spie’s title. She wanted her money, sure, but being with Spie, now, did nothing to gain her that. What existed between them was something terrifyingly real and even more terrifyingly forbidden. But Spie couldn’t think about the latter right now. So, she did what she always did: she compartmentalized. Shoved the discomfiting dissonance, the awful betrayal of her brother, the knowledge that there was no world in which this ended well, far from her conscious mind.

Spie was no stranger to pleasure. But intimacy? Real intimacy? When another’s lips worshipped your body for the soul it held?

Their kiss was gentle at first. Slow. Artemis’s lips slid and parted against Spie’s, wet and warm and achingly soft. Her tongue brushed Spie’s, her fingers clung tightly to Spie’s sweater.

Spie smiled against Artemis’s mouth, a warm contentment ballooning in her chest. She wanted Artemis to enjoy this more than she could remember wanting anything in her life.

Slowly, achingly, she deepened their kiss, giving herself entirely to this moment, knowing it would never come again. She relished the coarse feel of Artemis’s hair between her fingers, the ragged sound of her labored breathing, the involuntary way she gasped when Spie tugged her bottom lip between her teeth.

“Holy fuck,” Artemis exhaled, breath hitching, against Spie’s lips. The catch in her accent caused a firm jolt of electricity to ignite in Spie’s core.

Artemis loosened her grip on Spie’s sweater, dipped her fingers beneath it. Spie couldn’t stop her own sharp intake of breath as Artemis’s hands found bare skin. They settled around Spie’s waist, Artemis’s thumbs brushing gently over the soft part of Spie’s stomach and dipping shallowly beneath the band of her shorts.

Gods and nebulas.

Spie accelerated their kiss. All prior gentleness vanished in an instant of need. In one smooth move, she shoved Artemis back against the sand. Panting slightly, Spie relished the vision of Artemis’s hair splayed about her head, her lips red and fat from kissing, the shape of her nipples hard and strained against the thin fabric of her white undershirt.

Damn, she was perfection.

Spie could’ve remained bent over the other woman for an eternity, devouring her with her gaze. But the freezing whip of coastal wind forced her back to the heat of Artemis’s body. She pressed one knee against the damp heat between Artemis’s thighs.

At the gasp that escaped Artemis’s mouth, she nearly lost her own sanity.

“Is this okay?” Spie whispered. She placed her palms against the sand on either side of Artemis’s shoulders and circled her knee meaningfully. “Say the word and I’ll stop.”

The X-er closed her eyes and arched her back, her lips parted. Her voice was thick. “Don’t ever fucking stop.”

Spie laughed. “I love it when you curse.”

She lowered herself onto her elbows to plant a messy kiss on Artemis’s mouth and nip at her lower lip, all the while circling her knee slowly, slowly. Artemis’s breathing hitched. It took everything in Spie not to shred her clothes then and there.

She hastened the circles drawn by her knee, careful to keep the pressure light, relishing the strain in her quad muscle.

When Artemis gasped again, the sound caused Spie’s own aching want to flare. She stretched her leg out and hastily lowered her body atop Artemis’s, reclaiming her lips to sate the worst of the ache. Which was ultimately counterproductive. Touching Artemis, kissing her, experiencing the sensation of their bodies pressed together, inhaling her faint scent of cherry shampoo—Spie’s desire only burned brighter. She’d never experienced a want this blinding. Some aches, she surmised, could never be cured, only temporarily ameliorated.

Beep. Beep-Beep. Beeeeeeep!

An alarm began to shriek as a bright light shot out of Spie’s CB, strobing erratically. She tore her mouth away from Artemis’s in exactly enough time to see three sets of headlights descending from above. The hum of multiple engines became unavoidably loud. As did the wind they whipped up in their descent.

Artemis scrambled out from under Spie and jumped to her feet.

Two guards in full uniform dropped ten feet to the sandy shore. “Your Highness! Are you in danger?”

Spie smoothed out the front of her borrowed sweater. She refused to be embarrassed of her sea-draggled hair and ill state of dress. She refused to be ashamed of what the guards must’ve witnessed her doing with Artemis. This was her own fault for not taking her CB off before engaging in heart-rate-accelerating activities. But damn, the read must have been high to trip the alarm.

“I’m perfectly safe!” Spie shouted over the wind and the engines. “Must’ve been a false alarm! I’ll have the biometrics gauge checked in the morning!”

“We’ll need to run a quick EKG to be sure,” the guard boomed back. “We’ll fly you to the set medic.”

“My heart’s fine!” Physically a truth. Emotionally? Spie glanced sidelong at Artemis, who was standing a ways off, hunched in on herself, arms clasped tightly over her bare shoulders. As a person who valued her modesty, she’d hate being seen like this. A surge of protectiveness inspired Spie to shift so she was in front of her, however little difference it made. “Bridge Captain Glossen for me!”

“Yes, Your Highness.” The guard dipped their visored head and barked a voice command at their CB.

A moment later, Captain Glossen’s image projected into the night air. He was visorless, his salt-and-pepper hair smoothed perfectly back. Though Spie had known the captain for the better part of her adult life—he’d been issued command of her and Nicky’s private security when they turned twenty-one—she rarely saw him without his helmet on. It was jarring to remember there was an actual person underneath it.

“Your Highness?” His voice without the visor was velvet-smooth. “I’ve been alerted to your irregular biometrics. What’s your report?”

Spie sucked in a breath of cold, briny air. “I’m perfectly fine; nothing but a late-night dalliance with a contestant, Captain. I need you to waive the EKG. And don’t make an incident report out of this. The last thing anyone needs is my mother asking questions about what they saw me doing on the beach just now.”

“I see.” Glossen scratched at a few days’ worth of growth on his chin. He was a decidedly handsome man in his middle years. “Will you consent to an EKG in the morning and a recalibration of your biometrics software? Off the official reports, of course. I’d be remiss if I completely overlooked this. The reading was concerning.”

Gods and nebulas. How many times had Spie slept with someone without setting her biometrics off? More times than she could count. Hell, she’d dived into the ocean and swum in blisteringly cold coastal water without setting it off. But two minutes of making out with Artemis Ialan, and her heart was apparently two seconds away from a myocardial infarction.

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll visit the medic before breakfast. Call off your hounds.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Captain Glossen addressed the waiting guard. “Back to patrol, Lieutenant. Nothing in the system about this one.”

“Sir.” The guard saluted the image of their commanding officer and shouted a few commands. Within seconds, they’d ascended to their hovercraft and were flying away.

Spie nearly plummeted to the sand in relief. But she didn’t have time to be concerned about herself. Behind her, Artemis appeared to be on the verge of an apoplectic episode.

“Sorry about that.” Spie approached the X-er, suddenly and uncharacteristically shy. Or perhaps not shy. Vulnerable. What had passed between them was a lot more than an over-the-clothes tussle in the dark. “Are you all right?”

Artemis tightened her arms around herself and nodded unconvincingly. Spie opened her arms and wrapped them around the X-er, pulling her against her chest. She was relieved when Artemis didn’t resist. Having her close soothed something in Spie that had been awry for a lot longer than the last few minutes. Something that had been aching for the last ten years. Or maybe her entire life.

She kissed the top of Artemis’s head. “We probably shouldn’t have—”

“I know.” The X-er’s voice was muffled.

Gentle warmth ballooned in Spie’s chest, nearly bringing tears to her eyes. She wasn’t a crier. Like, she literally never cried. But something about this nebula-cursed woman had her emotions constantly boiling over. The feeling was foreign and overwhelming and made her never want to let Artemis go. A new ache, completely different from the ache of desire, this one centered more acutely in her heart, yearned for the night to stretch on forever. Because once morning came . . . Spie could never hold Artemis like this again. She shouldn’t, even now.

Spie didn’t know the exact depth of her brother’s feelings for Artemis, but it didn’t matter. She’d promised him. And tonight, she’d broken that promise. There was time enough to hate herself for it tomorrow.

“I need to tell you something.” Artemis pulled back just enough to look up into Spie’s eyes. Spie had the overwhelming urge to kiss her. Not for heat or passion but for something much more tender and much more frightening. “I came to tell you earlier, and I should’ve said it straight away, but we got distracted—” She shuddered.

“What is it?” Spie brought up one hand to brush a stray strand of hair from Artemis’s cheek. The warmth in Spie’s chest wouldn’t stop expanding.

“It’s— Fuck, there’s no easy way to say this so I’ll just say it. Contestants are dying.”

Spie froze, dropping her hand from Artemis’s cheek. “What?”

“It started with Kya Ep-Kmin, the Pikliminian ambassador. Our first night here, I found her body in the bathroom across from mine and Arbora’s room. She was on the toilet fully dressed and there was blood leaking from her eyes and her nose and her mouth and I felt for her pulse and there was nothing, and then there was Rosaria last week. She came back from a cocktail party with you and Nix coughing blood, and I tried to help but instead we both ended up crashing into the pool and I think she drowned because of me, like maybe she could’ve lived but she didn’t, and we were actually kind of friends, and there was blood in her eyes, too, and—”

“Breathe,” Spie commanded gently. Tears were fully coursing down Artemis’s cheeks. “Kya Ep-Kmin was sent home four weeks ago. You’ve been keeping this to yourself all this time?”

“I didn’t know what else to do!” The volume of Artemis’s voice rose. She shifted slightly farther away from Spie. “I told Kalvin; he was there—he saw Kya, too. But he told me I needed to stay silent, that it would be dangerous for me if anyone found out I knew. We’ve spent weeks trying to figure out who’s behind the murders but then Jasmine Gross took ill earlier tonight and I have no idea if she’s okay and . . . and . . . I’m fucking terrified.”

Spie’s mind churned quickly. “Jasmine Gross took ill?”

Artemis nodded vigorously, hugging herself tighter. “Same symptoms. Bleeding eyes.”

That was bad. It was all bad, but if Jasmine died, the impact would reverberate across the empire. Spie thought back to that first night. She hadn’t known Kya Ep-Kmin, could barely remember her beyond a faint image of dark hair and delicate features. That night, Spie had found her brother hyperventilating in the darkness of his bathroom. She’d thought his panic attack had been related to Temmi, but could she have been wrong? When Kal said the girl had taken ill, it’d made sense to send her home. Spie hadn’t thought twice about eliminating her.

“You’re sure?” Spie’s mouth had gone dry. She stepped close to Artemis again, grabbed her upper arms too hard. “I need you to be sure.”

Artemis jerked away from her. “Yeah, obviously, I’m sure. You think I hallucinated two dead bodies?”

“No, of course not; I’m sorry.” Spie began to tremble. Did Nicky know about this? Had he kept it from her? Kal obviously had. Why? Something felt extremely off. She turned around to stare at the ocean. “I think you should go back to your room, Artemis. Thank you for alerting me to this.”

“Spie.” A hand on her shoulder. “Don’t shut me out. I—I’ve never felt less safe.”

Spie closed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Artemis.” She hated how cold her voice had gone. But her defenses were rising like a reflex, the shield that was her rank and title shutting the X-er out. The power difference Arbora had gone on about. “But I need to go talk to my brother alone.”
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Tragic Veins

Later, Spie would regret abandoning Artemis Ialan alone on the beach, shivering and afraid. But in that moment, she could only focus on an encroaching and debilitating sense of dread.

Artemis couldn’t begin to grasp the severity of what she’d confessed. She didn’t understand the chain of command that would have to be invoked in order to cover up multiple contestant deaths.

If this were simply a matter of someone murdering the contestants, then filming would’ve been halted weeks past. Love Galaxy was important but not important enough to risk lives over. Particularly the lives of the daughters of the empire’s elite. People like Jasmine Gross and Cailin Frederik and Arbora VinVanxin. No, if this had been a case of a sociopath committing mass murder, the show would’ve been postponed, and an investigation would’ve taken place.

A cover-up meant something else entirely. Something far more harrowing.

Spie didn’t bother bridging ahead. When she reached her room, she went straight for the closet connecting her suite with her brother’s. She pounded on the door, not caring that it was after midnight.

Nix knew something, she was sure of it. And he’d blocked her out.

When he didn’t answer immediately, she tried the doorknob. Locked. She pounded harder. Their rooms were well soundproofed everywhere but in this single closet. “Nicky!” she yelled. “Open this door; we need to talk!”

A click click denoted the turning of the lock. The door swung outward. Nix stood on the other side, his hair a mess, his eyes fully bloodshot and swollen. His room was dimly lit, a plain open bottle of what looked and smelled very much like liquor in one hand.

Nicky never drank. Not even recreationally.

Spie snatched the bottle from his hand and shoved past him.

“Is Temmi back in her room?” he asked, his words slightly slurred. He stumbled to an armchair and dropped into it, his glasses askew. “She’s going to hate me so much.”

But Spie hadn’t come to discuss Artemis. She sniffed the open bottle she’d stolen from him and made a face. “This isn’t you, Nicky.”

“It is, actually. I’ve been drinking privately for years. Make the stuff myself. Haven’t gone to sleep without a couple drinks since before the press tour.”

Spie stared at her brother and saw in his place a stranger. This half-drunk man wasn’t her Nicky. She set the offending bottle on a dresser. “I would’ve noticed if you’d turned into a raging alcoholic.”

He snorted a very un-Nicky-like snort and shook his hair from his eyes. “Effects don’t last long for my body. Hard to really ‘get drunk.’ Surely, you’ve noticed you can tolerate alcohol better than most people? Or that every time you smoke a joint, the high just doesn’t last as long as it does for everyone else? You’ve smoked a lot, so I’d only assumed you would’ve noticed.”

“Nicky.”

“Spie.”

“What’s going on with Jasmine Gross.” A statement, not a question. Spie couldn’t summon the inflection required.

Nix sat up straighter in the armchair, adjusted his glasses. “Who told you about Jasmine? I guess it doesn’t matter—everyone’s going to know soon. I thought Kalvin had it in hand. But the more bodies, the harder it is to clean up the loose ends.”

Spie swallowed. Backed up a step. The room felt like it was tilting sideways, her life felt like it was tilting sideways.

“How many?” she whispered, unable to voice the full question, unable to even think it.

“Dead?” Nicky provided. “Three now. Kya after night one, Rosaria last week, and Jasmine like an hour ago. I didn’t mean to touch any of them; outside of Temmi, the only one I deliberately touched was Cailin. And I only did that because I already knew she had immunity. We tested her years ago, to make sure she’d be a viable candidate for me. Mother would’ve never agreed to do Love Galaxy without that guarantee. But I’m rationalizing—the deaths are still my fault.

“And Jasmine’s will be impossible to cover up entirely. I never expected her to kiss me; I was supposed to play it close, play up the fact that you and I were both dating her, so my body language was probably too inviting, and then her face was right there and . . . At first, her symptoms seemed mild, so I thought she was going to be okay, like Cailin, but then she started seizing and bleeding, and that’s when we knew we’d have to enact our contingency plan. Mother is calling personally to inform Senator Gross as we speak. Better to get in front of it.”

“I don’t understand.” Spie needed to sit down. Lie down.

“I know you don’t.” Slowly, he tugged off his gloves, one at a time, and threw them on the carpet. He flexed his fingers. “Because we never told you. You’ve spent so long begging me to open up to you, but once I do, you’re going to wish I never had.”

“Nicky.” Spie stared at his hands.

A memory pressed against her mind. She and Nicky at seven or eight, stuck on a star cruiser for the four-day ride to New Terra. She’d convinced Nicky to sneak down to the lower cargo bay with her. There, they ran into the young sons of some operators and got into a game of hide-and-tag. One of the boys was a couple years older. He cornered Nicky behind the plugged-in podships. Taunted him, made fun of his leather gloves, ripped them off. Spie came careening around the corner in time to see the older boy shove Nicky up against the wall, and Nicky, afraid, tried to hit him with his bare hands. Spie, being the more physically confident twin, kicked the boy between the legs and yanked her brother back to the upper decks. The next morning, she overheard the maids cleaning her cabin whispering about a strange illness that had killed a ten-year-old boy on the passenger deck. Bleeding eyes, they’d said. His father had been a podship mechanic.

Spie never told Nicky. Or anyone. Had forgotten about it as the years wore on. After all, it’d been insane to assume her brother could’ve had something to do with the boy’s death. He’d worn gloves his whole life because he was touch-averse or because of a sensory tic or because it made him feel more confident, not because there was something wrong with him. People didn’t die from touching other people. And anyway, Nicky could touch Spie just fine.

“I don’t have to tell you,” Nicky said. “You don’t have to know. It’s better if you don’t.”

“There is no universe where I walk out of this room without you telling me everything.”

Nicky exhaled loudly. “I figured. Do you remember that genetic test you ordered on our aunt forever ago? The one that never came back? You were always so concerned about how we didn’t look anything like Rigeni Robertson’s family, how Mother never liked us to associate with them if she could help it.”

Spie nodded. She had a sick feeling in her stomach. A feeling that said whatever she was about to learn would cleave her world in two.

“If the test had come back, it would’ve shown that we share no DNA with Rigeni Robertson’s sister. How familiar are you with the Uiyoni delegation that grandfather invited to the Prop a year after first contact? The one that preceded the Uiyoni Conflict?”

Spie didn’t like where this was going. “Is this a history lecture? Out with it already.”

“Our mother would’ve been twenty-three at the time. She’s never told me anything that happened, but I’ve pieced together what I could from context. The delegation’s visit was when she had to have met our real father. She never told me his name, but—” Nicky pulled himself out of his armchair and went rifling through his bedside table’s top drawer. He withdrew a plain DC cartridge, inserting it into his CB’s port and turning back to Spie. “I found this in her room years ago. Took me a long time to work around the security encryptions, but once I did, I copied what I found to my own DC.”

An image projected above Nicky’s CB. Five men and women, all of them dressed in long, tailored robes, stared blankly into the camera. They appeared to be standing on some kind of landing strip. Likely outside Elsidor, based on the trees in the background. All of them were statuesque and bore sharp, alluring features.

“What am I looking at?” Spie asked.

“The only surviving image of the Uiyoni Delegation. Search for it—or anything about the original delegates—on the internet, and you won’t find a single crumb of information. Mother had everything scrubbed. Look at the man on the right.”

Nicky pointed at a man standing slightly behind the others. He had flawless yellow-gold skin, loose, long hair blacker than night, a narrow, hollowed face, and his eyes—it was difficult to discern from the small image, but Spie would’ve bet good money they were violet.

“No,” Spie said automatically. “No, that doesn’t make sense. Your timeline is all wrong. If Mom was twenty-three when the delegation arrived, then how could he—how could we—” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. “She had us at thirty-one. After her season of Love Galaxy. After her marriage to Rigeni.”

“The Uiyoni Conflict lasted eight years,” Nicky said. “Did you know our mother was involved in Fleet operations? Probably not. She doesn’t talk about it, and the records of her involvement no longer exist. Except for what I found on that DC. And what I found? She spent a fair amount of time during those eight years out in the Ranger  System, where most of the war was waged. It’s how she met Kal. I found a picture of them from thirty years ago on the DC. They were together on the Ncklogui Station. Here, I’ll show you.” Nicky tapped at his CB.

A new image populated. A younger, more carefree-looking Gracelin Expani, brown hair tied back in a bun, dark eyes almost smiling. She stood next to a grinning young man with dark black skin and a full afro. Kalvin Kar-Beidell before he became Kalvin Kar-Beidell.

“My guess is she kept up with our father during those eight years. Slept with the enemy, in a fully literal sense. The Ncklogui Station is practically in Uiyoni space, after all. She had to have gotten pregnant right around the end of the Conflict. And Rigeni Robertson’s tragic death? The starcruiser malfunction that resulted in hundreds of lives lost? My guess is our grandfather had the orrist basalt removed from the ship before it entered the jumpgate. Hundreds dead so that Rigeni could never question paternity after we were born.”

“But it’s—it’s impossible,” Spie whispered. Everything was coming too fast—happening too fast. She sank to the floor without conscious thought, the knobs of Nicky’s dresser drilling into the back of her neck and spine. “We’re not— We can’t be—”

“Uiyoni?”

Spie forced herself to meet her brother’s fevered gaze. The Uiyoni were the greatest threat to humanity since the empire’s inception. The only reason Expan had managed to win the Uiyoni Conflict twenty-seven years earlier was because the aliens had been sequestered in their own part of the galaxy without access to jumpgate technology. But they’d been engaging in minor border conflicts for years, conflicts that were getting more severe—they wanted out. It was the entire reason Gracelin had slotted Spie and Nicky for this season of Love Galaxy.

Spie swallowed, recalling the photograph of the Uiyoni Delegation. The firm line of the gold-skinned man’s mouth, the luminosity of his straight black hair. His features were a little too uncanny, a little too alien, to be a dead ringer for Nix and Spie. But it was easy to see where they might’ve gotten their looks, softened by their mother’s human blood.

A sudden chill made Spie shiver. She wrapped her arms around her legs, tugged them into her chest. “I always wondered why she didn’t opt for an external womb. Going it natural always sounded so—yikes. Especially for someone as straitlaced as dear old Mother. What a little hypocrite, out there fucking actual aliens. How though? The Uiyoni are —they’re supposed to be poisonous. She shouldn’t have been able to touch one, let alone greet its dick.”

“I’ve spent my entire life searching down any information I can on how the Uiyoni poison works.” Nicky shut off his CB. The image of young Kalvin and young Gracelin disappeared. “There’s next to nothing to find outside of what Mother told me. Which is that the Uiyoni aren’t poisonous; they’re venomous. They’re able to secrete a paralytic on demand, both as a biological defense mechanism and a way of paralyzing their prey on their home world. But what only paralyzes their home world prey is fully toxic to humans. We don’t get paralyzed—we die. Or most of us. There are cases of immunity or partial immunity, though none we’ve been able to study directly.

“Our father didn’t infect our mother because he simply chose not to. Although I do believe she has a natural immunity, considering she was able to carry us to term and has always been resistant to my touch. That or she developed an immunity from carrying me. It’s unclear.”

“And you all kept this from me because . . .” Spie had always known she was her mother’s least favorite. But to keep a secret this big from her? What would happen if word got out that she and Nix were half-blooded Uiyoni?

Very bad things. The Expan Empire had been founded as a way to unite humanity in the wake of a war with ancient, artificial technologies introduced by aliens that nearly wiped the human race out. The empire thrived on elevating the importance of humanity and creating fear around the nonhuman. Eliminating the nonhuman. For the imperial heirs to have alien blood? To belong to a race that was a natural predator to humans? It would be the deepest sort of hypocrisy.

The Terran System would initiate a coup. There would be civil war. The Expani name would be wiped from the galaxy.

Nicky sank back into his armchair. Studied his hands. “Because you weren’t born broken like I was. Mother knew something was wrong with us when the doctor who delivered us died an hour after we were born. Grandfather had tests run on us. Had every staff member involved in those tests killed. Our biology is different from regular humans’. We have venom glands all throughout our bodies, bound to every major organ. Yours don’t function. They’re empty, as far as we can tell. But mine . . .

“Mine are like a turned-on spigot whose shutoff valve is broken. Whatever allows the Uiyoni to trigger their venom on demand doesn’t work for me. Venom seeps from my every pore constantly. It affects my eyesight. Gives me headaches. Makes me . . . itchy. Hungry in a way I can’t describe and have never been able to sate.” He flexed his fingers, blinked his eyes. Tears squeezed out. “Mother had to tell me what I was when I was very young. Why do you think she always wanted you to succeed her? Why do you think I never dated? By the time I was two, I was already responsible for at least fifteen deaths. While you, you . . . Spie, you act like your life is so hard. But you don’t know how good you have it. You’re free in a way I’ll never be.”

His hands formed into fists and squeezed so hard, his knuckles turned white. “I’m a monster. As I grew up, I built a cage for myself. I never touched anyone—not until Cailin six years ago. When she survived, we knew Love Galaxy could work. I could make a farce of dating multiple women and then marry her, knowing she was immune to my venom. I wasn’t supposed to touch anyone else. That’s why we needed you to star alongside me. I was going to be pretty boring to watch on my own. Having you would divert attention from me. But I didn’t account for how forward the women would be. I didn’t account for— I never meant to touch any of them. I only intentionally touched Cailin and Artemis. But now three women are dead because of me. Because tradition matters. Because an emperor needs a consort.”

“You’re telling me that you and our mother thought, hey, let’s go risk killing some girls on a holovision show instead of just telling Spie what’s going on? If you’d told me, I would’ve stepped up, Nicky! I would’ve taken the burden from you. You never had to be emperor! You never had to do Love Galaxy. If I’d known—”

Hot, shameful pressure built in Spie’s chest, in her head. But she hadn’t known. Could never have guessed.

“I couldn’t do that to you, Spie,” Nicky whispered. “You’d hate being emperor. I convinced Mom to let you go. If I’m emperor, I can redeem all the lives I’ve ruined. I can make it all matter.”

“You idiot,” Spie said. “You total idiot.”

Forcing herself to rise, she moved to stand before her brother. He was bent double in the armchair, shoulders trembling. Gentle, shy, brilliant Nicky. Tortured Nicky. She may not have known this, but she still knew him.

“There’s nothing to redeem. You’re not a monster. It’s not your fault.” Spie fought her own tears as she sat on the wide cushioned arm of the chair. Took his head into her lap. “We’ll solve this. There’s got to be a way to neutralize the venom. Or a way to control it. You’re smart. We’ll do studies, we’ll—”

“You think I haven’t tried?” He lifted his head. “You think I haven’t spent every day of my life trying? What do you think drew me to academia, to all those books and all that research? You’re wrong. I am a monster. Not because of the venom but because I came here willingly, knowing the risk. It was my idea. I—I shouldn’t be able to sleep at night. And yet, I still do. I could’ve stopped this; I could’ve given it all back to you. But here I am.”

Spie had no pithy words capable of alleviating the guilt bleeding out of her brother’s beautiful face. She couldn’t take away his crushing pain. She couldn’t tell him he was wrong. But she also couldn’t judge him for it. What would she have done if she’d been born with venom oozing from her fingertips? The only reason he’d felt pressured into becoming emperor was because of her.

“That isn’t even the worst of what I’ve done.” He sucked in an aching breath, hyperventilating for a few seconds as fresh tears spilled out. “Temmi, I—” He stuck a hand to his mouth and began to shake, hard.

“Shh,” Spie whispered, rubbing his back, smoothing out his hair. “Temmi’s fine. She’s immune, right? She must be, because I’ve definitely seen you kiss her. You can choose her, if you want. No one else has to get hurt ever again.” A sharp pain twinged in Spie’s chest as she said the words. But she’d always known Artemis wasn’t hers. Their moment on the beach had only been that. A moment. Nicky needed her more. Spie could endure that pain, that loss, if it meant her brother was okay.

Nicky pulled his hand away from his mouth, his breathing rapid and hitching. “I won’t marry Temmi. That isn’t— I already told you. I kissed Cailin because I needed to be certain she was still immune. And she is. Her reaction was mild. She’ll be my consort, like she was always supposed to be. But Temmi, oh, gods and nebulas. Temmi.” His sobs increased again.

Spie paused rubbing his back. “I don’t understand.”

Nicky scrubbed at his eyes; they were bloodshot and puffy. “The contestant deaths. In moving forward with the show, we always knew there was a chance someone might die—that’s the danger of being in proximity to me. So, Mother and I—and Kalvin—we made a contingency plan.”

A rush of sensation like cold ice traveled down Spie’s spine. “What do you mean, ‘a contingency plan’?”

She tried to keep her tone calm, didn’t want to reveal her true feelings. Nicky had no idea what Artemis Ialan had come to mean to her, too. For nebulas’s sake, she didn’t even know what Artemis Ialan meant to her. A tussle on the beach? She’d done that and more with dozens of women. So, why did Artemis feel so achingly different?

“I never thought I’d like Temmi as much as I do. I never thought—” The tears started afresh. It was as though everything Nicky had ever kept inside, shoved down deep, had finally reached a boiling point.

Spie rose from the armchair. “What are you saying?” But her brain was already snapping the pieces into place, the truth dawning with horrid reality.

X72, a poverty-ridden fringe planet responsible for mining and purifying one of the empire’s most precious resources, chosen for Love Galaxy despite Spie knowing full well their mother never wanted the territory to be given the power and access owed a consort.

Nicky, telling Spie in her cabin that he wanted Artemis on the show.

The narrative the producers had developed, painting her as a villain.

The article Spie had read, postulating that Artemis Ialan was an anti-humanist agent.

Artemis herself telling Spie that she’d been the one to find Kya Ep-Kmin’s body. Rosaria Yune’s. That she’d been at the cocktail party with Jasmine Gross.

But then Nicky was talking again, confessing. And Spie wanted to rewind time, to mire herself in the innocence of not knowing.

“We needed a scapegoat, someone we could pin any deaths—if they happened—on. Mother selected a number of fringe territories, all with contestants who’d be easy to frame. The Outerbelt, the Underbelt, X72. Places that wouldn’t cause uproar in the political landscape, wouldn’t cause division or contention.”

Spie shook her head, backing away from her brother slowly.

“X72 was always going to be the main play—Mother’s been wanting to invoke a martial presence there for a while now, to better secure the orrist deposits, particularly with the Uiyoni’s recent aggression. But the senators would’ve grumbled about imperial overreach; she needed an indisputable reason to send in a martial presence. Two birds, one stone, as they once said.”

Nicky sat up straighter. “When Temmi stumbled upon us and that local camera crew caught her calling you a narcissist, it was too good an opportunity to pass up. People were already clamoring for her to be cast. If we needed a scapegoat, who better to frame than someone like her? Someone with a criminal record, someone who would drum up viewership in the fringe systems, someone we could easily edit into a murderer.”

Spie gaped at her brother. Horror clawed at her throat. Nausea churned in her gut. But she was glued, transfixed, and he wasn’t done.

“When she turned down the opportunity, Mother said we could still accomplish what we wanted with a different X-er, but then Temmi changed her mind.”

Because of me, Spie thought. She changed her mind because of me.

“Kalvin paid off X72’s governor to gift Temmi a necklace of orrist basalt before she left. We knew she’d need a plausible murder weapon, and orrist basalt exposure mimics the initial physical symptoms of Uiyoni venom. So, Kalvin positioned Temmi near all the deaths. Earned her trust. It was almost easy. We had opportunity and means; all we needed was motive. So, Mother planted rumors across the internet, rumors about Temmi being an anti-humanist agent. I almost blew the whole game night one by kissing her. She could’ve died and we would’ve been left scrambling to turn Rosaria or Petra into our scapegoat. But that kiss—that kiss—” His eyes misted over again, and he swallowed.

“I really thought it would never come to this. We were able to cover up Kya and Rosaria’s deaths. Cailin survived her second exposure to my venom. I thought if I sent Temmi home, she’d be safe. But then Jasmine kissed me, and there were too many witnesses when she died, and it’s a hell of a lot harder to cover up the death of someone like Jasmine Gross.”

This is all my fault. Spie stared at her brother, words failing her. If I’d never run from the throne. If I’d paid more attention. If I’d let Artemis be when she turned down Nicky’s original offer—

The weight of the truth bore her to her knees. “You do have a choice,” she said. “You don’t have to let her take the fall. Let Jasmine Gross’s death stay a mystery. Choose Temmi. Marry Temmi. If you pick her on a live broadcast, there’s nothing Mother can do to reverse your decision. If you don’t, you’ll never forgive yourself.”

I’ll never forgive myself.

Nicky wiped at his glistening cheeks. “You think the empire will be content with an unsolved mystery? You think Jasmine’s family will be content with that? There will be questions. Investigations. This could topple the whole empire. Could end us, Spie. How many people will die in a civil war when the other systems’ leaders discover what you and I are? What Mother hid? And what happens to humanity if we weaken ourselves in a civil conflict? Someone else will step in to conquer us—the Uiyoni will step in to conquer us. I have to do this. Isn’t sacrifice the mark of a great leader? I lay the only woman I could ever see myself loving on the altar of empire, and in return, I keep the peace of trillions. I keep humanity alive. The math is simple.”

The warm kiss of tears rained down Spie’s cheeks. She couldn’t believe the words coming out of her brother’s mouth.

“But Nicky, you’ll destroy yourself.”

You’ll destroy me.

“I was born destroyed. There’s tragedy in my veins, on my skin—this doesn’t change anything. It’s just one more thing to hate about myself. And I’m already really good at that. But once I’m emperor, I can make it all worth it—I promise I will.”

“Nicky.” Spie choked on her tears, on the riptide of grief and betrayal taking her heart out to sea. “You’re wrong. There’s always another choice. We’ll find it together. Just stop this, please.”

“It’s too late, Spie. It’s already done.”

As though on cue, the holo across from his bed flickered on.

BREAKING NEWS! ran in blocky crimson lettering across the 3-D projection, followed by the caption: MURDER ON LOVE GALAXY.

A shrill beeping emanated from Spie’s and Nix’s CBs simultaneously. A holo of Kalvin shot into the air, hovering above Spie’s wrist, an identical holo appearing above Nicky’s.

“This is Kalvin Kar-Beidell, executive producer and imperial liaison on Love Galaxy. Rumors have begun to circulate about the alleged passing of one of this season’s contestants. To quell panic and address those rumors directly, I can confirm that Ambassador Jasmine Gross died late this evening. Cause of death is yet undetermined. All cast members, crew, and manor personnel are to remain in your respective housing quarters while we conduct a thorough investigation. Meals will be brought to you, and imperial guards will escort you for any privy needs. Anyone unwilling to cooperate with this directive will be arrested. Any questions, concerns, or information regarding Ambassador Gross, direct to me personally. I’ve updated every CB in the manor with my personal bridge frequency. Thank you.”

Kalvin’s image vanished. On the holo, a too-chipper reporter announced that they’d received credible evidence of the death of a contestant during the course of filming for Love Galaxy. They announced a pause in filming while every possible resource was exhausted in an investigative effort. Spie could only imagine the shock wave resounding throughout the empire.

She scrambled to her feet, backing away from the holo, away from her brother, away from the determined future he’d outlined. The future where Artemis Ialan was arrested and executed for nothing more than trying to help her family. The future where Nicky lost himself in self-hate and grief. There was still time to stop this.

“Where are you going?” Nicky called as Spie hurried to their conjoining closet door. It remained wide open.

Without turning, Spie whispered, not sure if he could hear her words over the blaring holo, “To save her.”




PART FOUR: RUN
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A Body Never Forgets the Ache of Hunger

Crash. Whoosh. Crash. The ocean was an unbridled beast, magnificent and terrifying. Call it morbid fascination with the element of her near-drowning, but in the wake of Spie’s abrupt absence, Temmi found some strange reserve of courage and approached the black water. Took off her boots and let the freezing surf wash over her feet. She knew she should return to her room, should try to sleep. She would, soon.

But Spie had left her there, and maybe some delusional part of Temmi was waiting for the princess to return. She couldn’t stop feeling the soft and comforting warmth of the princess’s arms around her, the press of her lips, the untamed heat of her gaze. Love isn’t real, Temmi told herself. Whatever that had been with the princess was something else. Fleeting, carnal, mutually pleasurable. Not love. So, why did Temmi feel so terrifyingly open? Like someone had turned a key in the lock of her heart and set it free?

She should shut these feelings down. Kill them before they could kill her. But she didn’t want to, not really—nor did she know how. What she wanted was to turn around and sprint after Spie—to pound on her door and climb into her bed, to know what it was like to be held by her as they talked of everything and nothing while the night sky was painted pink and orange by daybreak. Temmi burrowed her toes into the sand, seeking the warmth underneath.

Was this how I felt with Scot?

In the beginning, she remembered having butterflies. He’d chased her down after she’d answered a complicated question in the triple integrals class she’d been sneaking into. He’d asked if he could take her to lunch. Normally, she would’ve refused, but she’d been so desperate for the life he led. And he’d seemed so genuine—maybe he even had been, in the beginning. He’d shared all of his studies with her; she’d shared her theories with him. She remembered thinking that if Scot loved her, then maybe her father had been wrong to leave her. Remembered believing the future could be happy. When Scot betrayed her, she’d been furious with him, yes, but even more so with herself. Hadn’t her father taught her that she couldn’t count on people? That people leave? That they choose what’s best for them, time and time again? That was all Scot did. A part of her understood, didn’t blame him for simply living up to the creed of being human.

Was she about to make the same mistake with Spie?

She glanced up the beach. The manor stood proudly in the distance, lit from within. The luxuries of this place—the warm sun and the birdsong, the rich foliage, and the decadent cuisine—hadn’t made her forget her life on X72. Eating stale barley chips and mashed eio root, fighting every day to make it to the next while a proverbial ax hung above her neck, the cold steel swinging low enough to kiss her skin and remind her how thin the line was between life and death. She’d skirted that line many times.

How many hungry nights had her family passed in the Graveyard? Huddled together beneath the creaking metal carcass of an ancient ship, the agonized coughs of the dying all around them? A body didn’t forget the ache of hunger, not even after years. And Temmi had been one of the lucky ones: she’d gotten out. There were many who hadn’t, many who’d died far too young of curable diseases, many who’d resorted to selling their bodies, whether to the city brothels or the orrist mines or as fodder for the empire’s wars. They were an expendable resource, the citizens of X72. Cheap products.

Temmi could still change that. Nix was no longer planning to send her home. She could go back to playing the game. Her whole life, all she’d ever wanted was to get off X72, but if she won Love Galaxy, she could turn X72 into a place worth staying in. Not just for her family, but for everyone. She could become Ambassador Artemis Ialan for real.

What had passed between her and Spie didn’t support that goal. One kiss on a night-drenched beach changed nothing. Even if it’d been a fucking great kiss. The soft, urgent press of Spie’s lips, somehow both smug and uncertain, had lit an unquenchable fire in the bowl of Temmi’s hips. A fire that might burn forever. Because it didn’t matter if love was real—it didn’t matter if Temmi could love Spie Expani or if Spie Expani could love Temmi. It didn’t matter that Temmi knew, in the tender cage of her heart, that this wasn’t how she’d felt with Scot, that this was so much more, could be so much more. Their duty to their families would always come first. And Temmi couldn’t afford another mistake.

It was time she shut this thing down with Spie for good. She’d never be able to move forward with Nix if she didn’t. And she needed to move forward with Nix.

She inhaled the cold, briny wind. Let it burn her lungs and settle resolve into her bones. Her socks were full of sand when she stuck them back on her feet, her boots warm. She took off up the beach.

Halfway down the manor’s garden path, her CB decided to have a heart attack. A holoimage of Kalvin shot out of it, spouting a recorded message about the death of Jasmine Gross and a sudden pause in filming. Temmi closed her eyes against a cold wash of sadness. So, Jasmine hadn’t survived after all. Three women, dead. It was too many. At least a real investigation was finally taking place. Perhaps that meant the rest of them would stay safe—no more cover-ups. Maybe that was Spie’s doing. Temmi had been right to tell her.

She slipped inside the manor. The back corridors and stairwells were dimly lit and eerily silent, but that was to be expected at this hour. When she turned the corner to the corridor of contestant bedrooms, she found it packed with an entire squad of imperial guards. Ten, to be exact. All of whom swiveled their visored heads in her direction. Enough LZ blasters to level a small town were pointed at her skull. She froze in the corridor’s mouth.

“Ambassador Artemis Ialan,” announced the gravelly and mechanical voice of the guard nearest her, their words echoing in the silent corridor, “you’re under arrest. Refusal to submit will result in your immediate incineration.”

Fucking hell? “For what?”

“Turn around. Hands behind your back.”

Temmi didn’t turn around. “Is this because I’m outside my room? I was just at the beach—I swear. Check my CB’s geolocation log. Or ask the princess—we were together.”

An LZ blaster levelled itself with Temmi’s forehead. “Turn around, Ambassador Ialan. I’m not going to ask again.”

This time, Temmi obeyed. Strong hands grabbed her wrists and yanked them together. A cold, hard material clicked into place, cutting into the bare skin of her wrists.

She winced. “What the fuck is going on?”

In that instant, she became fifteen again, fixing up an old three-wheel in a cluttered mechanic’s garage when two overly aggressive police officers grabbed her and bullied her into unnecessary restraints. Except this time, she’d done nothing wrong.

“Artemis!” a familiar voice called from the other end of the corridor. Spie? “All of you, stand down!”

Temmi strained to look over her shoulder. She caught a glimpse of Spie’s dark hair before a firm hand forced her neck forward again.

“Uncuff her; I’ll bring her to Kalvin myself.” Spie’s tone brooked no room for argument.

A rush of appreciation and something else, something warmer, filled Temmi. In her periphery, a few doors creaked open. Other curious contestants witnessing this embarrassing exchange. She caught Petra’s concerned gaze. Saw Arbora’s furrowed brows.

“All due respect, Your Highness, but my orders didn’t come from Kar-Beidell.”

Temmi once again craned her neck to look over her shoulder. And was once again shoved forward. Ouch. “This has to be a misunderstanding. I haven’t done anything!”

“I don’t care who your orders are from.” Spie’s voice again, like cold steel. “As imperial princess, I supersede them all. Release Ambassador Ialan into my custody or I’ll see your entire squadron stripped of their ranks.”

Wait. What was Spie doing there? How had she known to come find Temmi?

“Your Highness, I’m very sorry, but our orders come directly from Her Excellency.”

Wait, what??

“Captain Glossen relayed them not ten minutes ago. Ambassador Ialan is a threat to not only your safety but that of every person inside this manor. She’s under arrest for the murder of Ambassador Jasmine Gross.”

Wait.

WHAT.

Fingers glanced off the back of Temmi’s neck, pinching around the chain of her orrist basalt necklace. The chain was yanked up, the necklace pulled over Temmi’s head. The familiar burn of the orrist basalt vanished.

“This what we’re looking for?”

“That’s it, but be careful—it’s dangerous.”

Fuck.

Temmi might not have killed anyone, but owning that necklace was a crime. A firm hand squeezed Temmi’s shoulder and shoved her forward. She stumbled but somehow kept her feet. Dizziness swam through her brain, her vision tunneling. Spie’s next words were lost to the blood rushing in Temmi’s ears. The corridor appeared to shrink, and she became absolutely certain that she was going to pass out.
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Her Best Armor Had Always Been a Smile

I don’t care if she’s busy! Put her on.” Spie paced her balcony, practically shouting into her CB at the obtuse assistant to the assistant to Marta Eulogon. “Tell her if she doesn’t talk to me right now that I’m going to announce to the whole empire that I’m officially withdrawing from Love Galaxy.”

Long seconds passed during which Spie could make out hushed whispers from the assistant’s end. The bridge call cut off abruptly. Spie was about to rip her CB off her wrist and throw it off her balcony when another call came through, this one from a private frequency.

Spie answered immediately. “Mother.”

Gracelin’s regal features projected into the air. Even in the early hours before dawn, not a hair on her head was out of place. But she definitely needed a touch-up of undereye makeup. For as long as Spie had known her mother, Gracelin Expani had never been one to sleep well. “Spielin, child, this really is not the time for one of your temper tantrums.”

Spie blew out a measured breath to keep from going off on the woman who birthed her. “I’m aware, Your Excellency.” She stressed the honorific into a mockery. “Nicky told me.”

“Told you what, dear? I have significantly more pressing issues at the moment and an imperial union address to record.”

“That you fucked a Uiyoni dignitary. That I barely qualify as human. That the X72 contestant is being transported to a  maximum-security prison outside Elsidor because she’s been blamed for killing women that Nicky killed.” She could’ve added more, but that about covered the basics.

But Gracelin Expani didn’t miss a beat. Spie often wondered how she could’ve come from such a cold woman. Is this what would happen to Nicky in thirty years’ time? Had their mother once been innocent and kind?

“Watch your language, Spie.” Gracelin glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice. “Your brother should never have told you any of that. Nor should you be repeating it. Better yet, forget it. Bury it. And don’t you ever tell another soul. I have a lot to deal with right now, and I need you to stay out of the way.”

Stay out of the way. Like Spie was a child who didn’t know her place. She dug her nails into the palms of her hands.

“This isn’t what I signed up for. Three women dead? Nicky losing his shit? What have you done? He isn’t cut out for this. He’s going to drink himself into oblivion from guilt!”

Gracelin puckered her small, regal mouth. “Are you done? Have my lessons gone so drastically awry? This overreaction is precisely why I never trusted you with the truth. It doesn’t matter who your genetic father is—you’re an Expani. We Expani are Expan. Your brother’s condition is irrelevant. You two are no more Uiyoni than I am a bird. Now, was there a point to this communication? Because you’re old enough to deal with unpleasant information on your own.”

Spie didn’t know what she’d expected. Her mother to show an ounce of regret? Of empathy? To apologize? What a ridiculous notion.

“Actually, yes. Exonerate Artemis Ialan. She’s innocent. She doesn’t deserve to take the fall for any of this.”

The image of Artemis’s wrists being cuffed prodded painfully at Spie’s mind. It reminded her of another night nearly eight years before, when Arbora had been escorted out of the imperial palace as though she were a lowly criminal. That day, Spie had done nothing to stop it. Had stood idly by, afraid to go against her mother. She’d spent her life “rebelling” but not in any way that actually mattered. Sleeping around, refusing university, showing up minorly stoned to meetings (Nicky was right; her tolerance for substances had always been high—with a shiver, she filed the thought away for later). They were the acts of an insolent child. She’d always known there was a line but had never crossed it in truth. It was one thing to act a rebel, another thing entirely to be one.

“What is this, Spielin? Some desperate plea for my attention?” Gracelin sighed dramatically. “The X-er ambassador is expendable, a necessary casualty in a much-larger conflict. Freeing her would immediately put your brother in danger, put you in danger, me, and from there, the entire empire would shake, cracks forming like a planetary surface undergoing tectonic-plate separation. You’re telling me that you care more about the life of some fringe-planet dweller than you do your own brother’s? Do I truly have to explain in plain language what will happen if anyone discovers the truth?”

Spie sank onto a deck chair. Her skin felt like sandpaper, rough with salt from her midnight dive, her scalp itchy, her eyes swollen and raw. She needed a shower; she needed sleep.

The earliest rays of the morning sun brightened the distant horizon.

“I—”

What was Spie asking for? Artemis’s release, certainly, but at what cost? How had everything gone so horridly wrong? She was never going to be with Artemis; she’d known that from the beginning. But the thought of doing nothing while she let her family slander and then murder her? An excruciating pain sliced through Spie’s gut at the thought, the kind that made her want to fold her arms over her chest and double over while her stomach curdled with nausea.

If that had been the worst of it, then perhaps Spie could’ve endured it. Could’ve found a way to stand aside and forget the last two months with Artemis Ialan. Could forget Artemis’s filthy mouth and dry humor, her adorable lack of style, her intelligence and inability to bend (Spie put on a show of arrogance, but Artemis Ialan actually was arrogant), her complete unwillingness to be anyone and anything other than exactly who she was.

But there was more than attraction between them. More than the invisible pull between bodies that could be sated and forgotten after a night between bedsheets. At least for Spie. She supposed she couldn’t say if Artemis felt the same. But their brief entanglement on the beach had only left Spie hungrier, and not just for sex. For closeness, intimacy that had nothing to do with the physical. A soft and fledgling yearning so delicate, it frightened her. For gentle kisses and playful whispers, for someone to hold and be held by, to laugh with, to cry with. A person safe enough to unmask herself for. Spie had never had that before, and until meeting Artemis Ialan, she’d never believed it possible.

An even-worse pain struck, this one concentrated entirely in her heart, like shards of glass imbedding in the palpitating muscle, shredding it bloody but not tearing quite enough to keep it from continuing to beat.

Was there anything more painful than the ceaseless throb of a breaking heart?

“Are you going to speak or just sit there in sullen silence?” Gracelin shook her head in her condescending way. Like Spie was some child who couldn’t grasp the harsh realities of life. “When will you grow up?” As though growing up and understanding the necessities of murder were one and the same.

Maybe they were, for an emperor.

With a trembling flick of her wrist, Spie terminated the bridge call. She would die herself before she ever let her coldhearted bitch of a mother witness the tears that were beginning to thrash down her face. But she hated crying, was annoyed with herself for yet another useless stream of emotion, hated the tsunami of helplessness that had overwhelmed her being.

She wanted to feel anger, rage, hate. She wanted to feel powerful.

With a soundless scream, she yanked her CB off her wrist and threw it as hard as she could. Toward the ocean waves turning blue under the brightening sun. But the device got nowhere near the water, plummeting within a copse of trees a few dozen feet from her balcony. Logic said no human could throw an object far enough to reach the water, but Spie was far from being logical. Her sense of impotence only increased, and she collapsed atop her deck like a spineless eel.

But succumbing to the hailstorm of anguish pinning her to the cedar floorboards would be akin to letting her mother win. So, she gave herself only a moment to wallow in pain before doing what her mother had always taught her to do: shove the bloody tissue of her breaking heart back inside her chest, dry her eyes, and straighten her aching, pounding bones. She stood tall, rolled out her shoulders and stared into the brightening morning. Already, three hovercrafts were arcing across the sky, descending on where she’d tossed her CB. In seconds, they’d turn in her direction. And she refused to let them witness her tears.

Forcing the corners of her mouth to twist upward, she waved. Her best armor had always been a smile.

Gracelin Expani thought she’d won. Was so very used to winning. But that was only because Spie had never battled her mother in truth. For years, she’d been labeled the rebellious daughter. It was time Spie truly lived up to the name.
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Stand by for Visitor 

It is with utmost humility and deepest grief that I address you all, my beloved citizens of humanity.”

In the brightly lit corridor outside Temmi’s cell, the captioned words played on a holoscreen. She couldn’t hear the woman speaking them, but she could see her. Despite nearing sixty, Emperor Gracelin Expani didn’t look a day over forty. Temmi could see Spie in the sharp cut of her jaw and straight line of her nose. She could see Nix in the sorrowful tilt of her eyebrows, the heavy way her eyelids drooped ever so subtly. Studying her, Temmi tried to summon some feeling—anger or hate or despair—but only managed a hollow ache.

On the holo, the emperor continued her monologue, which Temmi read in the captions:

“By now, rumors have spread far and wide of the tragedies that have occurred on this year’s season of Love Galaxy. The three women who were brutally murdered. We were all duped by the seemingly innocent antics of X72’s Artemis Ialan.

“None of us knew or could’ve guessed at her deeply seditious plots or the anti-humanist beliefs she harbored, beliefs that threaten the safety of us all. On a show about love and connection, about bridging cultural divides, closing the gaps of our diverse, galactic nation, bringing humanity closer together, making us stronger—her betrayal has left us all reeling.

“It’s been two long weeks since we began our investigation into what took place behind closed doors at the Diplomacy Manor. After many thorough and expert reports presented during a private trial, it has been unequivocally determined that all three victims were murdered by close contact with a rare substance known as orrist basalt—a substance only found in the far reaches of the X System. This rare basalt is lethal when placed in contact with humans. Artemis Ialan smuggled a small piece of this rare basalt as part of a necklace that she wore on her person throughout filming. Our security was never the wiser, and for that, Captain Chimer Glossen, head of security this year, has been asked to resign.

“Eyewitness reports from producers, guards, manor personnel, and other contestants placed Miss Ialan in proximity to each of the three women shortly before they were killed. Further details are in the reports that were brought forward during Miss Ialan’s trial.”

A trial that Temmi had not been invited to. Or given the opportunity to defend herself during.

“Others involved in production, in addition to the longtime Love Galaxy showrunner, have been taken in for questioning as we continue trying to understand how these deaths were able to go on for as long as they did. At this point, we have not determined that criminal action should be taken against anyone else involved, but that may change as we learn more.

“For now, I want to take a moment to honor the women who lost their lives trying to uphold Expan’s oldest tradition. Young women who had their futures robbed by Miss Ialan’s hateful acts. Let us all bow our heads in silence for Jasmine Gross of Old Terra, Kya Ep-Kmin of Pikliminia, and Rosaria Yune of the Underbelt. All these women represented the best of their home territories, the best of humanity, and, therefore, the best of Expan.”

Gracelin Expani bowed her head in a show of imperial humility.

But that was all it was: a show.

Temmi was innocent. She hadn’t killed anyone. But she knew that didn’t matter. The truth never mattered—she’d learned that with Scot. All that anyone cared about was the narrative that best fit their worldview. And Temmi being an anti-humanist agent turned murderer was a far easier pill to swallow than whatever the truth actually was.

Two weeks earlier, Temmi had been cuffed and shoved into an armored black Cavaller and flown to a tower-like prison complex just north of Elsidor City. Two imperial guards had marched her through the front doors, where she’d been stripped naked, X-rayed, given a plain beige jumpsuit, and assigned the designation Inmate 844591. No better way to dehumanize a person than to reduce their name to a number.

But at least the jumpsuit was comfortable.

They confiscated her CB. No one asked for her statement; no one listened to her protests. The only upside was that she was thrown into a private room on the prison’s top floor. No cellmates. Which was a mercy, because she didn’t have earplugs. A single person’s loud breathing in her current state would’ve been enough to end her.

Instead of solid walls, her cell was built of thick, see-through glass, hence her ability to read the captions from the holo in the corridor, even if she couldn’t hear it.

On the holo, the emperor delicately raised her head. “While we all grieve, know that there are none who grieve more than my own precious son and daughter. As investigations continue, we will not be resuming filming of Love Galaxy. Spielin and Nix will be making their final selections from the remaining pool of contestants tomorrow morning. It will be a brief, televised event, purposefully lacking in the show’s usual fanfare. Anything more wouldn’t be appropriate at this time. Afterward, tomorrow afternoon, we will be broadcasting the live execution of Artemis Ialan. We cannot tolerate insurgents using Love Galaxy, a treasured celebration of our shared humanity, as a playground for murder and insurrection. The hand of justice must be served swiftly to allow us all to rest more easily at night. May we all, as citizens of a united humanity, continue in progress and community.”

Gracelin Expani’s somber face vanished, replaced immediately by the seal of the Expan Empire, the twin eagles intertwined in flight, the words Progress and Community swimming around their conjoined wings, the slogan A United Humanity in a half-circle underscoring their talons. Temmi stared until the words turned nonsensical. Until the eagles morphed into a single deformed organism that separated itself from the holo and crashed through the glass of Temmi’s prison to gnaw on her flesh.

Two weeks earlier, she’d been kissing the emperor’s daughter on a beach. Now she was sitting in a glass cage trying and failing to grapple with the knowledge that she was going to die.

Had Ollie watched the broadcast and lied to their mother about it? Told her Temmi would be home soon? Would he break down and cry in secret with no one to turn to? Would he go to the mines with no other way to pay rent? Or would Spie keep financing their needs?

Promise you’ll come back to me.

Temmi had promised. She would die a liar.

Over the last two weeks, she hadn’t been able to summon any tears for herself, but she had drenched herself time and again in tears for her family. For her little brother, who would have to take on the world alone. For her mother, who she’d never known half as well as she should’ve. For every moment Temmi wished she could return to and do things differently. The times she should’ve said I love you. The questions she should’ve asked. The moments she should’ve appreciated.

In the end, her family’s pain was her failure. Just like it’d been when she was fifteen and, to pay for her mother’s treatments, had taken to stealing stock from her employer and using it to start up her own side business. It’d worked for a while. They’d kept a roof over their heads and her mother’s health had started to improve. Until Temmi got caught. And was thrown in a cell for six months. At thirteen, Ollie had been left entirely alone to care for their mother. They’d ended up in the Graveyard before Temmi got out. It had all been her fault. But she’d worked her ass off to make it better. To get them back into an apartment. To safety. Now there she was, almost eight years later, repeating history. Except this time, she wouldn’t be able to clean up her mess.

She couldn’t even tell them she was sorry.

Tomorrow, she’d be dead. Dying wasn’t tragic. It was rote, banal, ordinary. Possibly the single most universal experience. The tragedy was the pain it created in those left behind. That would be Temmi’s legacy: pain. Her name would now become synonymous with hate. With destruction and death. And it wouldn’t matter that it wasn’t true—it would become true in the lives of everyone who believed it.

Trillions would believe it.

But Temmi wouldn’t be shouldered with that burden. That would be her family’s to bear.

A low buzz warmed to life in the hollow silence of her cell. The speaker system. Temmi wiped her eyes, trying to blink away the swollen sensation that came with crying.

“Stand by for visitor, inmate 844591.” The mechanical voice assaulted Temmi from every corner of the room. “Place hands and feet in wall restraints.”

Temmi cut her gaze to the far wall, across from her bolted down cot. Four slots in the paneling had opened up, two at shoulder height and two a few inches above the floor. Coils of a snaking mesh-like material spilled out like intestines from a gutted animal.

In two weeks, Temmi had not received a single visitor.

“Stand by for visitor, inmate 844591. Place hands and feet in wall restraints.”

An ember of the body’s cruelest emotion sparked in her chest’s center. Who would be visiting her? During her first awful days in the prison, she’d been delusional enough to believe Spie might come. Or even Nix. But with the passage of each silent, lonely day, Temmi’s fledging hope had crashed to the cold earth. Of course Spie wouldn’t come. They weren’t anything to each other, not really. A handful of stolen, secret moments over the course of a few weeks meant nothing. If Temmi’s father could leave her mother after ten years and two children, then why would Temmi ever expect Spie Expani to fight for her after one month and a triple murder conviction?

Spie would turn her back on Temmi as easily as everyone else always had. And the sad part was Temmi couldn’t even be angry about it. This was the inevitable turn that love always took.

“Stand by for visitor, inmate 844591. Place hands and feet in wall restraints.”

Her cot squeaked in protest as she heaved herself to her feet. Despite having definitely lost weight from a complete lack of appetite the last two weeks, her body felt heavier, denser. Every step and movement seemingly took twice the effort.

As though sensing her proximity, the dangling intestine-like restraints wriggled to life. When she reached them, the meshy ends snaked around her ankles and wrists, binding tight enough to hurt. She was left with about a foot of space to maneuver herself to face the front of her cell.

Kalvin stood in the corridor on the opposite side of the glass. He wore an immaculate black-and-white suit, his hands clasped primly behind his back, as though he were overseeing a routine scene on the manor’s set and not visiting a prison inmate.

A gut-punch of mixed emotions tore through Temmi’s core. Her throat closed up. Her arms trembled in their restraints. She hadn’t actually believed Spie would come, so why was she still hoping? Why desire the impossible?

A loud series of clicks and a distinct whoosh preceded the opening of her cell door. But instead of swinging outward or inward, the front panel of glass simply vanished. Kalvin cleared his throat, glanced one way, the other, and stepped through.

“Ambassador Ialan.” His voice betrayed no emotion whatsoever, but his gaze flicked upward to where the red blinking lights of the cameras had disappeared. “Artemis.”

More clicks and another whoosh and the glass wall reappeared, sealing him inside.

“Come here to gawk?” Temmi spat. “You fucking asshole. How many times did you tell me to trust you? How many times did you tell me you’d keep me safe?”

Temmi tugged against her restraints. The mesh reacted by yanking her backward. She slammed sideways against the wall, shoulder first, head second. Her ears rang.

“Ow.” She tried to stand fully upright, but her bonds had retracted, pinning her like a dead insect against the wall. Apparently, one tug was all it took to lose the foot of freedom she’d been granted. Funny how something so little as a foot of space could become a dream. She twisted her neck to glare at Kalvin. “Do I look safe to you? You know I didn’t kill those girls. You know I’m innocent. But did you say anything in my defense? I fucking doubt it.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I’ve come to explain.” He unclasped his hands and smoothed them down the front of his buttoned suitcoat. “I believe you deserve far more—an apology, to begin with. But an apology without action is hollow. Therefore, an explanation is the most I have the power to afford you.”

“So you can sleep easier at night when I’m dead?”

“I stopped sleeping easy thirty years ago.”

Temmi’s neck ached from her contorted position. She grimaced. “Who killed them, really? Do you know? You must know.”

She’d thought about it incessantly these past two weeks. Who was the real killer? It had to be someone with enough power to get the entire manor to turn on Temmi. To falsify testimony. Her best guess was still Cailin. But the motivation of killing off fellow contestants felt too weak. Otherwise, why hadn’t she tried to kill Temmi? No, it had to be someone else. Perhaps someone with a stake in taking down the reality show itself? But who? And why?

In two long strides, Kalvin closed the distance between them. His gaze burrowed into hers, and she thought she saw, for a moment, sorrow in his black eyes. But the moment didn’t last.

“I could be executed myself for what I’m about to tell you,” Kalvin said. “I only share it because I believe in letting a soul rest. And I hope, in some way, that this understanding will help yours in the life to come.”

“Didn’t know you were religious,” Temmi said.

Kalvin said, “The prince has an affliction. He wears gloves to protect others from accidentally encountering his bare skin.”

“But Nix and I kissed. More than once.”

“An anomaly. A rare immunity.”

“Oh okay, sure, Nix has murder-hands, yeah, that explains a lot. Thanks for absolutely nothing; can’t wait for how fucking peaceful my soul is gonna be after I dust-off tomorrow.”

“Let me rephrase. The prince has a genetic condition. He—and his sister—are not entirely human. But of the two, only His Highness bears the affliction. Your role in all this was decided before you ever set foot in the Diplomacy Manor. That of a scapegoat.”

You ever heard of the Midas touch? It’s an Old Terran myth. Temmi’s memory dredged up that night with Nix in the manor’s observatory. The way he’d removed his gloves as though his hands were a delicate instrument. The starved sensation of his mouth on hers. The horror on his face after he ended their kiss, the apology that fell from his lips, his inexplicable retreat.

Temmi stared, unblinking, at Kalvin. The rotors of her mind burned hot, grinding back through her memory of the show. Reevaluating every interaction she’d had with Nix Expani, beginning with the moment he’d invited her to be cast as X72’s contestant. A tremor overtook her restrained wrists, causing the intestine-like cables to lock her even more tightly against the cold wall.

Her neck twinged unbearably. Her lower back ached. Moisture pricked at her already-swollen eyes. But her physical discomforts paled in comparison to the dreadful sensation slamming through her: the hot, razor-sharp cleave of betrayal.

“You’re lying.” Had the restraints not been holding Temmi up, the weight of the revelations would’ve brought her to her knees. “Nix wouldn’t— We were friends— He liked me, he—”

But her mind was making sense of things that had never made sense. Hadn’t she just surmised that the killer could only be someone with power? And who had more power than one of the heirs themselves?

You called Spie a narcissist. I like you.

From the very beginning, Nix had lied to her. Every word out of his mouth, every kiss, every ounce of affection. Nothing in their friendship had been real. He’d used her, just like Scot.

The worst part was that even if she hadn’t returned Nix’s feelings in their exact shape and flavor, she’d actually trusted him. Had been willing to marry him.

She could no longer see through the tears running the gamut of her face. “You knew, didn’t you?” she said. “The whole time. You were never there to help me. Fucking nebulas, I’m such an idiot. I can’t believe I trusted you. I can’t believe I trusted Nix.”

Call me Temmi.

It’s Nicky.

“No,” Kalvin said simply. “I was never there to help you. But that doesn’t mean I don’t wish things could’ve gone differently.”

“Well, that means fuck-all now, doesn’t it?” Temmi tried to blink away tears. They dripped to the glass floor. “Why’d you do it? I thought—I thought you were like me once. Just a kid from a fringe system who worked their ass off for a better life. Or was that a lie too? How can you be okay with this?”

“I never said I was okay with it—but I understand the necessity. I’ve known the emperor since before she was the emperor. I’ve known her children since the day they were born. I never had children of my own. They are as close as I’ll ever come. Why’d I do it? Because it’s what Nix needed done. Same reason why you came on Love Galaxy. Because it’s what your family needed.”

“Did Spie know?” Temmi whispered. She raised her neck as far as her restraints would permit. “Did she—” Temmi could barely even think the words, let alone say them. The truth might break her, but then again, she was already broken. What did she care if the remaining pieces scattered? “Did she pay me to come on to be her brother’s scapegoat?”

Did she care for me, at all?

“No,” Kalvin said softly. And the word was like a life raft. “The princess never knew—has never known—what she and her brother are. Her agreement with you was an endeavor all her own. I never even told her mother about it.”

Temmi closed her eyes. “What are they, exactly? Nix and Spie.”

“Goodbye, Artemis,” Kalvin said.

She heard the faint echo of abruptly departing footsteps, followed by the click click click and whoosh announcing the glass door of her cell returning. When she reopened her eyes, he was gone.

The restraints around her wrists and ankles fell away. The unexpected force of their retraction caused her to stumble, and she landed with a thud on her hands and knees. She looked up. Her cot, only a few yards away, seemed impossibly far. She couldn’t summon the strength or will to stand, to walk—even the idea of collapsing exhausted her. So, she curled into a ball right there, wrapped her arms around her shins, and tucked her forehead against her knees.

She remained that way when her next meal arrived, slotted through a hole in the wall. A silver tray bearing some kind of whitish bread stuffed with meats and cheeses, a bottle of water, and a bowl of grapes. Death-row prisoners on Expan ate better than the rich on X72. Temmi didn’t touch any of the food, though. Doing so seemed wrong. Felt like giving in.

Before long, or perhaps after a minor eternity, sleep stole her away from the cruelty of her aching body. Only to deposit her into an even crueler dreamscape. Spie Expani, backlit by a blinding sun, taking Temmi’s hand and tugging her along a path lined with daffodils and birdsong. A place that wasn’t Expan or X72. Where are we going? Temmi asked, grinning, heart buoyant, mind entirely carefree. A mental state Temmi had never experienced in the waking world. You’ll see, Spie laughed back, pausing to spin Temmi into her chest. Dipping her shallowly and kissing her on the mouth. A long, drawn-out pull of a kiss, like drowning in sweet wine. Spie tasted like warm sunlight and wild hope. Endless possibility.

Temmi stopped caring about where they were going, because no destination could ever compare to this one: Spie lifting Temmi to her feet, fingers trailing up the back of her neck, tangling in her hair. Spie’s lips as soft as the dawn. The teasing warmth of her gently violet eyes, mischievous and self-assured and always just a little bit sad. A sadness only Temmi was privileged enough to be shown. Breathing around Spie Expani was like inhaling a narcotic. Like Temmi was breathing in more than simple oxygen and nitrogen and argon, breathing in an element unique to Spie alone, one that had formed a covalent bond with Temmi’s heart, causing the organ to pound erratically, turning her every breath into its own universe. A universe where Temmi could believe in something as impossible as love.

She jerked awake to the mechanical whine of wall panels shifting to deliver another meal. Her final meal. Fat fingers of brownish meat, something congealed and yellow, a slice of dark bread. She rolled deliberately away. When she inhaled, she had to grit her teeth against the sensation of glass shards embedded in her lungs. Her mind was a vicious thing.

She would’ve remained on the floor if not for an urgent pressure in her bladder. Damn biology ruining her dramatic depressive moment. She shoved herself into a sitting position and rubbed at her swollen eyes. Everything ached. Muscles, bones, lungs. Perhaps spending her last night alive on a cold, hard floor had been a rather stupid idea.

The cell had no privacy, so she had to relieve herself in full view of the two cameras. As she finished, a robotic voice crackled over the speaker, commanding her to insert her hands and feet into the wall restraints to prepare for transport.

Transport. Great. The precursor to execution. Her death cruelly broadcast for her family to see. She zipped up her prison jumpsuit and stuck her hands into the sanitizing dispenser beside the toilet. Cold disinfectant misted her skin.

The speaker’s robotic voice cut through her cell again. “Stand by for transport, inmate 844591. Place hands and feet in wall restraints.”

The way she saw it, she had two choices. She could go willingly, or she could be an ass about it. She knew which one would make Ollie proud.

With what was probably a somewhat-maniacal grin, she walked slowly and unhurriedly across her cell and threw herself onto her thin prison cot.

The speaker’s voice rang out a third time. She pressed her hands over her ears, folding the soft cartilage in half and squeezing her skull hard enough to block out the command. From outside her body, she’d look like a person tortured: lines of tension contorting her curled body, ears red and raw from how hard she was pressing them, eyes squeezed tight in obvious discomfort, jaw clenched. But that was the price of silence, sometimes. The price of peace. Her cell vanished. The blaring speaker, the savory scent of meat, the hard antiseptic glare of her see-through walls.

She carved out a precious, fleeting silence. A silence like a held breath or final goodbye: impossible to hold on to.

Into that silence she smiled. Not because of any actual joy but because of a deranged sort of comfort. The world finally made sense again. And she’d always appreciated when things made sense. She understood now that she’d been played. That she’d never had any hope of saving her family, let alone reforming X72. That her dreams had always been impossible. Would always be impossible. She understood now what Spie had been telling her all along: that the empire would never have allowed someone like Temmi to win Love Galaxy.

That no matter how well she played the game, it never would have made any difference.

She understood now that to fix what was broken would require a whole new game, one that, soon, she wouldn’t be alive to play. If they were going to execute her as an anti-humanist agent, then she might as well become one. In her mind, if nowhere else.

The blare of the speaker sent cracks through her cocoon of silence. The robotic voice grew in intensity and volume. “STAND BY FOR TRANSPORT, INMATE 844591. PLACE HANDS AND FEET IN WALL RESTRAINTS.”

Temmi inhaled deeply and relaxed her hands from her ears; they felt red and hot and primed for war.

She sat up and stared at the blinking camera light above her. “Fucking make me.”
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A Chasm Between Brother and Sister

To complete her ensemble, Spie slipped amethyst earrings into her ear lobes. They were the exact shade of her eyes—palest violet. Her dress for this morning’s final call time was an elegant calf-length sheath, ivory-colored with embroidered vines of wisteria. Her heels matched, the toes and stems studded with amethysts. She looked beautiful, ethereal, distinguished. Everything a princess was supposed to be.

She yearned to shatter her reflection with a dozen rocks.

Nicky appeared behind her, the mirror capturing his profile: drawn and mournful. Spie’s gut twisted painfully.

She turned. “I was wondering if you’d show.” They’d hardly spoken since Artemis’s arrest, each avoiding the other.

Promise me one thing, baby brother. Promise me that we come first, you and I.

He raised his gaze to hers. She saw her own pain reflected in his eyes.

“I heard a rumor from Captain Glossen’s second lieutenant,” he said. “Story goes you were kissing her on the beach that night.” He braced one hand against her dresser, as though needing the support to remain upright. “I was a fool to think—” He shook his head. “You were paying her to be here. Actually paying her. Mother told me. She found out when Marta went through our CB histories as part of her investigation. Is your opinion of me so low that you thought you had to pay a girl to date me? I suppose I should thank you. It makes what has to happen today easier, knowing she never cared for me. Knowing you and her, that both of you—it makes today easier.”

Spie swallowed against the rise of bile in her throat. Against her shame and her self-hatred and the knowledge that in so many concrete ways, this was all her fault. This chasm that was opening between her and Nicky, between brother and sister. Or maybe it had always been there, had been growing for years, and she was finally being honest with herself about its existence.

“It was a mistake.” She stepped toward him. “Artemis and I—it wouldn’t have happened again.”

“Yes, it would’ve.” Nicky pushed away from the dresser and stalked past her to stare out the half-open balcony door. His hair was slightly wet, water droplets sliding down the back of his neck to dampen his shirt collar. “You would’ve told me to marry her and then fucked her behind my back. You would’ve made me into a fool.” His gloved hands balled into fists at his sides, the leather creaking. “I daydreamed about her, you know. About telling Mother I was going to choose her and damn the consequences. I can’t believe you spent the entire show lying to me.”

“You really think you have a right to act all angry and betrayed when you’re going to stand back and watch her die today?” Spie loved her brother, she did, but the utter entitlement he was spewing! She felt guilty for everything she’d done. She deserved to feel guilty. She did betray him. She did go behind his back. She did lie to him. Would she have done it again? Maybe. Maybe not. She would never know now. But Spie’s wrongs didn’t absolve Nicky of his own. “You want to play the heartbroken little baby? Then stop the execution.” She exhaled, closing her eyes, and lowered her voice before reopening them. “Artemis doesn’t deserve to die.”

Nicky flipped around to face her. His nostrils flared. “Mother was always right about you. You act like a child. You take what you want without thinking about the consequences. What do you know of sacrifice? Or love? You’ve had everything handed to you your entire life but still somehow manage to complain as though you know the meaning of suffering. If you want something, you take it. Like you did with Temmi. But don’t worry, Spie. After today, you’ll have fulfilled your obligations.” His lips quivered in derision. “Go. Be free. Run away. I’ll stay like I always do. I’ll hold this family together. This empire. Somebody has to.”

The urge to cry pressed at the back of Spie’s eyes, swelled in her throat, turned her chest into a war zone. “You think you’re making some great sacrifice? Turning yourself into a martyr?” Spie shouted so loud, she made her brother cringe. “You’re angry at me because I what? Brought Temmi on the show? Boo-fucking-hoo, Nicky. I didn’t even sleep with her! It was one kiss. One. Gods and nebulas, you’re insufferable. I’m the one who should be pissed at you! You want to talk about lies? Betrayal? What about the fact that you knew who our real father was and never told me? Our entire lives. What else don’t I know? What else have you lied about? But no, by all means, go ahead and act the martyr so you can justify killing Temmi. Murdering her. That’s what this is. Did you ever think that an emperor who can’t remain in power without murdering innocents doesn’t deserve to be in power at all?”

He flinched back, eyes widening. “Careful, Spie.”

“Or what? You’ll tell Mother?” She snorted, turning away from him.

The mirror’s reflection showed brother and sister side by side. Pristine exteriors, faces made up, hair done just so, matching ivory and violet formal wear. The imperial prince and princess. Heirs to a galactic empire. To more wealth and power than should exist, full stop. But the mirror lacked the capacity to reflect the turmoil underneath, the severing threads of attachment between them. The sorrow and anger in both their hearts.

“I truly am sorry,” she whispered at their reflections. At the future she could already see unfolding—one of blood and broken promises and turned backs—but didn’t know how to stop. “I shouldn’t have brought Temmi on the show the way I did. And I shouldn’t have let myself catch feelings for her. I convinced myself we could be friends, and I was wrong. I would’ve done it, though. I would’ve cut myself off from her if you’d chosen to marry her. I would’ve chosen Cailin. I would’ve been emperor for you. I’ll still do all of it. Say that you’ll choose Temmi now, today, and I’ll never look at her again.”

In the mirror, Nicky’s eyebrows drew together. He sucked in a sharp, audible breath. “So, that’s your plan. You know I have to choose first today. If I don’t pick Temmi, you will. On the live broadcast.” He ran both hands through his hair. “Spie, you can’t. She’s already been convicted; it’ll accomplish nothing. Mother would never allow you to marry her.”

“It’ll stop her execution today.” Spie had thought this through backward and forward and sideways. She had no way of freeing Artemis from prison. Nowhere to hide her even if she’d been able to break her out. The only way Spie had any hope of saving Artemis’s life was by choosing her on the live broadcast. It would cause an uproar, would give the perception of imperial infighting, would prompt the opening of a second investigation. An investigation that could put Nicky at risk.

“You might as well publicly announce that you disagree with her conviction. With the emperor’s judgment.” Nicky took two measured steps back, as though appalled. “That’s how your proclamation will be seen. You’ll show the empire a divided imperial family. People will exploit that. Exploit us. People will doubt she’s the killer.”

Spie recognized the rattle of fear in his voice. Hated the way it twisted her gut into a knot. This had been an impossible decision, one she wasn’t certain she would ever forgive herself for. She met her brother’s gaze in the mirror.

“But Nicky, she isn’t the killer.”

Nicky’s mouth fell open, but a knock on her door prevented whatever words had been about to spill out.

Spie tore herself away from the mirror. Squaring her shoulders and plastering a smile on her face, she became the perfect princess for one final show.

She opened the door.

A new producer, some employee from Imperial Broadcast News’s corporate headquarters, stood on the other side, hopping anxiously from foot to foot. He dropped into a rushed bow. “Your Highness! Are you ignoring your CB? You and your brother were supposed to be on set fifteen minutes ago. Her Excellency’s driver just bridged—she’ll be here in less than five minutes.”

Spie blinked at the producer. What would it be like for your greatest stress to be whether or not filming went off without a hitch? “Breathe. We’ll be down straight away.”

She shut the door before he could formulate a response. When Spie turned, it was to find her brother still staring at her.

“You’ll choose Temmi over us?” His words were thrown knives. “You promised me you and I would always come first, but I guess that was a lie too.” He took one step toward her, hesitated, then looked away. “How many times can you betray me in a single month?”

Spie let the metaphorical knives tear into her gut, let them sink deep enough that she could live ten lifetimes and never heal, but didn’t let them keep her from standing straight. Because she wasn’t betraying Nicky. She was betraying the imperial prince, but she was doing right by her brother.

They were not one and the same.

Spie exhaled slowly. “How hypocritical of you when you’ve been choosing the empire over us for longer than I ever knew. But don’t worry, Nicky; I won’t let any investigation get close enough to touch you. I only need Mother to know she hasn’t won. As soon as she agrees to spare Artemis’s life, I’ll fall in line. And if she refuses . . .” Spie lifted one shoulder in a shrug and opened her door again. “I’ll see you out there, baby brother.”

“Spie!” he yelled, voice hoarse. “I’ll just have her cancel the broadcast.”

Spie put one hand on the doorjamb. “You won’t.” She glanced back over her shoulder, inhaled through the pinching in her chest. “Deep down, you want Temmi to live too. And someday, you’ll realize I’m doing this for you as much as for me. Because if you let her die, you’ll hate the person you’ll become. Allowing that to happen would be the real betrayal.”

She stepped out of the room and yanked the door shut between them. The corridor yawned before her like the steps to a hangman’s noose. But she’d made her decision. The Spie she’d been before meeting Artemis Ialan would’ve run from this. She would’ve blocked out her mother’s misdeeds and her brother’s faulty moral reasoning. She would’ve gotten high off springweed and gone surfing to avoid the unpleasantness of it all. Would’ve composed an entire concerto when she couldn’t contain the pain anymore.

The Spie she’d been would’ve let an innocent woman die. And for what? To keep the peace inside her broken family? To do her duty and play her role so she could flee like a coward? Two months before, her greatest dream had been escape.

Spie didn’t want to be that person anymore.

“Your Highness, a word?”

Spie stopped dead in the corridor. Before her, the grand staircase swept down to the main floors. Soft instrumentals wafted from far below, along with the smell of sweet cakes. But the voice had come from behind her. She turned slowly. A shadowed figure leaned against the frame of an open hall closet. No lights were on.

Spie squinted, walking back the way she’d come. “Arbora?”

Arbora—yes, it was her—melted into the dark closet.

Spie followed. “What are you doing up here?”

Arbora reached behind Spie to close the door. Darkness swallowed them.

“Arbora, what in all the gods and nebulas?” Spie tapped her wrist to flick on her CB’s flashlight. It was new; the one she’d thrown off her balcony had been destroyed. Soft blue light flashed to life, illuminating Arbora’s face inches from Spie’s own.

Arbora said, “I needed a private word before the ceremony.” Behind her were shelves and the outlines of chemical bottles. “You’ve been ignoring my bridges.”

“I’ve been ignoring everyone’s bridges.” Spie turned, feeling for the inner door handle. “If you wanted a word, you could’ve knocked on my door like a normal person.”

“Wait.” Arbora’s hand shot out to block Spie’s exit. “Your room wasn’t private enough for this. We need to talk about Artemis Ialan. Power off your CB.”

Spie froze, the door handle cool in her grip. She turned back around. “Excuse me?”

Arbora’s gaze bored into Spie’s with unspoken ferocity. She’d always possessed a bone-chilling intensity—it was one of the things that had first drawn Spie to her.

“I said, power off your CB.”

Spie let a beat of silence pass between them before reluctantly obliging. Darkness swallowed the closet.

Arbora said, “I need to know you’re not going to do something stupid in the choosing ceremony. Like picking Artemis. I need you to pick me.”

“Excuse me?” Spie would’ve taken a step back had the closet door not presented a physical barrier. How did Arbora know Spie’s plan? There was no way she could’ve known.

The dark outline of Arbora’s face loomed closer. Despite being taller, Spie felt suddenly small, trapped. Footsteps sounded in the hall outside the closet and Spie held her breath until they passed.

“I should’ve seen it sooner,” Arbora said more quietly. “But it wasn’t until that night, when they arrested her in the hall, that I realized. You ran down to try and stop them. Yelled at them to release her. You never did that for me. And then there were all the other little things. Like how you gave her your hairpins to patch her dress. Or how you got Manny to change her outfit on the net-volley date. Or how she was always looking at you. Every breakfast, every group date, every cocktail party, she only ever had eyes for you. It took me too long to realize it was mutual.” She eased back a step. “Sorry, this isn’t a jealousy thing.”

Spie didn’t have to feign her confusion. “Then what is it? Because it sounds like jealousy.”

“I’m going to go out on a limb here and assume you aren’t keen on the X-girl dying today?” Arbora asked. “Or have I miscalculated? I roomed with Artemis—I know she didn’t kill anyone. And I’m pretty sure you know that, too. Which means your mother is covering up for whoever did kill those girls. I can only think of two people the emperor would do that for. You and your brother. But they weren’t your contestants who died. So, that leaves Nicky. Is my case airtight? I admit it isn’t. But logical deduction points to him—I’ve had the last two weeks stuck in the manor to think about it. What I still can’t pinpoint, though, is a motive. But it definitely puts you in a pickle, choosing between your brother and the girl you love.”

Spie swallowed. She didn’t trust herself to speak. To confirm things she shouldn’t. Either about her brother or her feelings for Artemis Ialan. Feelings she hadn’t even sorted for herself yet.

“I have a solution for you. A proposition. I can save your girlfriend. But only if you marry me.”

Spie stopped breathing. “What? How?” 

“I have people positioning themselves right now for her extraction. I can get her far away from Expan. I can keep her safe. You only need to say the word.”

“What people? Who are you working with?” Spie squinted at the shadowed visage of her first lover. The eight years since they’d been together seemed to yawn between them.

“That information isn’t a part of the deal.”

“What are you saying, Arbora? Is your sister a part of this? Breaking Artemis out would be seen as an act of terrorism. What sort of people are you involved with that would be willing to do that? I could have you arrested right now for even suggesting it. Are you insane? Do you want to be strapped into a euthanasia chair alongside Artemis this afternoon?”

Arbora ground her teeth so hard, Spie could hear the shuddering crush of bone on bone. “Do we have a deal or not? If you pick Artemis, it won’t save her. She’s going to die no matter what you say, whether today or tomorrow or next week. But maybe I miscalculated. Maybe you don’t care enough to save her. Or maybe you do, but you’re too much of a coward.”

“My mother will be presiding over that execution. It’ll be the best-defended square mile in the whole empire. No one can get Artemis out.”

“Let me worry about that.”

There came the slap of footsteps in the hall outside the closet. “Your Highness? Are you in—”

The door opened, and harsh yellow light attacked Spie’s vision.

In the same instant, Arbora’s hands snaked up Spie’s neck to yank her face down. She forced their lips together. Spie sucked in a breath against the unforgiving press of Arbora’s mouth. She lurched back.

A producer was in the corridor with two guards.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt—” The producer’s gaze cut between Arbora and Spie. To him, it would’ve looked like they’d been using the closet for a private rendezvous. That he’d interrupted a moment of affection, not grand treason. “Her Excellency and His Highness are downstairs. Mr. Kar-Beidell’s manning the broadcast room. Everyone else is in position.”

Spie didn’t know what to do. She needed time to think through what Arbora was offering—needed time to decide if she could even trust Arbora, let alone the people Arbora was working with. But Spie didn’t have time.

And neither did Artemis.
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Doing a Shit Job of Not Caring

The guards shoved Temmi roughly into the empty trailer bed of a cargo transport. With her hands secured tightly behind her back, she landed on her face. Dusty, unforgiving steel greeted her nose. Pain slammed into her skull. What a fucking fantastic last day of her life she was having.

She grunted her way onto her knees and shuffle-crawled to the far corner of the transport’s interior. A bulky box of black metal surrounded her. No bench, no windows, not so much as a bar or ceiling strap to hold on to—not that she could’ve utilized one with her hands tied up as they were.

Turned out that saying Fucking make me to a prison compound’s pompous guards had been a rather unwise decision. She now sported a fresh, still-purpling bruise on her right cheek, a dislocated shoulder from being tackled and forced into handcuffs, and her nose was bleeding heavily. Honestly, it was probably broken. Temmi had an urge to vomit from the coppery tang dribbling down her lips. She’d never had a very strong stomach.

The cargo transport jerked forward. Temmi spat fresh blood from between her stained lips. Droplets of crimson landed on her lap. Had she not been in near-total darkness (fingers of sunlight slipped their way through the low crack where the transport’s metal door was latched), she would’ve admired the way her blood added color to her otherwise-plain jumpsuit. It’d make her look more like the criminal she was supposed to be.

A few minutes into her oh-so-delightful ride, there came an awful grating noise followed by a sudden influx of sunlight. Temmi craned her neck upward. A small square partition separating the transport’s trailer from the driver’s cab had been opened. The unmistakably boisterous sound of Graham Grey’s voice, blabbering through some kind of radio, reached Temmi’s ears.

“. . . beyond honored to be graced with none other than Her Excellency herself! . . .”

“Close that,” said a gruff voice, eclipsing the broadcast. “We’re not supposed to engage with the prisoner.”

“I just wanted to peek in at her,” said a second voice. “I mean, come on, she’s Artemis nebula-cursed Ialan. Aren’t you a little bit curious?”

There came an answering grunt, followed by “Get your helmet back on, at least.”

Temmi scooted to the center of the trailer, doing her best not to jostle her shoulder. Through the partition, she saw the black and gold tops of impossibly tall buildings flying by. They were in the heart of Elsidor. A city that made X72-1 look like an anthill.

The solid profile of a black helmet craned down to look at Temmi. She didn’t care that the guard was staring—let him stare. She only cared to better hear the broadcast.

Another voice came over the radio. This one a careful tenor. Practiced. Formal. Soothing.

Nix, speaking in his princely tone. At the sound, a shudder ran down Temmi’s spine.

“There’s only one woman I could imagine aligning myself with in the wake of this terrible tragedy.”

Liar, Temmi thought. Actor.

Murderer.

How had she ever let herself trust him?

“Ambassador-Princess Cailin Frederik of the Galactic Republic of New Terra, the ties between our planets are eclipsed only by the growing ties between our hearts. I come before you today as not only a prince but a man. Cailin, would you do me the honor of marrying me?”

“What do you think about that?” said the helmet intruding on Temmi’s space. “You killed all those women and you still didn’t get the prince.”

“Shut up,” said the driver. “The princess is going next.”

Temmi hated the way her traitorous heart flipped. The way her lungs seized and her gut clenched. She shouldn’t care who Spie chose. She shouldn’t yearn to hear her own name fall from the princess’s lips. She shouldn’t replay their kiss on the cold beach, the low husky need in Spie’s voice when she’d whispered, Artemis, the softer, vulnerable tremble when she’d confessed, With you, I can just be.

When she’d said, unexpectantly, that day in the woods, I believe you.

Nix had betrayed Temmi, but Spie had left her for dead.

“Thank you, Graham.” Spie’s voice was a brutal caress. “You’ve truly been a wonderful host.”

She sounded so unbothered. How could she sound so fucking unbothered? Temmi could picture her perfectly: probably standing at the head of the manor’s ballroom outfitted in some sexy, clinging fabric, her posture immaculate, her gorgeous dark hair effortlessly done up, her face a mask of pleasant amusement.

Temmi was doing an absolutely shit job of not caring.

“The character, intelligence, and let’s be honest, stunningly good looks”—Temmi rolled her eyes at her mental image of Spie winking at the camera because she was definitely winking at the camera—“were unparalleled this year. The losses we’ve endured—” Her voice grew thick. An act? Probably. Everything with Spie was an act.

With you, I can just be. That, too, Temmi decided. Because it hurt less if it hadn’t been real.

(She knew it had been real.)

“Much has been spoken about the betrayal seen on this season. The deaths . . . it feels almost wrong for me to declare intention to wed, to find happiness in the face of such tragedy. But I believe the continuation of the show’s purpose, that of unity and alliance, to be the best way to honor those women that are no longer with us—”

“Incoming bridge call,” said the helmet, turning back to face the front. “It’s probably landing instructions.” Suddenly, the radio’s volume dimmed.

No!

Temmi needed to hear what Spie was going to say, who she was going to choose. She shouldn’t care, but she did. She cared way too much. Her entire being was made up of caring. She’d have time to hate herself for it later. Or, rather, she’d be dead, and it wouldn’t matter what she thought of herself.

Rising on her aching knees, she shuffled closer to the partition’s opening, to the faint whisper of Spie’s voice. She was a dehydrated woman crawling on her knees for the hallucination of water.

“Call back after the princess makes her choice; I don’t want to miss it.” The driver flicked a button on the center console.

The radio’s volume soared again. And, with it, Temmi’s relief. But the emotion was short-lived because a second later, the driver tore his gaze from the airway just long enough to slam the partition shut. The truck swerved and she lost her balance, falling on her dislocated shoulder. Ouch.

She caught a single phrase as she was cast back into the growling silence of the truck bed.

Spie’s voice, unwavering, clear, heartbreaking.

“Ambassador Arbora VinVanxin, will you . . .”
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Burn Everything Down

The instant Kalvin called the all clear, Spie tore out her flesh-colored earpiece, crushed it between her fingers, and let the resulting mess of broken wiring scatter across the ballroom floor. Simultaneously, she ripped her other hand from Arbora’s and fought a growing swell of nausea. What had she just done?

The vast ballroom seemed to pulsate in her vision. In every direction, people moved. An awful, endless, milling colony of producers, camera operators, assistants, attendants, reporters, contestants, and imperial guards. Black visors, white uniforms, pretty fuchsia dresses. Humming drones and the squeaky wheels of rolling equipment. Normally, the sensory overload wouldn’t bother her; normally, she’d find relief in the loud busyness, let the external overwhelm distract her from any thoughts she didn’t want to face. And there were always so many thoughts Spie didn’t want to face.

For her, quiet had always been unsafe. Quiet was the battlefield where her thoughts emerged fully armed, prepared to assault her. They whispered and shouted and intruded, reminding her of her failures, of her inability to measure up to the daughter of an emperor, let alone an emperor herself. They told her Nicky would’ve been better off without her as a sister, that he didn’t love her, that the reason he kept so private was because he didn’t trust someone as loose and unreliable as she. There were thoughts about her real father, thoughts about the empire, about the constantly brewing civil and foreign strife, about the suffering she knew existed but wasn’t strong enough or caring enough to do anything about. So, Spie worked hard to never be silent long enough to let the thoughts emerge. The best way to fight them was to avoid fighting them altogether. Some battles couldn’t be won, after all.

But today, she’d done something that couldn’t be compartmentalized away. She’d asked for Arbora VinVanxin’s hand in marriage. In the eyes of everyone watching, including her mother and brother, she’d done the right thing. No one knew she’d just become complicit in a plot to rescue Artemis Ialan.

No amount of external stimuli could distract from the tension banding her chest.

“Spielin.”

The voice wasn’t loud, but it carried, cutting through all other sound as easily as a shovel through wet sand. Spie turned. There was only one person behind her. Only one person capable of speaking her name with such heavy despondency. Like the syllables that made up Spie’s identity were full of thorns.

Emperor Gracelin Expani rose from her makeshift throne. Positioned at the north end of the ballroom, the symbolic seat, complete with a set of carved eagle’s wings spanning a full ten feet, had been placed on a raised dais. For the broadcast, Nicky and Spie had been arranged below their mother, Nicky to her right and Spie to her left. A united front of Expani in the shape of a triangle. The strongest of shapes.

But only if one of the angles didn’t self-implode.

Gracelin carefully descended the quintuplet of purple velvet steps. She carried herself with a poise and regality that Spie could never hope to emulate. Spie was sexy, playful, confident. But she’d never been regal. She’d never learned to walk through the world as though expecting every molecule to bend to her will. Had never possessed the self-assurance that she was the single most important being in the universe.

Gracelin was shorter than Spie by a full hand, her bone structure daintier. Her dark, grey-streaked hair was done up in a practical bun, her cheekbones razor-sharp, chin pointed, eyebrows heavy. Her dress was an ostentatious affair with a flaring collar and lengthy train in the same tones of ivory and wisteria as Spie’s. Circling her forehead was a silver diadem. A simple design that flared around her skull. Delicate metalwork made to resemble wings that sprouted from a central black-and-red stone.

Orrist basalt.

Spie nearly vomited then and there. But she held her composure. She might not possess the imperial qualities of her mother, but she’d learned to be a damn good actor. It was her greatest strength—pretending not to hurt.

“Your Excellency.” Spie dipped her head and bowed at the waist.

There were still too many cameras around, too many people watching, not to play her role perfectly. She breathed through the clenching in her jaw, softening her facial muscles back into an effortless smile. Gracelin Expani possessed a singular ability to make Spie bend.

The impersonal brush of fingers on Spie’s shoulder signaled that she could rise. She did so, meeting her mother’s gaze. In those deep brown eyes, brown like a walnut shell after being dropped in water, she yearned to see a flicker of maternal love. She’d spent her entire life convincing herself she didn’t want that love, but no matter how old she became, a part of her still did. A part of her always might.

Maybe all those times Spie had acted out as a youth hadn’t been out of true rebellious intent. Maybe she’d just been desperate for her mother’s attention. Isn’t that what children did? Sought out bad attention in place of no attention? Wasn’t being ignored more awful than being chastised? At least when Gracelin Expani was expressing disappointment, Spie felt like she mattered.

Had there ever been a time when Gracelin had loved Spie freely? Had she once held a young, squirming Spie to her chest and experienced an inexplicable swell of maternal love? Or had Spie been born unlovable by the one person who was supposed to love her?

Gracelin’s gaze swept over Spie’s face, appearing to scrutinize every detail. Based on the downward press of her thin lips, whatever she found wasn’t satisfactory. It never had been. Never would be.

The scary truth was, Spie might’ve become her mother’s successor if Gracelin had bothered to believe in her. She might’ve done all the right things if her mother had simply shown a single iota of affection. She might’ve done exactly what Nicky was doing now: let an innocent woman die so the Expani name could live on.

If Gracelin Expani had only loved Spie, perhaps Spie would never have betrayed her.

“Your performance was adequate today.” Gracelin had a contradictory way of staring into Spie: assessing her without truly seeing her, making Spie feel both flayed and invisible. “Miss VinVanxin will make a suitable consort. Your history with one another isn’t ideal, but things have been unstable with the Moons, and the alliance may prove fruitful.”

Spie cut her gaze to where Arbora stood off to the right, in conversation with her handler and a pair of attendants. Behind them were Nicky and Cailin.

Her brother caught her staring. For a brief moment, he held her gaze; there had always been a gravity between them, an invisible ley line that came with sharing not only DNA but a womb. His lips formed the shape of the words thank you. For choosing Arbora, for refraining from speaking Artemis Ialan’s name.

He didn’t know that what Spie had done was worse.

“With the Love Galaxy fallout,” her mother continued, “now isn’t a good time to ease you out of the public’s purview. We need to play on the offensive, take full advantage of the engagement period to drum up bliss-filled publicity. We’ll start talks about wedding dates soon, but I’m thinking a year out—it’ll give people something to look forward to. After, we can start a slow step away for you.”

There it was, the arrangement Spie had made with her mother before agreeing to do Love Galaxy. Do the show, get married, and then no more imperial obligations. Two months earlier, it was everything Spie had wanted. But as Spie stood there and sought to imagine herself leaving Elsidor City, fleeing to a calmer life somewhere far away from politics and cameras and the weight of nations, she no longer felt relief. She no longer felt anything.

The dream was hollow.

In its place, a different image filled her mind. Artemis Ialan the day they’d met, sticking her head out of her garbage truck’s window and shouting in that heavy, thick X-er tongue, her blue hair a dark navy, strands frizzing free of her low queue, her complexion like washed-out bedsheets, her gaze full of ire.

But Spie would never be able to have Artemis Ialan. Not as a lover or a partner or even a friend. That wasn’t a dream that could be. Because if Arbora pulled off the impossible and saved the X-er today, then Spie would need to let her go. Artemis would be a fugitive, never safe in the empire, always hunted. If she was to have any hope for a life, it would have to be far away and in the shadows. Spie, who existed under constant scrutiny, would endanger Artemis with her proximity.

But there was something Spie could do. She could fight for a universe where people like Artemis Ialan didn’t have to die. She could step into her power instead of running away from it.

Her gaze flicked back to Arbora. She didn’t know what her new fiancée’s group would ask of her, expect of her; she didn’t know their ultimate goals or if she would agree with them. But she intended to find out.

Spie had never wanted to be emperor. Never believed herself strong enough, capable enough, smart enough. Had given that future to Nicky. Even thinking about taking it back made nausea rise up her throat. But if that was what it took to reshape the empire into something worthy of Artemis Ialan? To save her brother from his downward spiral?

She didn’t know if she could do it. Certainly, the empire deserved better than her. And most likely, she would fail. But for the first time in her life, she wanted to try. And not just for Nicky, for Artemis—for herself.

Behind and slightly above her mother, the makeshift throne loomed impossibly large, as though capable of swallowing a person whole. How could anyone sit there without getting lost in everything it meant? There was only one way to find out.

“Actually, I’ve changed my mind.” Spie returned her gaze to Gracelin’s face. Focused on the age lines spidering from the corners of her mother’s eyes and mouth. Reminded herself the woman was human. Nothing more, nothing less. “Though I appreciate your willingness to acquiesce to my previous demands, I no longer find them necessary. I know I’ve been a disappointment to you, and I regret my previous actions. These last weeks, I’ve had time to reflect on my choices and what it is I truly want.” She dipped her head to demonstrate humility. You taught me this, she thought. How to lie.

“What you truly want?” Gracelin tilted her head just so, gaze narrowing. She waved a dismissive hand at an approaching staff member.

Spie met her mother’s eyes. The density of her regard probed at Spie’s resolve. Was like staring down the eye of a storm and refusing to run.

This is how wars begin, she thought. Not for the first time, she yearned to have been born into a different family. A family that allowed her to make choices without having to consider the lives of trillions.

But she wasn’t considering the lives of trillions (or maybe she was, in part). But that wasn’t how she’d gotten here. She’d gotten here by considering the life of a single, blue-haired, foul-mouthed, arrogant-to-the-point-of-frustrating-everyone-around-her woman. And maybe that made Spie a selfish person; maybe she should’ve been able to stand up to her mother on ideals and principles alone. That was the difference between her and Nicky: he’d watch Artemis burn to save the world he thought was right. He’d tie himself to the altar of his principles until he was a starved, withered husk. But not Spie. She’d burn everything down to save Artemis. Or begin to, at least.

She couldn’t say which was worse.

“I want you to reconsider me as your successor.” The words were like dynamite exploding inside her. But she refused to waver. Back straight, eyes forward, smile on her lips. “It shouldn’t be Nicky. It was always supposed to be me.”
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More Meat-Sock than Limb

The door to the compartment rattled open, banging loudly when it hit the underside of the transport’s roof. Temmi squinted against the sudden assault of sunlight. Cowering in the corner, she didn’t feel any particular rush to leave the relative safety of her metal cage. Not when what awaited her was a very certain, very public death.

Two burly, visored men jumped onto the cargo bed and stalked silently toward her.

“Fuck off!” She kicked out at them, but her prison boots only connected with air.

Strong hands grabbed her upper arms and hauled her to her feet. She let out a whimper at the jackhammer of pain that railed from her dislocated shoulder to her bound fingers. Her legs buckled. A bizarrely distant part of her brain registered that her nose had stopped bleeding.

The guards threw her to boiling-hot black concrete. Her arm hung grotesquely, still bound behind her back. The pain was blinding, narrowing her world to the very present, very urgent now.

A metallic bang came from behind her. The transport’s  door being brought down and latching shut. The sound was followed by the thrum of an accelerating engine and the rush of warm air against the back of Temmi’s neck. Her ride was gone.

“Not much to look at, are you?”

Temmi didn’t recognize the voice. Nor did she have the strength to tilt her head up and see who’d spoken. Something firm nudged the underside of her chin. Forced her face up.

The voice belonged to an elderly albino woman seated comfortably in a motorized hover-chair. She held the end of a gold-tipped walking stick, which she’d jammed beneath Temmi’s chin to keep her head from flopping back down.

The emperor’s chief of staff. Temmi didn’t remember her name but recognized her from her first interview on the star cruiser what felt like seven thousand years before.

They were on the rooftop landing pad of a dizzyingly tall building. The city of Elsidor breathed and buzzed in Temmi’s peripherals. Busy airways jammed full of hover-vehicles in every shape and size and color; glossy, spiraling towers, a sun that actually cared to share its warmth.

“I’m here to secure your confession.” The woman’s voice had a thin, wobbly quality. Her walking stick scraped against Temmi’s throat. “The briefer, the better. Really, I don’t need much more than your unrepentant face and a soundbite.”

“Fuck you,” Temmi spat.

The walking stick slid away from her chin. The woman settled the triangular base on the landing pad, using it to lever herself out of her chair. An attendant who had been previously invisible to Temmi darted forward to secure and remove the chair. Another attendant crouched before Temmi’s face and touched something cold and wet against her nose and lips. Cleaned away her blood.

The emperor’s chief of staff circled Temmi. “Let’s try this again, shall we?” The walking stick lifted and came down hard against Temmi’s mangled arm. The old woman had a surprising well of strength.

Temmi screamed.

“Come now, Artemis Ialan. Tell us why you did it.” She snapped her fingers, and a camera drone buzzed close to Temmi’s face. “Your vocabulary does extend beyond the crude and uncreative?”

“Fuck. You.”

The stick came down on Temmi’s arm again. She couldn’t prevent hot tears from streaming down her cheeks.

“Aren’t you angry yet?” Another slap of that heavy stick.

Another impossible wave of pain.

“I have other forms of leverage, you know.” The woman’s voice seemed to tremble in every direction. The red recording light on the camera drone winked at Temmi. “You have family back on your planet. Confess for them.”

Temmi closed her burning eyes. Checkmate, then. “I hate you.” Her words came out a whisper. “You want a confession?” She reopened her eyes, staring directly into the red blinking light. A recording, not a broadcast. It wouldn’t matter what she said; the empire would take only what they wanted and delete the rest. Delete the truth.

Delete her.

“I hate Expan.” She forced herself to sit upright, gritting her teeth against the white-hot pain of her arm that was more meat-sock than limb now. “I hate the emperor. I hate her daughter and her son. I hate everyone and everything that supports their regime. I am hate and rage, and I killed those women so I could get one step closer to razing the whole fucking empire to the ground. I hope it burns after I die.”

And it was true. In that moment, Temmi would’ve set fire to the universe herself.

The camera’s red light blinked off and the drone hummed away.

“See? That wasn’t hard, now, was it?” The last words Temmi heard before something sharp pricked the back of her neck and her pain was replaced by obliterating nothingness.
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Guess That’s Scene

The execution was to occur in downtown Elsidor City, in one of Imperial Broadcast News’ production studios.

Spie climbed a riser and took her seat at the back of the studio. A low stage dominated one half of the room. Upon the stage sat a single chair that resembled a raised medical bed. Sticking out of the chair’s back were a saline drip and IV. There were no windows, only blinding white walls, bright fluorescent bulbs, and a giant greenscreen. Bulky cameras flanked the stage, along with a few discreet people to operate them. Every entrance and exit was heavily manned by imperial guards.

Nicky and Cailin filled in the seats to Spie’s right, Arbora to her left. They were the only audience members present. Gracelin walked solemnly to the stage. In the hours since Love Galaxy’s truncated finale, the emperor had changed from her ostentatious dress into a regal grey-and-dark-green suit.

Spie ground her teeth, doubt festering in her gut. There was no conceivable way in or out of this room. Had Arbora lied to her? She glanced at her ex-girlfriend-turned-fiancée. They hadn’t had a private moment to speak since their exchange in the manor’s cleaning closet. And Spie hadn’t dared to bridge her—not when their communications could be dredged up by her mother. She had to be very, very careful.

But Arbora appeared calm. Too calm. She sat perfectly still, hands clasped in her lap. When she caught Spie’s searching gaze, she offered a strained smile. A toothless, nervous stretch of lips that did nothing to reassure the silent calamity in Spie’s chest.

You want to be emperor now, Spielin? After your brother has toiled tirelessly to be worthy of the title? After you threw away your birthright like it was an unwanted crust?

To which Spie had said, I would’ve toiled just as tirelessly if you’d ever bothered to mention Nicky’s condition to me. You know how dangerous it is for him to be in such a public position. Now that I know, the circumstances have changed. I’m ready to protect my brother, my family, and the empire.

Her mother had narrowed her gaze. Consider the matter taken under advisement.

It was as close to a yes as Spie had anticipated. Likely, there would be a proving period before Gracelin made any official decisions. Which meant Spie had to play her part perfectly.

Through a hidden door on stage left, Marta Eulogon appeared, hovering a few inches above the ground in her motorized disability chair. She was ancient, a fixture of the imperial court; she’d been Spie’s grandfather’s chief of staff for decades before Gracelin had ascended the throne.

Following after Marta came two visored guards, both wearing arm patches to indicate medical training. In the arms of one was a body in a dirty beige jumpsuit. A white-skinned body with light blue hair.

Spie’s heart hammered against her rib cage. She sensed her brother stiffen beside her.

The guards laid Artemis in the empty chair at center stage. They tightened black straps over her thighs and arms, then inserted a needle into her left wrist. After, they slunk away to the periphery of the studio. Artemis’s head lolled sideways, clearly unconscious.

She looked like shit. A swollen, disfigured nose. A split bottom lip. Yellow and green bruises marring the soft whiteness of the skin around her left eye. And there was something off about the angle at which her right arm was twisted in its strap.

“Excuse me,” Nicky said, standing abruptly.

As he pushed past Spie to get to the aisle, she noted a tear flick off his long lashes. Her heart squeezed painfully. It didn’t matter how angry she was with him; his hurt would always hurt her. Even if this was his doing. Even if he was unwilling to stop it.

“Your Highness, what’s wrong?” Cailin called after him, but he was already shoving past the guards at the audience exit. His new fiancée hurried after him.

Kalvin climbed the steps at stage right. As he approached Spie’s mother, he inclined his head. “Your Excellency.”

“You know I don’t like to drag out unpleasant business, Kal.” Gracelin brushed at his shoulder as though removing lint. “Marta’s running the confession. We go live in two minutes.”

“Wake her,” Marta proclaimed, wheeling off the stage and then, with the assistance of her cane, standing. She stepped sideways and lowered herself into a front-row seat.

Kalvin directed a series of commands at the camera operators. One of the medic guards hopped onto the stage to insert a vial into Artemis’s IV.

She came to, screaming.

“Shut her up,” Marta said, and the guard slapped Artemis silent.

Spie was on her feet, fully preparing to launch herself over ten tiered benches to punch the guard straight in their stupid visor when someone grabbed her wrist. She looked back. Arbora gave a tiny warning shake of her head. Mouthed, Sit.

Tension pulled Spie’s every muscle taut. She was on the verge of full-body combustion but managed to sit.

“We’re live in thirty,” Kalvin called out.

Spie tried not to focus on Artemis but was unable to look anywhere else. The innocent X-er was breathing rapidly, her gaze flitting about the studio until it landed on Spie herself.

Spie sucked in a breath. The plain hatred on Artemis Ialan’s battered face was like an LZ beam to Spie’s heart. An efficient, precise incineration.

“Four, three, two, and—” Kalvin leapt off the stage.

Gracelin took seven measured steps to center stage, her movements tracked by the cameras. “Dearest citizens of Expan, of our united humanity.” She paused tactfully. Spie was a good actor, but her mother was even better. “Today is punctuated by polarized extremes. The joy of your beloved prince and princess finding their perfect matches, and now the tragedy of a necessary death.”

One of the cameras panned right, showing Artemis’s hate-filled expression.

Gracelin continued. “You all might be wondering why I would condone an engagement and an execution mere hours from one another. I could’ve waited. But there’s important symbolism here. In life, no amount of joy can erase tragedy, and no amount of despair can forever silence hope. We are creatures living constantly in this inescapable duality. So, let us feel it all together. The joy and the pain. The grief and the hope. You’ve heard the undeniable evidence against Artemis Ialan, have seen her hateful confession. You know what she did. Three brave, accomplished, beautiful women are no longer here because of her. Their deaths were painful, brutal affairs. But I am a merciful woman. I recognize that even my enemies deserve the best of my humanity. So, I will offer Miss Ialan a humane death. Let her slip from this world in a peace that evaded her hate-filled existence. Mercy is an important part of justice.”

Gracelin slowly approached Artemis’s execution chair.

Spie half-expected Artemis to cry out, to curse, to spit, but the X-er remained as silent as the grave to which she was heading. Spie glanced desperately at Arbora. Grabbed her elbow. Mouthed, When?

Soon, Arbora mouthed back, slipping her arm out of Spie’s grip.

On the stage, Gracelin draped a regal hand over the switch box that would release whatever euthanizing drug was in the saline drip. “May we all take a moment of silence for the lives Artemis took and for the life she could have led, had she not chosen to betray her own humanity.” Gracelin closed her eyes.

Spie counted her heartbeats. One, five, nine—

Gracelin flipped the switch.

Spie didn’t have time to stare, didn’t have time to scream, didn’t have time to feel her heart plummet to her feet. Because the second her mother flipped the switch that should’ve killed Artemis, the entire green-screened wall backing the stage exploded outward.

Everything happened all at once.

Spie’s ears rang; instinctively, she slid from her chair to the narrow slip of floor between risers. On the stage, Gracelin Expani dropped to her knees. A throng of armed guards stormed up the steps. A previously invisible hatch in the stage floor dropped open. Two guards grabbed the emperor and jumped through it. A roaring sound ground through the studio; wind whipped through the gaping hole in the wall.

The black metal exterior of a fighter jet appeared, hovering just outside, twin guns spinning, engines spitting. The jet nudged its sleek nose inside the studio, the engine growling so loudly that Spie couldn’t hear herself think. Every imperial guard had their LZ blasters out; they shot at the jet, but the vehicle must’ve been military-grade, because it deflected every attack. The jet retaliated, spinning guns inflicting a barrage of blue laser light. Within seconds, every guard was reduced to a sizzling mass of burned flesh on the stage floor.

Sick boiled up Spie’s throat.

Two men in black facemasks dropped out of the jet, landing in the dust left over from the explosion. They jumped over the dead bodies, moving quickly. One pulled out a knife and began cutting Artemis free of her execution chair; the other hopped off the stage. Something tickled the back of Spie’s neck—she looked up. A splintering, smoking ceiling panel was about five hundredths of a second away from dropping on her head. She dove to the side just as it crashed between her and Arbora, dust and debris exploding over her face and into her mouth. Her eyes stung. When she blinked away the dust, it was to see that Artemis was gone.

The jet’s engines flared. The flying monstrosity tore through more studio wall before accelerating out of sight. The whole of Expan Proper’s air force would be on its tail in seconds.

Spie didn’t know if Artemis was alive or dead.

Somehow, more than one of the cameras were still on. Still broadcasting. Had the entire ordeal just been broadcast to every citizen in the empire?

Ears aching, probably bleeding, her heart in her throat, Spie brushed debris from her shoulders and, tentatively, rose. In shock, she surveyed the crumbling studio. Camera operators began rising from where they’d hidden on the floor. Bits of drywall flaked from the gaping hole in the wall, crashing forty-six stories to the city streets below. Sunlight blared its way inside. The burnt-flesh scent of dead bodies was cloyingly thick.

Spie turned, eyes wide, to look for Arbora. Her fiancée was still crouched behind the risers, her whole body trembling, her hair and skin flecked in white dust. She looked to be in shock herself.

Seeming to notice Spie’s gaze, Arbora glanced up. She closed her mouth, swallowed, then opened it again. “Guess that’s scene,” she whispered.
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Think of Me When You Hear Birdsong

There were no barbiturates in the IV, only plain saline. But I’m running a toxicology screen to be certain.”

“And her arm?”

“Dislocated shoulder. Looks to be extensive damage to the surrounding muscles and tendons, some torn ligaments, a fractured humerus. Girl needs loads of surgeries. Okay, maybe not loads, but I’d put good money on at least two. We could maybe get some illegal nanobots to fix her up, but by the time Alice tracks some down, she’ll have healed all kinds of wrong. And we’re already impressively over-budget as is. I hate to say it, but she’s in for a lifetime of chronic pain and limited mobility. Honestly, and you know I’m no doctor, but amputation may be the best course of action—they make excellent prosthetics these days. Oh, and I reset her nose and attended to the burned flesh over her barcode brand—are you the one who lasered it off? Dude, Corb, terrible job. You went way too deep; she’ll have a thick wad of scar tissue. Eh, you know what, have Alice track down some bots anyway—I’ve got a contact in the city who knows someone. Let Riv deal with the invoice.”

Temmi stared at the backside of the white privacy curtain, listening to the person who said they weren’t a doctor converse with the man who’d brought her there. She didn’t know his name. Had only been awake a few hours. Her shoulder’s prognosis felt unimportant, considering she’d come out of the execution chair alive. Though wouldn’t it be ironic if she ended up losing the same arm as her brother? Ollie would find it morbidly hilarious.

By all rights, she should be dead. She didn’t understand why she wasn’t. Why anyone would risk an attack in the capital of the Expan Empire in broad daylight to save her? Let alone how they’d succeeded?

The man pulled her curtain to the side. There was a slight, awful keen of metal rings on a metal bar. Temmi clamped her teeth together to combat the resulting rush of panic in her body. She felt the sound in her teeth.

“Miss Ialan.” He stepped into her cubicle, gaze sweeping over her face, down her upper body, lingering on the tight sling imprisoning her right arm. A dull but persistent ache, punctuated occasionally by sharp stabs of pain, emanated from the unfortunate appendage.

She hadn’t gotten a good look at the man when he’d carried her out of the half-demolished production studio. Her ears had been practically bleeding from her proximity to the explosion, and her mind had been foggy from whatever tranquilizer the emperor’s chief of staff had given her. Thinking back on it now, the whole ordeal was overlaid with the strange, filmy substance of a fever dream.

“How are you feeling? Your arm requires a surgeon, which is something we’re lacking at present—”

“I can’t lose my fucking arm,” Temmi said. She tried sitting up in the bed. Well, calling it a bed was a bit optimistic. More firm cot than anything.

“You’re more than welcome to keep the arm.” His accent resembled Arbora’s, and he had a single, chrome ring pierced through his left eyebrow. Temmi surmised he was from one of the Prop’s moons. He shrugged one shoulder. “You’re the one who has to live with it.”

“Fuck you,” Temmi said.

“I’m good, thanks.”

She leaned her head back against the wall. She was tired. And she hurt. “Can I at least get some painkillers? Maybe a drink? Something strong enough to forget the last two months.”

“Not until we get your tox screen back.” He reached around to close the curtain behind him. There was that keening screech of metal on metal again.

“Who the fuck are you, anyway?”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re a delightful conversationalist?”

“If it’s gratitude you want, I’m going to reserve that until I find out why you saved my life.”

“You got bite—I like that.” He grabbed a small metal stool from beneath Temmi’s cot and sat, albeit somewhat awkwardly, what with his legs having very little clearance between the stool’s seat and the floor. He had a few days’ worth of blond stubble on his tanned cheeks and buzzed golden hair to match. She estimated his height to be marginally shorter than Spie’s. “I’m Corbin. Special Agent Gehr if you wanna be fancy about it, but I personally find the ranking hierarchy representative of the exact thing we’re trying to abolish. I’m TFC special ops. Stands for The Freedom Collective. I saved you because I got orders from far more important people than me telling me to save you. And now, I’ve been assigned to be your shadow.”

“Shadow?”

“Bodyguard. Muscle. Babysitter. Take your pick.” He patted a very sleek-looking LZ blaster holstered at his hip.

Temmi studied his stubbled face. He had bushy, expressive eyebrows and pale green-blue eyes. A thick white scar was slashed across his chin. Not a classically handsome face but comforting and open.

“The Freedom Collective?” she asked.

“That’s right.”

“Ridiculous name.”

He made an amused sound in the back of his throat. “Once Lemmer clears you, I’ll take you to the boss for a debrief. She’s eager to meet you. The whole Cell is.”

“Where am I?”

“Prop safehouse.”

“We’re still on Expan?” Temmi clutched at the sheet covering her lower half with her good hand. “Why the fuck are we still on Expan?”

“We sent out a decoy ship when we nabbed you. The Fleet caught it, but they lost us. No one this side of the Ranger System can outfly Alice. Anyway, the best place to hide is always under someone’s nose. We’re laying low right now. Airspace around here is tighter than the emperor’s asshole.”

The curtain was thrown open. That stupid fucking screeching sound again.

“Yo, Corb.” Another man with an equally shaved head intruded on Temmi’s space. He had warm brown skin, a stocky build, and an acne-scarred face. “Boss says the package has a visitor. She’s bringing them down right now. High-profile. Level-twelve confidential. Bagged for location security. None of the other cells are allowed to know.” He leaned in, as though conspiratorially, either completely forgetting or not caring that Temmi could overhear. “You’ll never guess who it is—shocked me halfway back to my momma’s womb. Can’t believe HC gave her clearance.”

“If it’s your ex, I’m not holding her back from cutting off your balls.” Corbin stood up and kicked the stool back under Temmi’s cot. He raised both bushy eyebrows at her. “Stay put.”

Left alone, Temmi stared at the locked cabinets and drawers in the room outside her cubicle. The wall behind them appeared to be roughhewn rock, like it’d been carved out of a cave. Realization struck: they were underground.

A door outside her field of vision croaked open. Someone who sounded uncannily similar to Arbora VinVanxin, said in a low voice, “You have five minutes. Not a second more.”

“How’s my hair? Did the hood mess it up? The fabric is itchy; I am not wearing it on the way back up.”

Temmi’s heart fully shat itself. Because that second voice was too real and lifelike to belong to anyone other than the woman who haunted her waking and sleeping mind. But Spie couldn’t be there. That was impossible.

For an interminable few seconds, the click-clack of heels echoed across the floor. And then Princess Spie Expani stood before Temmi’s open cubicle, looking like she’d stepped out of a holoadvertisement. Pale pink pantsuit and dark cream blazer, void-black hair cascading in loose waves down her back, long elegant neck, smiling wisteria eyes, and cocky tilt of her head.

Temmi bolted upright, the pain in her shoulder dissipating in the face of this impossible apparition. “This is a fucking dream, right? I’m fucking dreaming.”

“You dream of me often?” Spie affected that amused and perfectly sensual grin, the one that never failed to send heat to Temmi’s core. “I can’t blame you, really. Who wouldn’t?”

Temmi scooted to the edge of her cot, placed her bare feet on the cold cement floor. The hemline of her starchy medical gown bunched up to her knees. “You were in the studio. Just sitting there like it was all a show. I saw you—you fucking let them take me. Fuck you, Spie. Fucking fuck you.”

“That’s a lot of fucks, even for you.” Spie tossed her hair over one shoulder and stepped into the cubicle. The grin on her face faltered, melting from her skin like candle wax before an open flame.

Temmi rose. Her vision went momentarily spotty, but she managed to keep from falling face first into Spie’s arms. Barely.

“I fucking hate you.”

“Good.” Spie’s violet gaze caressed Temmi’s face. Her hands twitched at her sides. “You should hate me. I’m a very hateable person.” She brought one hand up as though to touch Temmi’s face or hair or both but let it drop before making contact. “You look terrible, by the way.”

“Oh, okay. Sorry my nose is broken because your fucking imperial guards decided to punch me in the face. Fuck you.”

Spie frowned. Half-turned so she could close the privacy curtain. Temmi fought a brief swell of irritation at the resulting sound.

Spie turned back. “I didn’t say you weren’t still beautiful.” She stepped closer. The distance between them dissipated dangerously. When she spoke next, her words were nearly a whisper. “Artemis, I—I swear to you I didn’t know. It was Nicky. It was him who . . .” But she didn’t seem to be able to say the words.

“Oh, I know. Kalvin enlightened me. But you let them take me to that prison, Spie. For two fucking weeks, I rotted in there alone. You could’ve visited me. You could’ve told me what was happening. You could’ve—”

“I was going to ask you to marry me.”

“What?” Temmi’s balance grew unstable. Her vision spotted again.

Then Spie’s arms were around her, steadying her, Spie’s scent filling her nostrils. Sweat and petrol and saffron. She held Temmi against her chest with heart-rending gentleness. Her sultry voice soft in Temmi’s ear: “Hey, hey, it’s okay. Here, let’s sit.”

Spie guided her back to the cot and sat beside her. Temmi’s right thigh pressed firmly against Spie’s left. She became acutely aware of the warmth leeching through the starchy material of her medical gown.

“What are you doing here?” Temmi looked sidelong at the princess.

Spie raised her right hand and brushed her fingers along Temmi’s hair, tucking a few strands behind her ear. Her touch lightly grazed the bruise on Temmi’s cheek, trailed down her jaw, her throat, glanced off her collarbone, carefully skirted the cloth of her sling, and rested on the bandage wrapped around her right palm, where Corbin had mutilated her to destroy her barcode brand.

Spie was gentle, assessing. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes.” Temmi’s lungs ached from not being able to breathe. And from not wanting to. If she held her breath, perhaps she could freeze time. Stretch this single moment into forever.

“Tell me who did this, and I’ll kill them, I swear. There’s nothing I hate more than unnecessary cruelty.”

“To be fair, I was kind of an asshole to them.”

“You’re an asshole to everyone.” Spie laughed, short and quick. “I know I should’ve visited you—I wanted to. Every day. Every hour. But I couldn’t visit you without risking putting you in a worse position. So, I thought that if I asked you to marry me on the live broadcast, I’d be able to stall the execution. I—I didn’t know another way to save you. Not without— He’s my brother, Artemis. I couldn’t—”

The princess of the Expan Empire, a woman who had been taught to conceal her pain behind a steel wall, blinked back tears.

“I know.” Temmi swallowed. With her good hand, she found Spie’s, interlacing their fingers. Her anger and hate were evaporating into a pool of deep longing. She’d been hurt more by Spie’s absence than anything else. She’d known there was nothing Spie could do. Not truly. Not without incriminating her brother.

No matter what, Nix would always stand between them.

What was she thinking? There had never been a them to stand between. And there never would be.

“No, you don’t. You don’t know.” Spie used her free hand—Temmi noticed she wasn’t wearing her CB—to wipe away the moisture flecking her eyelashes. They were long and dark and curling. Heavy and sad. “There’s so much I want to explain, but I don’t have enough time. Arbora came to me before the ceremony. This Freedom Collective is her . . . Well, she’s a part of it. And I’m . . . I don’t know how I feel about them yet. I would be wary, though. Don’t trust them. I have my own plans—I’m going to try and earn my place back as my mother’s heir, and when I do, I’m going to change things, change the empire, change . . . I don’t know yet, but Arbora told me—if I married her—her group would get you out. And they did.”

So, Arbora was the reason Temmi was alive. The far more important people than me that Corbin had mentioned.

Justine—Jacks—and I are part of a collective . . . Arbora had failed to mention her collective was powerful enough to attack the emperor in broad daylight. Not that Temmi had any qualms with that.

Spie wiped at her eyes. Temmi wanted to kiss her tears away. For once, she wanted to be the one wrapping Spie in her arms (instead of Spie holding her) and siphon the pain from her heart, the burden from her shoulders. But how could Temmi offer Spie anything? Who was she, compared to the heir of seven star systems? What did she understand of the weight Spie carried?

“Gods and nebulas, Spie. I’m sorry. I was a jackass. I didn’t realize— I want to understand. I want to know everything you’ve gone through, everything you’re worried about, everything you’ve sacrificed. I want to— I’ve never . . .” Temmi’s throat clogged with a thick, cottony sensation. “Thank you for saving my life.”

“I thought you ‘fucking’ hated me?” A shadow of humor warmed the princess’s gaze. The left side of her mouth quirked up. Lips that full should be a crime.

“Oh, I do.” Butterflies alighted in Temmi’s stomach, flapping up into her chest cavity. How could any person feel this much? It was unsustainable. “You’re the absolute worst.”

“Go on.” Spie was fully smiling now. Not her cocky grin or practiced publicity mask. A wide, real, goofy smile. It was infectious. Delicious. Intimate.

“Well, in that case, I hate how smug you are. I hate how your hair is always perfect.” Temmi leaned closer as she spoke, her mouth needing to taste Spie’s skin. “I hate how unafraid you are, how the world seems to vibrate just a little more when you’re in the room, like you lend life to life. But mostly”—Temmi’s lips hovered so close to Spie’s mouth that she could feel the other woman’s breath flutter against her skin—“I hate the way you look at me like I’m someone worth looking at. And I hate how you make me feel. The way I’m quite certain you could ask me to do anything, and I’d do it. The way I ache for you like I’ve never ached for anyone. The way life without you could never possibly mean as much. The way every moment without you in it feels like a loss.”

She closed her eyes, brushed her lips softly, faintly, against Spie’s. Pulled back. “And I hate that you’ve shown me something I can never actually have.”

“Artemis,” Spie breathed, half-moan, full plea.

Temmi’s name in Spie’s mouth was longing incarnate. It matched the ache in Temmi’s own chest, the one that said kissing Spie was the medicine she needed but also the drug she would never be able to kick.

She kissed her anyway. Slow and deep and long. A communion of bodies from different solar systems, universes apart, trying to find something unattainable in each other. Something that soothed the ache of a broken world, a breaking heart. Something that felt like home.

The kiss held the bittersweet taste of goodbye.

Temmi couldn’t say who ended it first or if they both parted at the same time to lean their foreheads together. Let their breath mingle for a moment, become one organism.

“I have to go,” Spie whispered. “I have to marry Arbora. I have to appease my mother long enough to succeed her—or usurp her. I don’t think—”

“I’m never going to see you again, am I?” Tears pricked at Temmi’s eyes, blurred her vision, distorted Spie’s perfect features.

“Not if you want to live.” Spie pulled back and gently placed both her palms along the sides of Temmi’s face. Held her there. “And I want you to live. I need you to live. But there’s something else—it’s about Ollie. Right after your arrest, I asked my accountant to transfer two million credits into his account, but it came back with an error. I don’t know why—I can’t go through my regular channels to check. It’s too dangerous for me to seem like I care. And my less-conventional contacts don’t have any reach in the X-er System.

“I’ll keep looking as well as I can, but—you should be aware. You deserve to get your family out, to take them somewhere with birds. I’m hoping Arbora’s collective can help you—I’ll donate whatever funds they need to that end. Wash the money through Arbora as an engagement gift. And once you’re safe, go invent a thousand contraptions that better humanity. Meet someone else. Fall in love. But mostly, live.”

Temmi closed her eyes. Swallowed against the anvil in her throat. Of course her family was in danger. Of fucking course.

Could she never just rest?

“I’m going to get my family to safety,” Temmi said—vowed—then lowered her voice to a whisper. “But what if I don’t want a future without you in it?”

Spie’s lips pressed against Temmi’s once more. The kiss was sticky with their mingled tears, their joined breath, their bruised hearts.

“I think I might love you, Artemis Ialan.”

And Temmi, who didn’t believe in love, believed her.

When she opened her eyes, Spie was pulling back, standing up.

“Don’t go. Spie, please. Come with me. We can get my family together. We can see the birds together.”

Spie paused before the hanging curtain. Looked at Temmi with a sadness so heavy, it could’ve felled a mountain. “It’s time I stopped running away. You’ll never be safe with me around. And your family will be better served with me on the inside. But I do hope you’ll remember me whenever you hear birdsong.” She slid the curtain open and started walking away.

Temmi closed her eyes again, unable to watch Spie leave. The click-clack of her heels grew fainter. The door beyond Temmi’s cubicle croaked open. Arbora said, “Right on time, I was just about to barge in there. Hood on; we need to go.”

The door banged closed.

Wait. No. Temmi stumbled to her feet. “Spie!” she called out, and ran haltingly, barefoot and in an ugly, knee-length gown, across the sterile medical room. But when she reached the door and threw it open to what was a dimly lit tunnel through sweating rock, Spie was already gone.

“I didn’t tell her,” Temmi said, the words tumbling out of her. She leaned against the doorjamb, panting.

Corbin appeared to her right. “Didn’t tell her what?”

Temmi hadn’t even realized he was there. She looked up at him. That I think I might love her too. But aloud, she said, only, “Nothing.”

She’d always believed love wasn’t real. Not in a world of haves and have-nots. Where people like her were marginalized and systemic inequity made equality impossible. But she’d been wrong. Love was still real.

It just wasn’t possible to hold on to.

Temmi slumped to the cement floor. She was crying openly in front of Corbin but found she didn’t care. An excruciating pain excavated her chest, worse than the pain of her mangled arm.

Corbin helped her back to her cot, where she rolled into a ball and continued to weep. She ate a bland dinner of freeze-dried meat and potatoes. Drank sour mineral water. Her tox screen came back clean.

“You ready to meet the boss?” Corbin asked the next morning, handing her a pair of plain grey sweats and a matching sweatshirt. “The whole Cell wants to say hi.”

Temmi wasn’t sure what her future held. What this Freedom Collective wanted from her. Her body hurt and her heart hurt, and her mind was a continuous fog from the painkillers she’d finally been given.

She missed Ollie. Missed her mother. Even missed X72. And she was bone-tired.

But she was a wanted fugitive; she could never go home. Somehow, she’d have to convince the Collective to bring her family to her. Save them before they, too, became victims of the empire.

Carefully, she donned her new clothes, letting the large sweatshirt conceal her bound and slung arm. She asked for Corbin’s help to tie her hair into a manageable queue. His large hands were surprisingly dexterous and gentle.

As he walked her down dark, damp tunnels smelling of brimstone and shot through with veins of quartz, she thought about how far she’d come. Who she’d become.

The most wanted woman in the empire. The poster child for an anti-humanist rebel. A woman who believed in love.

The game she’d spent the past two months playing was over. She hadn’t won. Winning had been impossible. It was time for a new game. One that existed outside the empire’s rules.

A blank steel door appeared before them. Behind it were the people Temmi needed to convince to save her family. There wasn’t anything she wasn’t willing to do, wasn’t willing to burn, to sacrifice, to get Ollie and her mom to safety. To change this world into something better.

“You ready?” Corbin asked, fist raised to knock.

Above them, an incandescent light flickered. Shitty but still sputtering.

“I’m ready,” Temmi answered. A lie and a truth.
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