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      “Well, that was delicious.” Bhatraz threw down his napkin in the middle of his plate and grinned at Draklan. “Too bad I ate the last of it.”

      “Yes, keep rubbing it in,” Draklan said, shaking his head at his older brother. As the youngest in the family, he was used to his older brothers taking the best shares of food. They were all Princes of Tamarax, and even though they were seated in the banquet hall with more than enough food for everyone, they still fought over the best bits.

      Draklan’s father, John, the king, rolled his eyes at their bickering. “Every night,” he said, grinning at them indulgently. “Every night. Do you boys think you could come up with a better comedy routine?”

      “In my defense,” Pralmav began. He was the middle child and usually attempted to keep to himself. “I haven’t said a word all evening.”

      “That’s because you’re boring,” Draklan teased Pralmav affectionately.

      “Boys.” Queen Joronna shook her head at the three of them. “Please behave.”

      “Mother,” Bhatraz replied, stretching his arm around his wife, Rabbina, “we are behaving. Besides, there’s no one else here. It’s just family.”

      Queen Joronna smiled at her husband as she continued to scold her children good-naturedly. “And perhaps the family will be bigger someday,” she said. “And then what kind of examples will you set?”

      Pralmav tilted his head in pretend shock, staring at his parents. “Mother, are you . . .”

      “No!” Joronna said, her cheeks turning pink at Pralmav’s teasing. “I meant the three of you. Well, not Draklan yet, I suppose, since he’s not yet married, but you and Milinna, or Bhatraz, you and Rabbina, maybe sometime soon?”

      Milinna, Pralmav’s new blushing bride, turned pink in embarrassment.

      “Come, Joronna,” their father said, patting their mother’s hand. “We can talk about grandchildren with them another time. Right now, we have other plans.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” their mother said. “You and Bhatraz have been planning this night for weeks.”

      “Someday, when you’re king,” their father said to Draklan’s oldest brother, “you must make sure to take a night off with your own sons and teach them everything that you’ve learned.”

      “Is that what we’re doing tonight, Father?” Bhatraz answered with a chuckle. “Learning everything you’ve ever learned in one night?”

      “We’ll save some it,” their father said, a twinkle in his eye. He turned to Draklan and Pralmav, smiling. “And next week, we’ll have you both join us.”

      “The spoils of being the crown prince,” Draklan said, teasing his oldest brother. “Getting to do everything first.”

      “I promise,” their father said, looking at Draklan and Pralmav again, “I have individual lessons for each of you, but, Bhatraz, we should hurry if we wish to get there before dark.”

      “Our transport is all arranged, Father,” Bhatraz said, standing up and giving Rabbina a kiss. “We’ll be late. Don’t wait up, my love.”

      “Do you have enough guards arranged to go with you?” Pralmav asked. “I know we aren’t at full capacity right now. Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “Father and I don’t want a huge guard unit with us, Pralmav,” Bhatraz said. “We want to try to blend in while we’re in town. A large unit of guards would defeat that purpose. Father and I will be fine.”

      “I’m just saying . . .” Pralmav said, looking worried.

      Father simply smiled at him. “I appreciate your concern, Son,” he said. “But Bhatraz is right. We’ll be fine.” He kissed Mother on the cheek, and then he and Bhatraz headed out.

      It wasn’t uncommon for the king or the crown prince to head into the city for a night of highest-class entertainment and fun, but it was highly unusual for them to go together. Like Pralmav, Draklan was a bit worried, but his father and Bhatraz were good fighters and he knew that his father valued his time with each of his sons, especially Bhatraz, who would take over the throne one day.

      “I think I’ll turn in early,” Pralmav said, standing up a moment later.

      Milinna looked up hopefully, but Pralmav didn’t really glance at her, just at their mother.

      “Unless there is anything else that needs to be done today?”

      “No, my dear son, there isn’t anything pressing right now,” Joronna said, smiling as she looked around the room. “I can’t remember the last time this palace was quiet.”

      “I can,” Draklan said, amused. “It was when all of you went to visit the planet Korr, remember? And I stayed home.”

      “I wish you’d come on that trip, Draklan,” his mother said. “The noble ladies there—”

      “Mother,” Draklan interrupted with a roll of his eyes, “I told you before, I’m not interested.”

      “But you haven’t even met them yet,” she said, sounding exasperated. “If you would just meet them—”

      “I think I’m also going to turn in early,” he interrupted, knowing she would never tire of trying to play matchmaker for him.

      “You can’t stay unmarried forever, Draklan,” his mother asserted.

      “Technically, I can,” Draklan smarted off as he left the room. He could hear his mother’s displeasure following him as he went. Draklan paused by the large glass window at the front of the palace, watching the sun begin to set over the faraway mountains. As he stood there, he felt an ominous feeling race over him, but with a sigh, he brushed it off as his mother’s displeasure at his not capitulating and finding a bride.

      He had his doubts that he would ever find a bride who loved hiking, nature, and outdoors as much as he did. As the third heir, he would be given an island kingdom to rule over, as he wished, so that he could spend as much time in nature as possible. His father hadn’t been thrilled with his wishes, but he’d finally agreed.

      Draklan knew that as a royal prince, true love was probably not in the cards for him. So far, he hadn’t found anyone he was even remotely interested in, which did not bode well for his finding a compatible wife.

      Draklan continued on to his suite of rooms. With his father and brother gone for the evening, the palace was a little bit more peaceful instead of its usual working chaos. Draklan knew that the older his father got, the more chaotic the palace would get. Despite his unmarried state and his mother’s nagging, he was content with life as it was and didn’t wish for anything to change.

      Hearing his father talk about Bhatraz taking the throne soon reminded them all that mortality was real, even if their health care system was far superior to other planets’ in the universe. Draklan had found tonight’s dinner conversation uncomfortable. Knowing his father was making plans to share his knowledge with them all for the day that he wouldn’t be there sent chills down his spine.

      Picking up his book from earlier that day, Draklan settled down for the night, knowing that he should enjoy his time in the palace. When he inherited the island, he would rarely be back. He’d have his own lands to rule over and make decisions for with no one save his brother Bhatraz to report to. The thought made him smile.

      Draklan fell asleep a short while later, book still in hand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Draklan! Wake up! Please!” Pralmav shouted, standing over him.

      Draklan groggily blinked his eyes. He looked to the window and noticed it was barely light out. “What, Pralmav? Why are you waking me before the sun has risen?”

      “It’s Father! You must come now!”

      Draklan didn’t know what to say. “What?” he asked, staring at his older brother. He had never seen Pralmav out of sorts before. His older brother was a rock, a pillar of strength. Today, however, as the early morning dawn crept into the room, he looked broken, lost. “What’s wrong with Father? Is he ill?”

      “Father’s been murdered! Draklan, you must come!” Tears slid down Pralmav’s cheeks.

      Draklan blinked up at him, his heart stuttering in his chest. It couldn’t be true. “No. No, it can’t be.”

      “I wish it to not be true, Draklan,” Pralmav sobbed, “but it is. Mother is in the parlor—”

      Draklan shook his head. He couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of his brother’s mouth. “I’m having a nightmare. This is a nightmare! Tell me I’m dreaming, Pralmav!”

      “Father’s dead,” Pralmav repeated softly, dropping to the edge of Draklan’s bed.

      “What? I don’t understand how that could have happened . . .” Draklan finally managed to form words that were coherent. “They took guards. Bhatraz was with him . . .”

      “There was an attack in the city, Draklan,” Pralmav said. “The guards were quickly overtaken. They didn’t take a great many with them.”

      Draklan felt a tightness in his chest, a pain so deep it stole his breath. “Was Bhatraz . . . is he . . . ?”

      “Bhatraz is fine,” Pralmav said with a frown. “Or rather, I should say that Bhatraz is uninjured. He did his best to defend himself and Father, but the attackers overpowered first the guards and then Father and Bhatraz. Bhatraz was just barely able to get away with one of the guards who was wounded.”

      “Who did it?” Draklan stood from the bed and demanded, “Who killed Father? Who—”

      “We don’t know!” Pralmav screamed at him, clearly losing his usual calm. “Bhatraz thinks it was a group from the North. The security team is going to investigate. You need to come down and help me with Mother and Bhatraz,” Pralmav said a bit more calmly.

      “Where is Bhatraz?” Draklan’s mind drifted back to their childhood, when Pralmav would protect him from even the simplest things. Night terrors and scary Apex insects, things that seemed threatening to a young child, Pralmav had always been there to explain them away in his logical scientific mind.

      “He’s in the throne room,” Pralmav replied, wiping his cheeks again. “He won’t go anywhere else.”

      Draklan pulled on a shirt and with a look at Pralmav, left the room and hurried into the hallway.

      They were barely in the hallway before the death music came through the palace’s alert system. It was low, slow notes of grief, deep and resonating. An automated announcement played.

      “From flowers we are made, and to flowers we become,” said the automated voice. “Rest in Peace, King John. The Kingdom of Tamarax is now ruled by Queen Joronna. Long live the queen.”

      The announcement made it all real for Draklan, and he dropped to his knees, filled with devastation. He’d only heard that announcement a few times before in the past, when his grandparents and then his uncle had passed away. He’d grieved then, but this was a million times worse. His father was gone, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      Pralmav put a hand on his shoulder, his face pale and his jaw screwed shut.

      “How could this happen?” Draklan asked softly, looking up at him. “How could this possibly . . .”

      “Everyone is mortal, Draklan,” Pralmav said, his voice rough and tight with his grief, “even Father.”

      Draklan nodded and rose. Together, they walked into the throne room. They’d just been in the throne room the morning before. Their father had stood there just twenty-four hours ago, grinning and laughing, looking elegant in his crown and royal robe.

      Now, as Draklan looked around, the throne room was dark, dawn barely breaking. Bhatraz sat on the steps to the throne, their mother weeping with her face in his lap. Bhatraz was covered in blood, looking completely lost and pale. He looked up when Draklan and Pralmav entered.

      “Are you all right?” Draklan asked, hurrying to his oldest brother’s side. Bhatraz had always been the best at everything. He was charming and charismatic, one of the best fighters in the palace too. Now he looked like half the man he used to be.

      Bhatraz’s eyes were flat and pained. “I couldn’t do anything,” he murmured, his voice a ghost of a whisper. “I tried. I . . . couldn’t . . . couldn’t do anything. Too many . . . I couldn’t—”

      “Stop it!” Their mother looked up, her face puffy and red as she slammed her palms against his chest. “He’s dead! You should have taken more guards!” She gasped, holding her chest now, her voice filled with the pain of losing her husband.

      “Mother.” Draklan tried to pull her from Bhatraz. “Mother, I’m sure Bhatraz did everything he possibly could. You know Father has always been proud of Bhatraz’s skill. He’s one of the best—”

      “But I didn’t!” Bhatraz suddenly roared.

      Draklan and Pralmav stared at him in shock. In all his years of life, Bhatraz was known for being calm and charismatic. He never yelled at anyone, never even raised his voice. Draklan, still gripping his mother, took a step back and pulled her up into his arms, looking at Bhatraz as if he was possessed by an alien from another planet.

      “I didn’t make him proud,” Bhatraz said, his voice broken as tears spilled down his cheeks. “He’s gone. He’s dead. And I didn’t . . .” Bhatraz shook his head, his hands going to his hair and pulling. “He’s gone!”

      “Where is Father?” Draklan asked, swallowing past the lump in his throat. “Where is he now?”

      “The guards retrieved his body after the . . .” His mother’s voice broke and she pressed her face into Draklan’s chest. “I don’t know. I don’t know if we can see him yet . . .”

      Draklan had never seen his mother so broken. She had always been strong, determined, and able to get through any tragedy, but with this . . . he wasn’t sure she would recover. He couldn't believe that his father wasn’t going to walk in at any moment. Draklan looked at his father’s throne and realized he’d never sit there again. He’d never hear him laugh or speak again.

      Danger had finally gotten him.

      “What is the point?” Bhatraz wailed. “What is the point of seeing him when he can’t hear us?”

      “Bhatraz!” Draklan said, surprised that his brother would be so careless with his words.

      “You know it’s true. He’s gone. He’s gone!” Bhatraz seemed to be moving from grief to anger quickly.

      Draklan shared a look with Pralmav, hoping he could calm their brother down.

      “Bhatraz.” Pralmav attempted to calm him. Pralmav’s calm demeanor was close to shattering, and Draklan knew it was because Pralmav’s heart was breaking at the loss of their father. “He’s gone, Bhatraz. But it’s not your fault.”

      A sort of hush fell over the room, and all that could be heard were their mother’s sobs against Draklan’s chest.

      Bhatraz slowly turned to Pralmav. “He . . . wanted us to . . .” His lips trembled as he spoke.

      “I know,” Pralmav said, nodding. “I know. And we’ll honor his wishes, Bhatraz, all of us. We will rule this kingdom together. In his memory.”

      “We need to prepare him for burial,” Draklan said quietly.

      “I will take care of him,” Pralmav replied, his voice calm despite how Draklan knew he was feeling.

      The clattering of heels on the floor drew their attention as the two princesses burst into the room. Each of them looked horrified and full of grief. Rabbina threw herself against Bhatraz’s chest and began to weep. Bhatraz didn’t react, didn’t even wrap his arms around her. He just stood there, unmoving, his expression one of deep grief.

      “Whatever you need help with,” Milinna said through her tears as she joined Pralmav. “I can help.” She put her hand on his chest, looking like she wanted to comfort him but not really knowing how.

      “I’ll give you a list,” Pralmav murmured, seeming oblivious to the fact that his wife was also grieving.

      Rabbina turned from Bhatraz, who was ignoring her grief, to look at Draklan. “Draklan, are you all right?” Rabbina asked him, reaching over to his face, despite his mother in his arms.

      Draklan thought that she should be focusing on her husband and pulled his face away from her. “I’m fine, Rabbina,” he muttered, although he really wasn't. “I’m fine.”

      “I want to see him,” their mother murmured, looking up at Draklan. “I want to see him now.”

      Draklan looked to Pralmav. “Are you sure that he’s . . .” Draklan could barely bring himself to say it. “I mean . . .”

      “The guards are sure,” Pralmav replied. “They wouldn’t have made the announcement otherwise.”

      “I just want to make sure. I’m trying to make sense of this,” Draklan whispered.

      “Draklan, I want to see him and remember his legacy, please,” his mother said softly.

      “Of course, Mother,” Draklan replied, gathering her in his arms. “Anything.”

      “My sons.” Their mother looked at each of them, tears still shining in her eyes. “Your father was a great man, a great leader. He’s left you, his heirs, to continue the legacy that he set out to protect.” She blinked away tears. “Please, remember that his wish was that you would pass this kingdom on to your own children—”

      “Mother, he isn’t even cold!” Bhatraz said bitterly.

      She looked at him with such devastation and betrayal. “Bhatraz! I may be grieving, but I am still Queen of Tamarax, and I will see to it that your father’s wishes that this kingdom lives on past you are fulfilled!”

      “Mother,” Pralmav murmured, drawing her attention. “Let’s go say goodbye.”

      It seemed to reset her emotions for a moment as she nodded, lifting her head regally.

      Draklan was certain that there would never be peace in the palace again.
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        * * *

      

      Peace didn’t come when his father’s body was blessed, washed, and set into the elaborate coffin. It still didn’t come when they all gathered in the large cathedral to put his father’s body to rest. As with all the kings of Tamarax, their father’s body would rest in the catacombs of the cathedral with the kings who had reigned before him. It was tradition. However, the thought of his father lying in cathedral forever brought him no peace.

      He knew that once born into this family, there was no peace.

      Draklan said nothing as the coffin was brought in and the entire congregation seemed to be washed in a wave of sadness as they sat. It was a grand funeral, the grandest that the kingdom had seen in nearly three decades. However, Draklan took no comfort in the decorations or in the grief of the people. It could not compare in any way to his own.

      The archbishop started the service, his voice booming through the church.

      “We meet here today to honor the life of King John. We give thanks for his life and wish him well now that his time in this world has come to an end.

      “For King John, the journey is now beginning. But for us, there is loss, grief, and pain. Every one of us here has been affected by his passing, perhaps in small ways or perhaps in transformative ones. King John’s life mattered to us all. It is important for us to collectively acknowledge and accept that the world has fundamentally changed with his passing. We are all grieving. Life will not be the same, nor should it be. Together, let us open our hearts and commemorate the impact King John had on us.”

      His mother broke down, leaning her head forward as she began to cry. Pralmav put his hand on her back in comfort. Draklan’s gaze turned to Pralmav’s wife, Milinna, who was also crying. However, Pralmav seemed to pay no attention to her grief, his entire focus on Mother. Draklan watched Milinna reach for her husband’s arm, and although he didn’t brush it off, he didn’t react as she pressed her face to his shoulder.

      Draklan’s gaze turned to his other side as Rabbina touched his shoulder again.

      “Are you sure you’re ok?” she whispered.

      He found it so strange that she was paying attention him and not to Bhatraz, who was clearly locked in trauma and grief. Draklan shook his head at her and frowned, turning his gaze back to the archbishop.

      “Please stand. King John is now safe. He is already on his way to heaven to enjoy all which awaits there. Let us say this final farewell to his body as we commit King John's physical form to its natural end. King John, we bless you and thank you for being a part of our lives. We honor your life on Tamarax and we pray for your peace ever after. We will not forget you. Go well into the kingdom of heaven.”

      Draklan wasn’t sure what he believed at that moment. How could someone so full of life, who was taken so unfairly from him, go peacefully into heaven? There was so much work left unfinished and so much he still wanted to say to his father.

      “We remember with love and gratitude a life that touched us all. I encourage you to help, support, and love those who grieve most. Allow them to cry, to hurt, to smile, and to remember. Grief works through our systems in its own time. Remember to bless each day and to live it to the fullest in honor of life itself—and of King John.”

      It was a short ceremony, in the Tamarax tradition. Weddings, funerals, and all other ceremonies were kept short to focus on the relationships between people rather than the words that tradition dictated. Draklan couldn’t believe when it was over. He stood and shook hands with people who were exiting his father’s funeral. It all seemed a blur.

      “You boys,” Uncle Don, their father’s brother, began, “you boys will make your father proud. I wish I could be here to see what you will do with your own legacies.”

      “Duke Don.” Their mother accepted a hug from him. “I’m sure the boys will get started on building their own legacies soon.”

      “I’m not trying to be disrespectful,” Draklan murmured quietly to Pralmav, “but . . . I can’t focus on finding a bride and starting a family right now.”

      “Each of us has a different mission in life, Draklan,” Pralmav said wisely.

      “But will you be able to fulfill Mother’s wishes?” Draklan asked, feeling curious. “You are so focused on your work.” He left out, and not on your wife, but he thought it.

      “I have always been able to focus on work,” Pralmav replied, looking thoughtful. “Even at the worst of times. Sometimes too much, I’m afraid,” he said dryly.

      “We all have our shortcomings.” Draklan swallowed a smile. “I think mine are . . . well, Mother thinks mine are numerous.”

      “The coming days will be difficult,” Pralmav acknowledged, “but we will find a way to prevail.” He patted Draklan’s shoulder and gave him a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      Draklan wasn’t sure that was true. Pralmav had never been wrong before, but for the first time in his life, he doubted his brilliant brother. The task ahead of them seemed absolutely impossible. And as the youngest prince, he felt as if he was supposed to be the last hope if all else failed.

      “I think I’m going to go for a hike,” he said, breaking away from his brothers and mother.

      Everyone looked at him in shock.

      “Right now?” Bhatraz asked, sounding incredulous. “Draklan, that is not—”

      “No, Bhatraz, I need to do this,” Draklan said. “Please don’t stop me. I need this or I won’t be able to breathe.” He broke away before the rest of his family tried to stop him and made his way to the nearest exit. He needed to be outside, surrounded by nature. He needed to feel like life was bigger than his grief.

      As he hiked, he thought of his mother’s wishes. Those she claimed his father wanted for him too. However, he wasn’t sure he’d ever find someone who would understand him. If he had to be alone the rest of his life, at least he had the mountains and the landscape. And one day, he’d have the island to fill the void he felt inside his heart. Looking out over the vast and beautiful landscape, he wasn’t sure he’d ever fill the void his father left. But he had to try.
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          Margot

        

      

    

    
      “Delivery for Miss Margot Carter.”

      Most people would have been delighted to hear those words. A surprise delivery containing any number of items could be waiting for them. But for twenty-seven-year-old Margot Carter, those words sent her stomach into a spiral of unhappy emotions.

      “No,” she said, turning away from her easel. “Please take them back.”

      “But Margot, they are such pretty flowers,” Tara protested. Tara had been renting the easel beside Margot for six years, and she knew exactly whom the flowers were from. “I can’t understand why you won’t accept a single delivery of those stunning bouquets!”

      Over the past four days, there had been at least eight of them. God only knew where he was getting the money. Margot sighed and shook her head.

      “Just take them.”

      “You can take them if you want,” Margot said, going back to her easel. “But I don’t want them. I don’t want a thing from him.”

      “You can’t fight forever,” Tara said.

      Margot gritted her teeth. “No, I can’t,” she said. “And I don’t intend to. I just intend to never speak to him again.”

      “Margot!” Tara said but waved the delivery guy away. She gazed longingly after them.

      Margot sighed again.

      “You’ve been with David forever. You can’t just throw it all away now.”

      “I’m not throwing it all away,” Margot said, putting down her paintbrush. “He cheated on me, Tara. In our bed, one month after he proposed to me! You want me to spend the rest of my life with that?”

      Tara closed her mouth, sputtering in shock.

      “No,” she said. “I just thought . . . David seemed like such a good guy. I mean, he volunteers at the soup kitchens, he hands out food packages—”

      “While refusing to get a job and living off my wages!” Margot answered. “And after five years, I’ve had enough. And you know what? I’ve had enough of this too!” She stood up, taking off her apron. “I’m out of here.”

      “Margot, I’m sorry!” Tara called from behind her. “I just meant—”

      Margot stopped and sighed before wiping her hands on her paint rag. “I know,” she said. “Everyone means well.” Once her hands were clean, she picked up her purse and headed out of the studio. She knew that the rest of the artists were staring at her, but she didn’t care. She had to get out of there.

      Margot, a semi-successful painter, mostly in landscapes, had been painting for years, and she was thrilled that she could make a living from it. A year ago, she’d thought her life was perfect. She was in a long-term relationship, her paintings were selling well, and she and David were starting to plan their life together.

      David wasn’t perfect, of course, but she figured that everyone had something to complain about in a long-term relationship. David seemed to be chronically unemployed, but he filled his time volunteering, so he at least wasn’t sitting at home all day. He tried to find a job all the time, or so he claimed to Margot, but it never worked out. Near the end of their relationship, she resented the fact that he acted as if he was entitled to her earnings because he spent his days volunteering. She saw it as David putting everyone else before their own household. When he had proposed, she’d said yes partly out of habit and partly because she wasn’t sure where David would go if she said no.

      She hadn’t expected their life to fall apart. She hadn’t expected him to cheat on her.

      And at that moment, she hadn’t expected him to be standing in the lobby.

      “David!” she cried in exasperation. “What are you doing here?”

      “I just wanted to see if you got the flowers I sent you,” he said with a smile. Standing together, they were polar opposites in every way. David was tall and lanky, with dark hair and a sharp nose. His eyes were often flat and dull, devoid of any emotions.

      Margot, by contrast, was small and compact, lean muscle hidden in her tiny curves. She had sparkling eyes and curly red hair, looking half imp and half stunning. People had always given them funny looks when they were together, as if one of them were an alien species.

      Margot often had to remind herself that was possible nowadays. A few years before their relationship began, Earth had received confirmation of life on other planets. Since that confirmation, it seemed they were discovering a new planet a day. There were aliens who looked like them and aliens who didn’t. There were many humans who had left Earth already to seek out the adventures another world might hold.

      Margot had often considered the possibility of being able to paint the landscape of another planet. But when she shared those dreams with David, he shook his head and asked her why she would ever want to leave the beauty of Earth.

      In their five years together, it felt like they’d never seen eye to eye.

      “The delivery man came and I sent him away,” Margot said. “Just like every other bouquet that you’ve sent me. Take the hint and stop sending them.” She tried to brush past him.

      “Geez,” David replied. “This is the thanks I get for trying to be nice?”

      “But you aren’t trying to be nice, are you?” Margot said, whirling on him. “You’re trying to apologize for not being nice to me at all. Or maybe you’re talking about being nice to someone else while I was at work?”

      “Margot, baby,” David wheedled. “Don’t bring up the past. We should be looking toward the future.”

      She stared at him, dumbfounded. “Are you serious?” she asked.

      “Look, I’ve had a long day,” he said. “You know how it goes. These less fortunate really drain the life out of you.”

      “My sympathies,” Margot said sarcastically.

      “So why don’t we just head back to the apartment and talk about this like adults?” David asked her. He took a step closer to her and she took a step away.

      “No,” she said. “I’m going home and you’re going God knows where.”

      “You know, it’s my apartment too,” David said.

      Margot gritted her teeth. “It’s not,” she said.

      “Why?” he raised his voice. “Because you paid for it all this time? Are you just going to throw that in my face again? Big, strong Margot, so much better than me because she has a job but never gives a dime to charity.”

      “Because I don’t have a dime to spare,” Margot protested. “After paying the rent and bills for two people, there is nothing left to give.”

      “Not that you would have given it if you had it,” David said. “You never were very charitable.”

      She resisted the urge to punch him in the face. “I’m going back to my apartment,” she said. “Please leave me alone.” With that, she turned on her heel and walked away. She was shaking with anger as she went, her vision turning red.

      “Margot, don’t you walk away from me!” David called after her.

      It was useless, though, because she was already through the big glass doors. As soon as she rounded the corner, her cell phone started to ring. She glanced down at it to see David’s number pop up. Margot wanted to smash her phone against the sidewalk, but instead, she silenced it and kept walking.

      It rang again and again.

      Eventually, she reached into her pocket and turned it off. She knew he wouldn’t stop calling and she knew she’d have a hundred voicemails when she turned it back on, but she didn’t care. She just needed to get away from him.

      If Margot had anywhere else to go when they broke up, she would have gone there. However, she’d no choice but to stay in the place where David had cheated on her. She had to sleep in the same bed where she had found him, drunk and with some redhead who looked almost identical to her.

      Margot threw her keys in the bowl by the front door and plopped herself down on the couch as soon as she got home. It was the middle of the day, and normally, when she was painting in the studio, she’d be there until the sun went down. She usually kept a strict schedule, painting outside three days a week and in the studio two days a week. Most painters she knew didn’t keep such a rigid schedule, but most of the painters she knew also didn’t make any money. Margot knew that she was very lucky, even if she wasn’t living like a king.

      Of course, since David had moved out, most of her bills were cut in half, which helped.

      She reached for her laptop on the couch beside her, entering her favorite search into Google.

      The universe’s most beautiful landscapes.

      She had looked at the list a million times before, and there was always one planet that really stayed with her.

      Tamarax, half a galaxy away, had the most beautiful landscapes she’d ever seen. It had rolling cliffs and green grass for miles. The trees were lush, and the flowers seemed to always be in bloom. After a few minutes of gazing at Tamarax’s landscapes, she felt calmer. After a few deep breaths, she went to check her email.

      There was one that caught her eye right away. It was from Claude Dupont, a local gallery owner whom she had submitted to months ago. She was pretty sure that her emails to him went straight into junk mail, judging from the lack of replies she got whenever she submitted to a show.

      
        
        Dear Margot,

        Thank you for your emails as of late. I have a show in three weeks, and unfortunately, the artist slated to open has decided their work will not be finished in time. Would you be available? I’ve attached the details of what I will need below, in terms of size and number of works. I can compensate you at the rate below as well as offer you the opportunity to sell your work. I have also attached the sales contract below.

        Let me know if you are interested,

        Claude.

        

      

      “Ah!” Margot screamed to her empty apartment and put a hand to her mouth. She didn’t usually explode with emotion, but this was one of the biggest opportunities she’d ever had. Claude’s gallery was a gateway to the bigger galleries all over the world. Many of the artists he featured went on to much bigger things.

      
        
        Dear Claude,

        I would absolutely be interested, and yes, I can commit. I have signed the sales contract and attached it. Please let me know when I can start moving my pieces into the gallery. I am so excited!

        Margot

        

      

      She drafted the email quickly, afraid that if she didn’t, he’d change his mind. It was only once the email was written and sent did she look at the requirements.

      “Oh, my God.” She put a hand to her mouth. She was expecting a much smaller show, but he was giving her practically the whole space. The number of pieces he wanted, however, far outweighed the number she had available. At least, it far outweighed the number of pieces she had that she was comfortable showing.

      She had three weeks to get everything ready.

      She closed her email browser, realizing she needed to get back to work right away. The email browser gave way to the landscape page that she thought she’d closed.

      Tamarax’s beautiful landscapes once again stunned her, making her gasp.

      She didn’t like painting from a picture, especially a place that she had never been. However, as she gazed at the picture, she knew she had to try and recreate it. After all, it might be her only chance to paint it and sell it. A show like this could make or break her.

      She hit Print, standing up and retrieving the image from her laser printer. She wasn’t brave enough to make this the feature of her show, but she could at least make it a good-sized piece, perhaps a complementary one to whatever it was that she did feature.

      She decided that she should turn her phone back on, knowing that there would be hundreds of messages from David. Just as she turned it on, it rang. With a sigh, she looked down, expecting David, but then she saw that it was her mother calling.

      “Hi, Mom,” she said, putting it on speakerphone as she got her paints out.

      “Margot, what’s this I hear about you breaking up with David?” her mother asked.

      Margot turned to the phone, horrified.

      “What? Who told you that?”

      “David called me,” her mother said. “He said that—”

      “Mother, please don’t believe a word David said,” Margot tried to convince her. “He—”

      “Margot, you’re getting older,” her mother scolded her. “You’ve been with David for five years. Do you really think that you’re going to get a better man than him?”

      Margot sighed. “I don’t know, Mother. There’s a whole universe out there now,” Margot said. “The chances that my soulmate is on the same planet as me—”

      “Please reconsider, dear,” her mother said. “David is such a nice boy.”

      “He’s not, Mom. You don’t know the half of it,” Margot said, knowing that there was no way of convincing her mother otherwise. “Listen, Mom, I’ve got some exciting news. Do you think you can come into the city in three weeks? I’ve been invited to do a show at Claude Dupont’s gallery.”

      “Who?” her mother asked.

      “He—never mind.” Margot sighed. “Can you come?”

      “I’ll see, dear,” her mother answered. “It’s a bit of a short notice.”

      “Yes, I know it is, Mom, but try, would you?” Margot said. “I really should get to painting. I’ll call you later, okay?”

      “All right, dear,” her mother said, and they hung up.

      Margot sighed, rubbing her hands over her face. After a phone call like that, she was definitely going to paint Tamarax. She needed to escape from Earth, even if it was for a short time.

      David continued to call several times, but Margot just ignored them as she got lost in the painting. Every time she dipped her paintbrush, she found herself growing calmer. Eventually, her phone stopped ringing and the painting was half done.

      She stepped back, looking at what she had created. She didn’t want to blow her own horn, but she thought it was perfect.

      “Escapism,” she said out loud. She was going to call her show Escapism. It was perfect, and she had several paintings that could fit into that theme. Most of them were already finished, so maybe she wasn’t as tight for time as she thought.

      If this show went well, maybe she could get away from this apartment that had so many bad memories. All she needed to do was sell enough paintings to fund first and last month's rent in a half-decent place. She realized she didn’t care where it was, as long as she was free of David’s whining voice.

      Margot threw herself into her work over the next few weeks. When she returned to the studio, her colleagues apologized to her, but she didn’t even really hear them. She was escaping into her work as she painted, dreaming of a life that was far away from her reality.

      The night of her show, she was beyond nervous. All of her pieces were already at the gallery, and from what Claude told her, a full house was expected. There was champagne and strawberries, and her name was on the front door, advertising the show. The local newspaper had even done a small piece on it, which prompted her to buy several copies of the newspaper and preserve them. She was wearing a green gown that picked up the green specks in her light brown eyes, and she had even gotten her nails done.

      When she arrived at the gallery, she was prepared for a perfect night. But as she entered the room, she noticed David was there, standing on a small white block in the center of the room. He had a microphone in his hand and he looked delighted to see her. Her heart fell to her stomach. What is he doing?

      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he said. “The love of my life, the guest of honor, has just arrived.”

      “Oh, my.” Margot put a hand to her mouth. “What are you . . .” She was so angry she was shaking.

      “In case you didn’t know, this woman has been my heart and soul for the past five years,” David said. “And recently, we’ve hit some rough patches. So I thought there would be no better place to reignite our love than here, at her successful show. And what a beautiful job she’s done, don’t you agree?”

      “David.” Margot took a step forward, trying to hide how livid she was at him. “Please stop.”

      “She’s so shy, so humble,” David commented. “My beautiful Margot. I was wondering, will you put our past aside and allow me to propose again?”

      Margot’s jaw hit the floor. She’d never been so angry. She wanted to use the microphone to hit him over the head. She wanted to shove him off the block and beat him with that microphone. She was even willing to sacrifice one of her paintings to hit him over the head.

      She considered her options quickly. I could lie to him. I could run. I could pretend to be overcome with emotion and not answer. But none of those options felt true to her personality. Margot was strong, and she spoke her mind, even when it would ruin everything.

      “No,” she said, harshly. “No, David, you know I can’t do that,” she seethed.

      A hush fell over the crowd.

      “What?” David looked like a sad puppy dog under his shaggy dark hair. “Why not? I love you.”

      “I don’t want to marry you,” Margot repeated. She took a step away from him. “Please stop.”

      “But we belong together,” he said. “You belong here, with me.”

      “No, I really don’t,” she said as tears fell down her face. She knew she was ruining her makeup, but she couldn’t help it. Her night was ruined. “I don’t belong with you.”

      “Well, baby, why don’t you let me convince you?”

      “No.” Margot backed another few steps away and then turned and ran. Everyone was staring at her, and she knew that she couldn’t stay. Her high heels clicked against the marble floor as she ran away from her dream, from the life she used to have.

      She decided that she couldn’t face a taxi driver, so she started to walk back to her apartment. It was a long walk and a cold night, but she thought it would clear her head.

      As she walked, she pulled out her phone. She didn’t even know what she was looking for until it came up.

      Tariana Drax, Intergalactic Matchmaker, 100% success rate with Celestial Mates

      Tariana was the cutest alien Margot had ever seen. She had silky blue fur and enormous crimson eyes with adorable fan-like ears. She looked innocent, like an anime character.

      Margot clicked on the video on the front page of the website.

      “Hi, welcome to Tariana's Love Match. I’m Tariana Drax, an intergalactic matchmaker working with Celestial Mates dating agency.” She spoke as adorably as she looked, with a fast voice that seemed to fit her monkey-like hops and skips. “There’s a whole universe out there. It’s so big you might spend your whole life searching for your soulmate—or you could let me do it for you. Our matches through our dating agency, Celestial Mates, have been one hundred percent successful, and we won’t stop looking until you are happy.” The video showed pictures of happy couples of different races, followed by testimonial videos. Tariana’s site had hundreds of five-star reviews as well.

      Before Margot could think straight, she began to fill out a profile. She uploaded a picture and selected her interests from a drop-down menu.

      When it came to selecting what planet she was interested in, she paused, scrolling through the long list.

      Most of them were ineligible to her, as an Earth citizen. But when she got to T, she was delighted to find that Tamarax was listed, with marriage visas only beside it. She didn’t quite understand what that meant, but she selected it and moved on to the next stage of her profile.

      By the time she got back to her apartment, her profile was completely filled out.

      All that was left was to pay the deposit, and Tariana would get to work for her.

      Margot paused at the front door to her building. Hitting the Submit button felt final. She was no longer dreaming about escaping this life. She was literally paying to have someone help her do it.

      Her fingers hovered over the button a moment longer, and then she pressed it.

      She was ready to leave this life behind her. Her career as a painter, as far as she assumed, was ruined because of David’s stunt tonight. She wasn’t sure she could open her heart up to legitimate love again, not after David broke it.

      It was a long shot, because she knew girls from Earth weren’t particularly desirable to other races. Still, she needed to try. She deserved to be happy, and she owed it to herself to explore every opportunity to find that happiness.

      Even if it meant taking a ship a million miles away and never picking up a paintbrush again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Draklan

        

      

    

    
      “The queen would like to see you in the Grand Hall today.”

      Those words didn't used to make him roll his eyes. When he was a child, he used to be thrilled to be summoned to the Grand Hall. It was a place of great majesty, with their family history etched on the wall. It was the place where he and his brothers used to play at night after all official business was done. It was a place where so many would come, bow to his father, and offer his mother and father gifts.

      Prince Draklan shook his head, trying to dismiss the happy memories. They weren't going to come around again. He focused on the footman who was delivering the information to him.

      “Right now?” he said. He was halfway through a workout session and he didn't have any interest in stopping.

      “The queen has several things on her docket today,” the footman said. “She wishes to see you at four o'clock.”

      “Four o'clock it is,” Draklan replied, glancing at the clock. It was only half past two now, so he would have time to finish and mentally prepare himself to be subjected to another lecture by the mighty Queen Joronna of Tamarax.

      “The queen wishes me to request that you not be late,” the footman continued.

      “I won't be,” Draklan replied, tensing his muscles to jump into a handspring again. “I value my life.”

      Sometimes, Draklan thought that he was the only one in his family who valued their life. His mother, Queen Joronna, ruled Tamarax with an iron fist. In her seventies, she was always perfectly coiffed and dressed, putting more effort into her outfits and jewelry than her own health. Since his father's passing, Joronna seemed to use every spare moment that she had left to make sure her sons turned out perfectly.

      Draklan felt like the pressure of the last five years was more intense than the first twenty-five years of his life. Joronna was determined that her sons live a righteous and fruitful life, marrying and having children to secure the throne. She was determined to secure their places in the afterlife, even if their wedding vows were the last thing that her green eyes saw.

      Draklan was the youngest, and the black sheep, or so he felt. His brothers, Pralmav and Bhatraz, were married before they’d lost their father. His brothers seemed to be on their way to Joronna's version of perfection, even if their marriages weren't quite that perfect. Mother still retained the title of queen, but she had set Bhatraz up to rule the entire continent in her stead, and his brother Pralmav was smart beyond belief.

      All Draklan had was his hand-to-hand combat skills, native martial arts that he spent every ounce of spare time practicing. He didn't have time to think about women, especially given that his brothers’ marriages were far from perfect. His future had been written in stone from the moment he was born. As the youngest son, he was entitled to the Archipelago kingdom. His mother, however, was holding his dynasty hostage until he married, and he had a feeling that was what the conversation was going to be about.

      Draklan leapt into a front handspring, moving across the room flawlessly. His lean muscular chest was heaving, but he flipped into a back spring, going back across the room before he took a deep breath.

      His long silver hair fell into his face, and he brushed it aside, glancing in the mirror. Everyone had told him, growing up, that he was going to be a great warrior with his gymnast build and lean muscles. His green-blue eyes were piercing, made even more so by his choice of dark clothing. He knew that he could be intimidating, and it was most likely the reason that he’d yet to find any woman who seemed even remotely interested in him.

      Deciding that he’d worked out enough today, he picked up his towel and sipped from his water bottle. He had an appointment to see both Bhatraz and Pralmav before he went into the Grand Hall, and he was going to have to hurry if he didn't want to be late to his meeting with his mother.

      As he exited the gym, he glanced up at a portrait of his father, still hanging on the largest wall. Father's piercing eyes looked down on him, half protective and half judging. If Father had fallen ill and slipped away, Draklan would have found peace with it. If he had fallen in battle, noble and strong, as a king should, Draklan thought he'd be able to find peace at night. But the former king of Tamarax hadn’t fallen in battle, and he hadn’t grown old on the throne. Five years ago, he’d been assassinated in an ignoble and brutal way. His life was cut short before he made plans for the future and properly taught his sons how to inherit the kingdoms he left for them.

      It had caused such a rift in the family that Draklan knew they would never be the same, even if they learned how to put up false smiles. His oldest brother, Bhatraz, had witnessed his father's murder, and their mother harbored much resentment toward Bhatraz for not saving their father. His middle brother, Pralmav, normally so smart, with an answer for everything, had thrown himself into his work, turning into even more of an introvert over the past five years. Even though their father had died five years ago, Draklan still felt as if they had to walk on eggshells around each other, all while trying to govern of planet together.

      He showered quickly, letting the rainforest water wash over him as his muscles slowly relaxed. He used his workouts as a way to get away from the world, to forget about being a prince, and forget about running a kingdom. However, as much as they were an escape for him, he knew that they couldn't last forever.

      He pulled on more dark clothes, braiding his long silver hair before going to see his middle brother, Pralmav.

      As a child, Draklan was always jealous of Pralmav because his middle brother excelled at school. Nothing seemed to come difficultly to Pralmav. It was as if he memorized everything that he saw or read, and he seemed to be able to pull out that information at any time. If there was an academic or historical answer Draklan needed to anything, he went to his middle brother without hesitation.

      As far as Draklan was concerned, Pralmav had already secured his legacy in the world. A career scientist, Pralmav was the lead scientist on a project that had eradicated a deadly disease on Tamarax that they had feared their whole life. Arcadia was responsible for millions of infant female deaths in the history of the planet. But as soon as Pralmav got on the project, he found a cure as if it was nothing. If Draklan's escape was the gym, then Pralmav's was the lab.

      Draklan had to memorize half a million codes just to get into the lab to see Pralmav without an escort. The idea that his brother would interrupt his work to come and get his younger brother was insane to Pralmav, and Draklan knew better than to suggest it.

      After a few trials and errors with the keypads, he eventually got into the lab where Pralmav was working that day.

      “Brother,” he said.

      Pralmav didn't look up at all. Tall and thin, he had long since gotten rid of his hair to wear a silver skull cap most of the time. He thought his hair got in the way of his work, and like everything else that got in the way of his work, it had to go. Taller and slimmer than his brothers, he often forgot to eat when he was lost in his research. Sometimes, Pralmav thought that he went deaf to the entire world when he was researching.

      “Pralmav!” he called.

      His brother jumped. “Draklan!” his brother said with a start. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Six hours,” Draklan said with a grin. He jumped up on the counter.

      Pralmav immediately shook his head. “Please get down.”

      “Come on, I'm not going to break anything,” he said. “I'm a trained warrior, Pralmav. I know exactly where my hands and feet are at all times.” To provide it, he threw his hands out, narrowly avoiding several tests tubes and beakers that were set out.

      “I'm sure you can,” Pralmav said. “But I haven't cleaned that table yet, and I just had fecal samples from a Fernadiaz on there.”

      “Ew . . .” Draklan slid off gracefully, his stomach in his mouth as he imagined what kind of fecal samples the large animal had left. “Why didn't you tell me?”

      “I just told you,” Pralmav said, straightening up.

      “Is this why you brought me here?” he asked. “So I could be grossed out before supper?”

      “No,” Pralmav said without cracking a smile. “Although that would have been amusing.”

      “Hilarious,” Draklan replied. “What can I do for you, Brother?”

      “Your kingdom,” Pralmav said. “Or rather, the kingdom you'll get when Bhatraz ascends to the throne.”

      “What about it?” Draklan asked. He’d often visited the islands that he would one day govern. They were his dynasty, his legacy, and he had so many plans for them.

      “I'd like to set up a research base there.”

      “Oh?” Draklan said, taken aback. “Why?”

      “Because I think that Arcadia originated there,” Pralmav said. “And there are several diseases that are . . . related to it, if you will. If I can find the origin of it, I can probably cure at least three other illnesses by next year.”

      “Just like that?” Draklan asked. “Why do you need my permission?”

      “It's your kingdom, Draklan,” Pralmav replied. “It’s what Father wanted, and being yours, I need your permission.”

      “Yes, I know,” Draklan replied. “But I mean . . . why would I object to your doing that?”

      “Because if I get it wrong, I could damage the entire ecosystem,” Pralmav replied.

      “Is that all?” Draklan replied with a frown. “What diseases are you looking at?”

      “Large Pox, Red Fever, and Malcolm's Disease,” Pralmav said.

      Draklan choked. “By all means, Brother, set up your base,” Draklan said. “If you can rid us of those diseases on the planet, then please, do what you need to.”

      “If the ecosystem is damaged, though, Draklan, our race will have to find another food source, because—”

      “Stop!” Draklan held up his hand. “I trust you, Pralmav, but I'm not going to understand the next words you say anyway, so please don't try. You're risk averse. I know you'll do what is best. If you want to set up a base, go ahead.”

      “Wonderful,” Pralmav said. “Then I will put the plans in place at once. Thank you.”

      “No problem,” Draklan said and then wrinkled his nose. “I have to go see Bhatraz. Do you think I should shower first or just go give him a hug?” Draklan grinned mischievously.

      “I’m sure he won’t mind too much,” said a female voice behind them.

      They both turned around to find Princess Milinna behind them. Milinna was Pralmav's wife, and Draklan often wondered if his brother was aware of that fact at all. They were married shortly before their father’s assassination, and in terms of intelligence, they were a perfect match for each other.

      Milinna was a small, bookish woman, and she worked as a lab assistant for Pralmav. However, she had clearly been in love with him from the moment she laid eyes on him. Although they were both very serious about their work, she was always trying to get him to pay attention to her. She was forever looking for ways to distract him and to have a relationship that was beyond the test tubes and lab work. With pale eyes and white-gold hair that she constantly tied back, Draklan didn't personally fancy her, but he thought she was just his brother's type . . . if he ever looked up from his work.

      For Pralmav, his mother's wrath was not about getting married but creating heirs. It was a two-step process to their mother's happiness, although since none of the brothers had gotten past step one, they weren't sure how many more steps she would create after the birth of a grandchild.

      

      “What?” Draklan asked, confused.

      “Hugging your brother without showering,” Milinna said. “I think you should do it. You boys should express affection more often instead of . . .”

      “Oh, I may just take your advice then,” Draklan said with another grin at his brother.

      Pralmav rolled his eyes. “Do you have those samples for me, Milinna?” he asked. “I know I haven't given you much time, so if you need a few more hours . . .”

      “Here,” she said, putting down a tray. “Everything you've asked me to do is complete.”

      “Already?” Pralmav said with a smile. “That's wonderful.”

      “If we’ve finished everything early,” Milinna started, “maybe we could go to dinner tonight?”

      “There are more tasks I need finished,” he said, ripping off a sheet from a notepad. “I didn't think we'd start on these until tomorrow, but since we now have time, it will be wonderful to get them completed too.”

      “Oh,” she said, looking at the list. Her head hung down for a moment before she pasted a smile on her lips and said, “Of course.”

      “And Draklan’s granted us permission to set up a research facility on the island,” Pralmav said. “What a happy time.”

      Milinna glanced at her brother-in-law.

      “You are aware of the risks?”

      “Nope,” Draklan said. “And honestly, I don't want to know. I trust you two not to sink my islands.”

      “Oh, we won't sink the islands,” Pralmav said. “At worst, we’ll make them barren and infertile.”

      “Good to know,” Draklan said. “Anything else you need?”

      “No, I believe that’s it,” Pralmav said.

      “Right.” Draklan looked between his brother and Milinna. “Pralmav, can I speak to you for a moment?”

      “Of course,” Pralmav said, in a lighter mood now that he knew he was ahead in his tasks for the day. He led his brother into a side room, closing the door behind them as Milinna headed back to her office. “Is something wrong?”

      “Mother wants to see me,” Draklan said. “Any idea what she wants?”

      “For you to get married?” Pralmav replied, as if it was obvious.

      “Yes, I know that,” Draklan said. “But she's followed all of us around, reminding us to live a righteous and fruitful life for the last five years. She doesn't have to call an official meeting in the Grand Hall in order to let me know that.”

      “No, you're right.” Pralmav wrinkled his brow. “I have no idea then, other than to reinforce the idea.”

      “I don't think I've ever heard you say, ‘no idea’,” Draklan replied with a grin.

      “That's not true,” Pralmav said. “Eight years ago, I—”

      “I'm going to stop you right there,” Draklan said. “I'm sure you have, at some point. I have to go see Bhatraz and I know you're itching to go back to work.”

      “Yes,” Pralmav said. “You know me well. I'll see you later, then, at supper.”

      “I think you should take Milinna out to supper,” Draklan said.

      Pralmav looked at him blankly. “Why?” Pralmav said. “There's supper provided every night here.”

      “And you're trying to be economical or something?” Draklan said. “We're princes, Pralmav. It doesn't matter if we go out and buy dinner every night of our lives.”

      “Well, actually, if we did that, at approximately two hundred credits a night, then our inheritance would be—”

      “But one night won't hurt, will it?” Draklan asked. “I may not be a mathematical genius, but I'm pretty sure I can figure that out.”

      “No,” Pralmav admitted with a frown. “It won't. But we have work to do after dinner, so . . .”

      “Of course you do,” Draklan said. “I'll leave you to work out the math, Brother. See you later.”

      Deciding that he didn't have time for a shower, he headed down the hallways of the Tamarax palace to see his eldest brother.

      Unlike his relationship with Pralmav, he and Bhatraz didn't get on quite as well. Instead of being humble and working hard, it seemed that everything that Bhatraz wanted came to him at the snap of his fingers. Tall, handsome, and charismatic, as crown prince, he was to rule the entire continent once the throne passed to him, though he pretty much did the job anyway in Mother’s stead. Bhatraz, too, had married about a year before Father’s death, exactly as their mother wanted, and he loved his wife dearly.

      However, ever since their father's assassination, Draklan had seen cracks in the surface of his so-called perfect brother. Bhatraz seemed to be suffering breakdowns in semi-private, sometimes for hours and sometimes for just a moment, before his mask of charisma went back on. It was almost frightening to watch, and as much as they didn't get along, Draklan worried about his brother. His father had once said that it was a burden to wear the crown, and Bhatraz wasn't even officially on the throne yet.

      He found Bhatraz in the library, staring out at the garden. His hands were folded behind his back and his face was pensive.

      “Brother,” Draklan said as he walked into the huge library. “You wished to see me?”

      “I did,” Bhatraz said. As soon as he spun around, Draklan could tell this was one of Bhatraz’s bad days. It seemed that Bhatraz was having more bad days than good days for the past year. “I wanted to ask you about last night.”

      “Last night?” Draklan said, confused. Nothing out of the ordinary had happened last night.

      “Last night,” Bhatraz said. “When Princess Rabbina chose to go to bed early.”

      “Okay?” Draklan asked, feeling confused.

      “And then you chose to go to bed early,” Bhatraz said.

      Draklan raised an eyebrow. “I was tired, Bhatraz,” he said. “A ten-mile hike before supper gets to you.”

      “And that's all it was?” Bhatraz asked, arching a brow.

      Draklan laughed. “What are you talking about?” he asked, playing it off, even though he knew exactly what Bhatraz was upset over. Rabbina was closer in age to Draklan than Bhatraz, and she wasn't shy about letting the world know she was in the peak of her prime. Voluptuous with thick silver curls and sparkling pale blue eyes, she had a sly look that seemed permanently etched on. “She's your wife, Bhatraz. What are you saying?”

      “She told me you looked handsome in your uniform,” Bhatraz said.

      “Maybe I do,” Draklan replied, giving his brother a smirk. “Rabbina states facts, Bhatraz, that's all. She's your wife.”

      “You went straight to bed?” Bhatraz looked him right in the eye.

      “I'm sure there's fifteen security cameras that will tell you I’m speaking the truth,” Draklan replied in exasperation. “I would never do that to you, Bhatraz.”

      “Of course not.” Bhatraz's mask of charisma came right back on, “of course, you wouldn’t. I'm just teasing you, Draklan.”

      “Sure, you are,” Draklan said tightly, knowing that his brother wasn't joking in the slightest. “Did you want to see me for any other reason?”

      “Of course,” Bhatraz said. “I need you to do balcony duty tomorrow.”

      “Why?” Draklan asked, annoyed.

      Balcony duty was part of being born royal. Every morning at ten, a royal member of the family appeared on the balcony so that they could be seen by their subjects, admired, and cheered for. Usually, it was the job of the reigning monarch or the crown prince. Bhatraz took his position very seriously and always cleared his schedule so that he was available.

      “Because Rabbina wants to try a breakfast place in town and I would not like to deny her anything,” Bhatraz said. “Am I not entitled to that?”

      “Of course you are entitled to breakfast,” Draklan replied, confused. “Just . . . can't you have breakfast earlier?”

      “No,” Bhatraz said. “That is what she wants, and she is the crown princess, so she outranks you.”

      “Thanks for the reminder,” Draklan said sarcastically. He found it ironic that Pralmav had the opposite problem just minutes ago. “Fine, I'll do it.”

      “Thank you,” Bhatraz said. “I can give you some pointers, if you need.”

      “I think I'll be all right,” Draklan replied, giving him a strange look. He’d done balcony duty many times before, and it annoyed him that his brother thought he needed help. “I have to go meet Mother in a few minutes, though. Any pointers for that?”

      “Wear plated armor?” Bhatraz said, arching a brow and smirking at him.

      “Good tip,” Draklan said dryly before exiting the library. The fact that both of his brothers had no idea what Queen Joronna wanted bothered him. Usually, she discussed issues with at least one of them.

      The hallway to the Grand Hall consisted of many turns gilded in gold, with statues and decorations in many corners. Despite the fact that he had grown up in the palace, he had always been distracted by the beautiful columns. He could never have a meeting while walking through that hall because he'd never be able to pay attention.

      He was looking at a tapestry when he almost ran into Princess Rabbina a few steps before the entrance of the Grand Hall. Of course, he suspected, when he recovered from the near-miss, that it was because she practically threw herself on him.

      He caught a whiff of alcohol as soon as she moved close enough to him, and he quickly realized that she had been drinking. It wasn't uncommon for the princess to indulge, which only enhanced her blunt personality.

      “Draklan,” she said with a grin. “Fancy running into you here.”

      “In the palace, where we both live,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Yes, quite surprising.”

      “Well, you're usually off saving the world,” she said, reaching out to touch his chest. “Which is why you probably build up all these muscles.”

      “I have to go see the queen right now, Rabbina,” Draklan said. “Perhaps we could talk later?”

      “I'll come with you,” she commented.

      Draklan raised an eyebrow. His brother was right. She did outrank him, and he couldn't very well deny her access to the place she would inherit one day. “Um . . . sure,” he said. “I'm sure the queen will be delighted to see you.”

      He didn't exactly mean it, but Rabbina took it as sincerity. She tried to loop her arm into his, but Draklan kept his arms steadily at his sides as he entered the Grand Hall.

      Joronna was sitting on the throne, and she had clearly been waiting for him. If she was surprised to see Rabbina, she didn't show it.

      “Draklan,” she said. “Thank you for joining me.”

      “Of course,” he said, bowing low. “What can I do for you, Mother?”

      When he straightened up, Rabbina leaned closer to him. Draklan took a step away, annoyed. Although he knew Bhatraz had a reason to be suspicious of Rabinna's behavior toward him, he certainly didn't return the affection.

      “It has been five years since your father passed,” she said. “The anniversary of his death is coming up next week.”

      “Yes, I'm aware,” Draklan said. “Did you wish to have a . . . memorial ceremony?”

      “No,” his mother said. “At least, not a memorial ceremony.”

      “What kind of ceremony were you considering, Mother?” Draklan asked, confused as he picked up on his mother's tone.

      “A wedding.”

      “A wedding?” Even Rabbina, in her state, seemed confused by that.

      “I’ve told you and your brothers repeatedly over the past five years that you must focus on the legacy that your father left you. He was a beloved ruler and a strong family man, and we will uphold his wishes. You must get married, as your brothers have.”

      “Yes, let me just magic a bride out of thin air,” Draklan couldn't help but say.

      His mother's face contorted in a smile that genuinely frightened him. “I can do that for you, Son.”

      “What?” he asked in disbelief.

      “I've hired a matchmaker through Celestial Mates,” she said, a smile touching her lips. “And she's found the perfect match for you. You will be married soon.”

      “Excuse me?” Draklan sputtered. His heart raced at the thought of marrying a stranger. “I don't think so.”

      “I’ve given you more than enough time,” she answered. “And I know well enough that if you are left to your own devices, the only thing you will do is train and fight. You spend too much of your life in that gym. You haven't had time to even bother looking for a wife.”

      “That's not true,” Draklan said. “The women here . . . I just haven't—”

      “Which is why I've found someone for you,” Joronna answered. “And you will do as I say.”

      “Or what?” Draklan sputtered, holding in his temper.

      “Or I will not see you as fit to inherit the islands,” Joronna answered.

      “Excuse me?” Draklan's eyes almost popped out of his head. “You can't take that away from me!”

      “I can, and I will,” Joronna said. “Especially if I think that the islands will not be taken care of. You must show me you will uphold the legacy your father set out for you.”

      “He would not want this!” Draklan tried to argue.

      “He would not want his sons to embarrass him,” his mother snapped. “Or to destroy everything he worked for. Even though it was his wish that you inherit them, it is at the discretion of the ruling monarch. Your whole life is at my discretion, and so if you don't agree, I will have no choice.”

      “Poor Draklan.” Rabbina clucked at him. “He's so handsome and yet can't find anyone here. It's the greatest mystery in Tamarax's history.”

      “Rabbina.” Draklan bit his tongue in order to stop himself from saying anything that he would regret. “Mother.” He turned back to her. “Fine,” he said. “But know that I am incredibly unhappy with this. And any woman you find for me, I can guarantee that I will not love her.”

      “You don't have to love her, Draklan!” Joronna snapped. “Just don't spit on your father's grave. You may go.”

      Draklan turned on his heel and stormed out, his blood boiling. He saw red, his breath coming harshly. He couldn't believe that his mother was going to do this to him. She clearly didn't understand a thing about him or have any regard for his mental wellbeing. If she wanted him to do this, he knew he had no choice. But he meant what he’d said. He wouldn't fall in love with some woman a matchmaker found, who was likely unmarriageable in her own circles.

      He resisted the urge to punch the beautiful statues on the way down the hallway. There was a statue of his father that was half finished on the right side of the hallway, and he paused as he walked by.

      “What would you have me do, Father?” he asked to the half-carved stone. “What would you do if you were here? Not this, I bet.”
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      Margot couldn't believe that this was really happening. She couldn't believe that she was really boarding the ship to Tamarax, about to get married.

      It had been three months since she had contacted Tariana Drax. She had sent many emails back and forth, discussing her preferences, her hopes, and her dreams. Tariana had such good ratings, and yet Margot was nervous about whom she would eventually be matched with. She knew there was a whole universe out there and a whole variety of personalities. She knew she was technically increasing her chances of finding a soulmate by searching the whole universe. Still, when the match finally came through, she lost sleep over trying to imagine who this person was.

      All she really knew about him was that his name was Draklan. From what her research told her, he was likely named after the youngest son of the royal family. It seemed like a popular name on Tamarax, and all her research couldn't help her narrow down who the person was. Tariana ran a blind dating service, which meant the couples wouldn't meet until they were together for the wedding or just before. There was no courtship period, and she had paid a lot of money in order to secure this match. However, she couldn't find a single negative review about the service, so she told herself all was well. Today, she was boarding the jump ship and leaving her old life behind.

      She didn't mind leaving her colleagues. She had never been that close to them. She didn't mind leaving her career because she could paint anywhere, and David had ruined the community for her. And she certainly didn't mind knowing that she was going to be half a galaxy away from David.

      In addition, she was excited about the beautiful sites that Tamarax had to offer. She knew that the landscapes were better and it had quite an artistic community. There were a few Earth painters who seemed to have made it big over there, simply because they were from another planet, and she hoped she'd have a fresh start.

      “Miss Carter, your seat is over here,” said the flight attendant when she boarded. It wasn't like a traditional commercial ship, with seats packed into every corner. It was more spacious and luxurious, and every seat was actually a mini-cabin. Margot felt like she was in First Class.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Do I just leave all of my luggage here?”

      “Yes,” she said. “And when we take off, we recommend that you lie down, as many first-time flyers find that it's easier to fall asleep during the jump. It can be quite uncomfortable for a first-timer.”

      “Uncomfortable?” Margot asked, biting her lip.

      “Have you ever traveled at two thousand miles an hour?” the flight attendant asked.

      “Uh, no,” Margot replied. “I'll take your advice then.”

      “You'll probably fall asleep, and we'll be there before you know it,” the flight attendant said. “Are you headed for work?”

      “Oh, uh . . .” Margot wasn't sure what to say. “To meet someone.”

      The flight attendant looked concerned.

      “Do you have the proper visa to enter Tamarax?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Margot said. “It's in my passport. Should I show you?”

      “No,” she said. “I trust you. Just make sure you have it when you land.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it,” Margot said. The flight attendant left her alone, and Margot sat on the bed. She couldn't believe that she was actually there.

      Her window shade was open for the time being, as was the cabin door, and she heard a familiar voice below her. She groaned, standing up and looking out the window. Sure enough, David stood on the landing deck.

      “I don't want to go to Tamarax,” David argued with a security guard. “I swear. But the woman I love is onboard, and I want to show her that she's making a mistake and should stay here. I love her more than anything. Please let me see her. Have you ever been in love?”

      “Uh, no,” the security officer said.

      “Then let me tell you how excruciating it is to be away from your soulmate,” David said. “This woman, she's an angel sent from Heaven just to love me. I have to have her stay with me. I have to at least try.”

      Margot held her breath. She knew how persuasive David could be. After all, she lived with him for years. She knew that there was a chance David could be let onboard, and she didn't know what she would do if that was the case.

      “Not if you don't have a ticket,” the officer said. “Besides, buddy, take my advice. If she's on that ship, it's because she wants to be.”

      “You don't know that!” David cried. “She may be forced against her will, for all you know.”

      “Is she a government worker?” the officer asked.

      “No,” David replied.

      “Then the only other way onto Tamarax is with a marriage visa,” the officer said. “Which she would have had to apply for herself. I think you're out of luck. Now, we're taking off soon, so could you step back?”

      David sputtered, at a loss for words.

      Margot breathed a sigh of relief as David eventually stepped back. They closed the plank and her cabin door, and she knew that they would take off soon. As far as she was concerned, she was safe.

      “Attention, this is your captain speaking,” said an announcement over the loudspeaker. “I'd like to welcome you aboard this journey to Tamarax. Our flight path has changed, and we will be cruising at 30,000 feet until we leave the Continental United States, and then we will be going much higher at a much faster speed. So, if you are a first-timer, you are free to move about the ship until then. We will let you know when we will ascend into the Earth's atmosphere. Until then, enjoy the ride. We are much more stable than a commercial ship, so feel free to move about unless I tell you otherwise.”

      Margot was surprised by this announcement. She realized that she had no idea how space travel worked or how far advanced it was from commercial travel. She remained sitting on the bed until she felt the ship level off a bit, and then she got up, exploring the rest of her little cabin.

      It was actually quite comfortable, with a private TV, a shower, bathroom, and an armchair. She felt like a princess in her cabin.

      She wondered if she'd be able to watch any of the TV shows on Tamarax that she watched on Earth. It didn't matter. She wasn't attached to any of them in particular, but it might be nice to have something familiar.

      Realizing that there was Wi-Fi on the flight, she pulled out the tablet that she had brought and connected to the internet. She started up the search engine that she had found for Tamarax and once again looked up the details that she knew about the Draklan she was marrying.

      He liked to stay fit, and he liked to explore nature. He was a few years older than she was, and he had blue eyes with flecks of green. She didn't have a picture of him, but Tariana assured her that he was handsome.

      She was more worried about what he would think about her. Margot didn't have particularly high self-esteem when it came to her looks, and she often put more work into her paintings than her own appearance. She knew that she wasn't the most beautiful woman Earth had ever produced. She also knew that she may not be his type. Perhaps he liked tall and voluptuous, rather than short and compact. Perhaps he preferred girls with dark hair or bigger eyes.

      She had no idea, but she figured anything was better than the situation she was in on Earth.

      Margot hadn't brought many painting supplies or much of anything with her. She had decided that she would only bring things she couldn't live without for the first few days and sell the rest. She told herself that it would help her feel truly free from Earth, but it was also to help pay the matchmaker's bill. She had spent most of her savings as well, and she had left very little in her bank account. There certainly wasn't enough left to buy a ticket back if it didn't work out.

      She wasn't even sure how coming back after securing a marriage visa would work. As far as she knew, this had to happen if she didn't want to be left alone on Tamarax with nothing.

      She knew that probably wasn't going to happen, and Margot was ready to take the risk to get away from David and all the bad memories he had created for her.

      Eventually, the pilot let them know that it was time for the first-timers to lie down. Margot could feel the atmosphere change, and she started to feel dizzy.

      She stumbled toward the bed, reaching the pillow just in time. She closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep.

      She wasn't sure how long she slept, but soon, there was another announcement that shook her awake.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we are starting our descent into Tamarax now. If you are feeling all right, you can stand up, stretch, and go to the window. You'll be able to see the beautiful Tamarax landscape, and in about five minutes, you'll be able to see the top of the royal palace and the grounds. It's not far from the main airport.”

      Margot stretched carefully and then sat up. She felt much better than when she lay down, but landing so soon meant that she had little time to fix herself up. She wanted to look presentable for whoever her new husband was going to be.

      She got up carefully and then opened her suitcase, pulling out the green dress she had chosen. She ran a brush through her hair and reached for some makeup, trying to do a quick but presentable job. Luckily, her career as an artist helped her apply makeup while still half asleep.

      Her eyes flickered to the window as they descended. She gasped as the cloud cover disappeared, nearly dropping her mascara.

      Tamarax was even more beautiful than the pictures. Her hands twitched, wanting to capture it on canvas. This was the most stunning planet in the whole galaxy.

      The royal palace was easy to identity as they flew lower. She could see a very large building with stunning rooftops and beautiful gilded towers. It seemed to go on for miles, and the gardens surrounding it looked even more beautiful.

      If nothing else, she thought she could spend the rest of her life just standing outside the palace, painting it.

      The landing was soft, and Margot barely noticed when the wheels hit the ground. Before she knew it, they had come to a stop.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot came over the loudspeaker again. “Welcome to Tamarax. As you know, this planet has a rather strict visa requirement, so instead of heading into the airport, the customs officers will come to you in your cabins. Shouldn't be long now. They will be boarding from the back and working from back to front.”

      Margot knew she was at the front of the ship, and she was grateful for a few extra moments to be able to fix her hair and change her shoes. She wished she had gotten a chance to use the shower as well, but whoever he was, he would have to take her as she was.

      She felt like she waited forever for the customs officers. She was starting to worry that something was wrong when there was finally a knock on her door.

      “Miss Margot Carter?” she heard a voice say, accented with a beautiful lilt. She knew that Tamarax spoke limited English and their native tongue. “Passport?”

      “Yes, right here.” She stood up, handing it over. She had made sure that it was open to the right page, with the stamp in the center of it. “This should be everything that you need.”

      “Yes, everything is in order,” said the customs officer. “Come with us.”

      “Oh,” Margot said. “I thought everything was in order?”

      “It is.” The customs officer looked at her strangely. “Your party is waiting for you outside.”

      “Oh, my,” Margot responded, suddenly extremely nervous. “I, uh . . .”

      She didn't know what she expected when she got off the ship, but she hadn't expected an airport greeting. She gathered her things as quickly as possible and followed them out the door.

      On the other side of the door stood several armed guards.

      Margot's heart leapt into her chest. She looked between the customs officer and the armed guards.

      “Have I done something wrong?” she asked again. She thought she heard right, that everything was in order, but she hadn’t heard of a place where this was standard security.

      “Please come with us through the airport,” one of the guards said. “Spaceport is the proper term, but I believe you call it an airport?”

      “Yes . . .” Margot said. “Please tell me if I'm in trouble?”

      “You're not in trouble,” said the guard. “Please come with us.”

      Margot struggled with her bags, but they didn't offer to take them for her. They weren't that heavy, but it felt like the longest walk she had ever gone on as she got off the ship and was led through winding halls. The spaceport was crowded, and she noticed everyone was looking at her. She quickly concluded that it wasn't normal to be escorted by guards.

      “Miss Carter, before you enter Tamarax soil, there are some questions we have to ask you,” one of the guards said when they eventually stopped. They were outside a series of rooms, and it was clear that she was supposed to head into them.

      “All right,” she said and stepped inside. It looked like an interrogation room, and she sat down in a chair nervously. “What can I do for you?”

      “Your marriage visa expires in two weeks,” the guard said, sitting down. “So if you breach its conditions, you will immediately be punished and returned to Earth.”

      “Uh . . . punished?” Margot asked. “Like . . . legally?”

      “Legally could be one way of looking at,” the guard said. “Would you like for us to get you an outline of those consequences?”

      “Uh . . .” she said. “Sure, maybe that's a good idea. But I mean, I won't . . . I mean . . .”

      Suddenly, she felt incredibly nervous at the way they were looking at her with suspicion.

      “I intend to marry Draklan.”

      “And how much do you know about Draklan?” the guard asked.

      “Uh . . . just that he likes to keep fit and that he has silver-white hair and green eyes and that he has blue skin. The matchmaker we both went through is supposedly the best,” Margot said. “Do you need to know how I will support myself or something?”

      The guard laughed at that, shaking his head.

      “You are here on a marriage visa,” he said. “That is the only reason you'd be allowed to stay in Tamarax.”

      “Um . . . all right,” she said. “I know that. I understand. Please, is everything all right? Has Draklan backed out? Do you know him?”

      “Yes, Miss Carter, we all know him,” the guard said. “We just wanted you to understand exactly what was happening.”

      “Of course,” Margot said. “Can I . . . meet him now?”

      “He is delayed,” the guard said. “You'll wait here until you are retrieved.”

      “Uh . . . sure,” Margot said. “No problem. Do you know how delayed?”

      “Several hours,” the guard said. “And you can't enter Tamarax without your fiancé.”

      “Right,” Margot said. “Would you mind if I get something to eat?”

      “We can bring you something to eat,” the guard said. “Is there anything else you need?”

      “Is there a window I can sit by?” she asked. “Maybe in another room?”

      “A window?” the guard asked, surprised. “If you wish.”

      She was shocked that he was so compliant to her wishes, but she was taught to never look a gift horse in the mouth. They moved her to a room across the hall and brought her a sandwich. The view was of the airstrip, but she didn't mind. She pulled out a small sketch pad, leaning against the chair, and tried to calm her mind.

      What if this Draklan didn't show up? She had been toying with that possibility since they said he was delayed. They surely couldn't hold it against her if he didn't show up. For the first time, Margot wondered if she knew what she was getting into.

      But then, she thought about David and the night he’d ruined her art show. Anything that she walked into in Tamarax was better than what she left behind. She didn't know how long she sat in that room, but she went through a few pages on the sketchpad. Eventually, the same guard knocked on the door.

      “Miss Carter?” he said. “Your party will arrive within ten minutes.”

      “Oh, my. Thank you!” Margot said, dropping her sketchpad and standing up. Suddenly, everything was real.

      She gathered up her things and ran a hand through her hair.

      “You will be escorted to the door,” the guard said. “And they will meet you there.”

      “Who is ‘they’?” Margot asked. “Is he bringing his family?”

      “They will meet you there,” he repeated with a stoic expression. “Follow me.”

      The guards had made it clear that there was no backing out, even if Margot wanted to. Her palms were sweating and her hands were shaking as she followed the guard. She didn't know what she was expecting. She didn't have a particular preference for looks because she fell in love with a person's mind rather than their looks.

      The party of people she was escorted to, however, didn’t fit her image of what her future fiancé would look like. There were two old men and one young woman standing there. The guards left her standing in front of them with a simple nod.

      “Uh . . . hello,” she said, looking confused. “I'm Margot Carter. Is . . . one of you Draklan?”

      “Draklan is at his residence,” said the old man. “We work for him, and we are here to pick you up.”

      “Oh.” Margot found herself incredibly disappointed that he hadn't come to meet her. “I see.”

      “He is planning your wedding,” the old man said. “And there were many details to work on.”

      “Our wedding?” Margot answered. “I, uh . . . right, of course, our wedding. Well, lead the way, I guess. Is it far?”

      “No, it's not far,” the old man said. “We can fly there in ten minutes.”

      “Fly?” Margot said.

      “Yes, we use air transport here,” the old man said. “Weren't you aware of that?”

      “Uh . . . no,” Margot said. “Of course, though. However you like.”

      “Please follow us.” The three of them escorted her out and to a small ship. The entire lot was filled with small private ships, and Margot climbed into the one they pointed out. “Are you comfortable?”

      “Yes,” Margot said. “This is safe, right?”

      “Completely,” the old man said, and then they took off.

      Margot could tell right away that she didn't like flying like this. She could feel every bump in the air-road and she hung on for dear life. Her long journey, despite the fact that she had slept for a while, was starting to catch up to her.

      “So, how long have you worked for Draklan?” she asked as they bumped along.

      “For his whole life,” the woman said.

      Margot laughed. “His whole life, eh?” she said. “Was he running a business since he was an infant?”

      “You could say that,” the woman said in the front seat as she glanced to the driver.

      Margot could tell that they weren't too interested in talking, and she settled back, trying to relax. She recognized some of the roads that they flew over and the direction that they were going.

      “Will we see the palace?” she asked.

      The older man beside her gave her a strange look. “Yes?” he said. “Where did you think we were going?”

      “What?” Margot said, confused by that sentence. “I have no idea . . . wait . . . where are we going?”

      “To the palace,” he said, looking at her like she was stupid. “Unless you need something first?”

      “Why are we going to the palace?” she asked, feeling like she was speaking in slow motion.

      “To meet Draklan, your fiancé?” the older man answered.

      “Does he also work at the palace?” Margot broke out in a cold sweat.

      “He lives at the palace,” the older man said. “Did you not know that?”

      On cue, the palace came into view. Margot took a deep breath, putting her hand to her mouth. What had she gotten herself into?
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      Draklan didn't particularly care when he saw the air-car pull up to the front of the palace. He had been listening to last-minute arrangements for the wedding for the past three hours, and he was bored to tears. The idea of this marriage annoyed him, but he was willing to do whatever it took to make his mother happy. A traditional Tamaraxian royal wedding was in the works, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. If he wanted to inherit the islands, he had to do this.

      Besides, how bad could this bride be? He figured that if he didn't like her, he could get through the first night and everything would be fine. He knew many royal couples who lived apart, and he imagined he could be one of them. At least his mother would leave him alone for a few months before she started demanding that they have children.

      “Prince Draklan,” said the footman, “they have arrived.”

      “Thank you,” Draklan said dismissively. “They can wait.”

      The footman nodded.

      Once Draklan was alone again, he went back to the plans in front of him.

      It didn't seem fair, in a lot of ways. Marriage was supposed to be from the heart, even if it was a marriage that would also benefit the kingdom. His mother had pushed him into this, and he knew neither party was going to be happy in the end. Why should he subject some poor innocent person to this when he didn't want to be there?

      One thing that he tried to keep in mind was that whoever she was, she had wanted this too. She had signed herself up with a matchmaker, looking for basically a forced arrangement.

      He wondered if she knew what she was getting into. Had the matchmaker told her everything, or was this poor girl walking into the situation blindfolded?

      As he was contemplating these things, Pralmav walked in, surprised to find his brother still there.

      “Your bride is waiting,” he said. “Did no one tell you?”

      “They told me,” Draklan said harshly. “Forgive me if I'm not eager to rush off and start the rest of my life right this second.”

      Pralmav sat down with a sigh and a gentle smile. “What is it really, brother?”

      “Do you not have somewhere to be?” Draklan asked. “Saving the world or something in the lab? Or being with your beautiful wife?”

      Pralmav raised an eyebrow. “You think my wife is beautiful?” he teased.

      Draklan flushed. “No. I mean . . . she's perfect for you. And that makes me jealous.”

      “Of . . . me?” Pralmav asked.

      “Only because there's no chance that I'll have that,” Draklan said. “I've never met this matchmaker. I have no idea of anything about this woman. I think her name is Margot, that's all.”

      “I mean, that's something,” Pralmav said. “And matchmakers are supposed to very good at their job.”

      “Maybe,” Draklan replied. “I suppose I won't be disappointed until I find out.”

      “Come on, then,” Pralmav said. “Let's go together. That way, I can be polite if your disappointment is too great of a burden to bear.”

      It was the kindest offer Pralmav could make in his own way. Draklan sighed, getting up and following his brother into the main hall.

      The main hall was crowded, and several people were bowing to him as he walked in. He was used to it, so it didn't startle him. Their constantly moving heads, however, meant that he didn't have a good view of the woman who was supposed to spend the rest of her life with him until he was practically upon her.

      “Ah, Draklan,” his mother said, turning around and revealing Margot to him. “This is Margot Carter, your bride.”

      The first thing that stunned him was how beautiful she was. She was petite, but with strength in her body. Her features were delicate and her long curly hair fell down her back. He had to clench his hands to fight the instinct to wrap his fingers in it. She was easily far more attractive than anyone else standing in the room.

      “It's nice to, um . . . meet you.” Margot stuck out her hand.

      Realizing that everyone was staring at them, he smiled kindly and shook it.

      “Have I done something wrong?” she asked softly.

      “Most people bow to a prince,” he said at last. “Is it different on Earth?”

      “You're a . . .” Her eyes widened. “You're that Draklan?”

      “You didn't know?” he asked.

      “I didn’t,” she confirmed, looking slightly off kilter but cute. “Although suddenly, standing in the royal palace makes a lot more sense.”

      “Mother.” Draklan turned to the queen. “Why would she not know? What kind of matchmaker is this?”

      “The journey from Earth was clearly quite confusing,” his mother answered, glaring at Margot. “I know Miss Drax has done the best job possible. However, perhaps speaking isn't Miss Carter’s strength.”

      “Excuse me?” Margot spun to his mother, appalled.

      “Mother!” Draklan hissed through gritted teeth.

      His mother, however, didn’t apologize. “We have much to prepare,” his mother said, changing the subject. “Perhaps we should show Miss Carter the wedding plans?”

      “Everything is already planned?” Margot asked, clearly in shock.

      Draklan felt bad for her and hung back as they followed his mother out of the room.

      “Is it possible that you could have forgotten some details?” he asked her kindly.

      “It's not possible that I'd forget all this,” Margot said. “I know you don't know me, but I would have remembered if I was told you were a prince and I was going to be a . . .” She looked overwhelmed.

      “Princess,” Draklan replied. “Sometimes, when we are on the island, they will refer to you as queen of the Islands, but it's not to be confused with queen of the planet, which is a different title.”

      “Yes, I read that,” she said. “Although I admit, I didn't pay much attention to it because I didn't think that it mattered.”

      “Surprise?” Draklan replied, grinning at her.

      She giggled and her face brightened.

      He stepped ahead and then turned back when he realized he was going too fast for her. To his surprise, she was watching him intently, almost as if she was sizing him up. When he met her eyes, she looked away.

      “Surprise,” she echoed softly.

      They entered the giant room he had been in previously. In his absence, more plans had been laid out. There was so much paperwork that Draklan thought they might drown.

      “We can make small changes, of course,” Joronna said to Margot, gesturing to the paperwork. “But most of it is in place. Please pick one or two things you'd like to change, at most.”

      “For my own wedding?” Margot answered, clearly offended. “I was hoping to be able to plan that myself, with my new husband.”

      “Please just listen to Mother,” Draklan begged her in a low voice. “It's easier. It doesn't matter, does it? It's one day and then the rest will be . . . our way.”

      She glanced at him then, and the anger faded from her features. She seemed to contemplate him for a moment and then gave him a nod. “Where should I start?” she said at last.

      His mother directed her toward the center, and Margot stepped forward, clearly trying to ignore all the eyes on her. In solidarity, Draklan stepped forward with her despite the fact that he’d read the plans a hundred times before.

      Translations from English to Tamarax were good, but there were a few words that simply didn't translate. When she pointed them out, he translated the words without a second thought, which made her smile.

      “Blue,” she said as she read about her bouquet. “That's my favorite color. Did the matchmaker tell you that?”

      “I . . . I don't know,” he admitted. “These plans were mostly made . . . for me.”

      “Are most things done for you?” she asked. There was no harshness in the question. She was genuinely curious what his situation was, and he answered honestly.

      “Most of the little things are done for me,” he said. “And I make choices on the big things.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” she said. “If you're a prince.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, I really am a prince,” he said.

      She seemed to be taking the situation surprisingly well, and he thought there was a glimmer of hope in their marriage. However, the sense of peace in the room was suddenly broken when the dressmaker approached her, without consent, and wrapped a measuring tape around her waist and then began to move to her bust.

      “Hey!” Margot cried, clearly startled at being touched.

      The dressmaker spoke in the local tongue and Draklan translated for Margot quickly.

      “She says your measurements are exactly as you provided and that your dress is ready now.”

      “My . . . dress?” Margot paled. “I don't even get to pick my dress? And I need it right now?”

      Draklan's face reacted in confusion again. “Well, when else would you need it?” he asked.

      “For . . . but . . .” Margot took a deep breath and put her hands over her face. Her shoulders rose and fell for a few moments before she dropped her hands. “All right. Let's try it on.”

      The dressmaker dragged Margot out of the room, and Draklan turned to his mother, annoyed.

      “This is not fair,” he said. “She knows nothing of what she’s walked into. Your matchmaker is terrible.”

      “Draklan,” his mother snapped. “You will not disobey me again. And you will not speak to me in such a way. Now that plans are confirmed, shall we head back to the Grand Hall for the first part of the ceremony?”

      “I suppose,” Draklan said, but there was anger in his eyes. “I shan't forget this day, Mother.”

      “I should hope not,” Joronna replied. “It's your wedding day.”

      Draklan had no idea how Tamarax ceremonies differed from Earth ceremonies. He barely knew Margot, but it did bother him to know that she wouldn't be honoring her people in a Tamarax ceremony. She seemed nice enough, and she was clearly a cut above the rest in her looks. He briefly wondered why she hadn't found love on her own planet as he waited for her.

      When she finally emerged, she rushed toward him with wide eyes. He felt his breath leave him. In dark purple lace, with her hair done up in a tiara, she looked like a goddess rather than a being he could marry.

      Tamarax weddings were fast. Margot didn't seem to know what was happening as the priest said words over both of them. Her eyes darted between Draklan, the priest she didn't understand, and his mother. He wanted to comfort her because he knew that she must be scared.

      The vows were done before he knew it. Neither of them had to say a word because the unions on Tamarax were done by the church and the throne, especially for royals. They had no choice but to be committed to each other, so they stayed silent.

      Once the priest nodded, he leaned in to kiss her. Margot leaned back, and he fumed that she didn't want to kiss him. But now, he had to finish it.

      He scooped her up in his arm, to signify that this was his bride and he planned to take her and keep her safe.

      Margot shrieked and responded by punching him squarely in the nose. He yelped at the pain as he saw stars.

      “Put me down!” Margot cried, but he knew he couldn't.

      He ducked as she swung again and navigated his way out of the hall as best as he could. Margot shrieked, but he hung on tightly, his muscles bulging as he walked. The crowded hall watched him go, some with pity and some with amusement.

      “May you all bless the prince and princess,” Joronna said as the door closed.

      “Bless the prince and princess!” came the cry as the newlywed couple walked down the hall.
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          Margot

        

      

    

    
      “Put me down, put me down, put me down!” Margot cried all the way down the hall. She managed to land another punch square in Draklan's face before he finally got her into his bedroom. There, he dumped her onto the ground and raised his hand to cover his bleeding nose.

      “What is your problem?” he blurted out at last. “Did you think I was going to kill you or something?”

      “You don't just pick someone up like that,” Margot cried. “I had no idea what you were going to do, but I'm not staying here.”

      “Why?” he asked, seeming confused. “What did I do wrong?”

      “What did you do wrong?” Margot looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “What did I just say?”

      “Did I accidentally expose you indecently? Did I hurt you? Did I say something unfriendly?”

      “You picked me up and carried me off!” Margot screamed at him. “How is that okay?”

      “That's . . . part of the ceremony?” he said as he realized his nose was probably going to bleed for a while. “And you punched me in the face, several times, so please don't act like I'm the lunatic.”

      “What ceremony?” she asked him.

      “Our wedding?” he said. “Did no one tell you this, or did you think you were coming here for an entirely different purpose?”

      “That was our wedding?” she asked.

      His jaw dropped. “What did you think was happening?” he asked.

      “I thought I was trying on a dress,” she said. “And I thought it was strange that I had to show it to a lot of people, but I had no idea what the customs are here. And then some old guy started talking, and I was polite, waiting until he was done. And then you picked me up.”

      He almost laughed, despite himself.

      “Yeah . . . that was our wedding,” he said.

      She screamed in frustration. “No, this can't be happening,” she said, sitting on the bed and putting her head in her hands.

      He actually felt sorry for her and took a step forward. “Are you serious?” he said.

      When she looked up, she had tears in her eyes.

      “You really didn't know?”

      “No, I really didn't know,” she said. “I knew I was coming here to get married, but I just got off the ship, and I . . . didn't even know you were the prince. And now you're telling me that we’re married?”

      “Well . . . yes,” he said and sat on a chair opposite her. “I thought you knew it would happen right away. I thought the matchmaker would have told you.”

      “Clearly, you thought I would know lots of things,” she responded. “I just met you.”

      “To be fair, I just met you too,” he answered.

      That made her pause.

      “Also, if it helps, I didn't register myself on some matchmaker service. This is all my mother's doing. I didn't actually want to get married.”

      “Then, if you're a prince, why do you have to?” she asked. “Why can't you just do whatever you want?”

      “Because my brothers are married,” he said simply. “And since my father died, my mother has been obsessed with making sure the line is secure. She told me I couldn't inherit my islands unless I got married.”

      “Wow,” Margot said. “Is she always that . . . controlling?”

      “No,” Draklan said. “Sometimes, she's worse.”

      “Yikes.” Margot hugged her knees. “I'm sorry.”

      “I'm sorry,” he answered, at last. “I thought you knew everything.”

      “Well, what did they tell you about me?” she asked.

      “Not much,” he admitted. “I knew your name and that you were from Earth, but I was assured you'd be a good princess who would match my personality.”

      “First thoughts?” she said with a tiny smile.

      “Not the best match,” he admitted with some humor.

      “I have no princess experience,” Margot said. “Or anything close to it.”

      “Well . . .” He shifted in his chair. “You must do something important on Earth. Transferable skills, maybe?”

      “I'm a painter!” Margot cried. “And not the most successful one. I make a living, but that's it.”

      “A painter?” he asked. “Do you . . . run a business?”

      “No,” she said. “I can barely run myself some days.”

      “So how . . .” He paused, thinking of the right words. “How did you end up here?”

      “I feel like that's a question for the matchmaker,” she said. “Who doesn't seem very good at the moment, does she?”

      “No,” Draklan replied. “She doesn't.”

      Both of them fell into silence for a while, and then she asked him another question.

      “Why did you need a matchmaker at all?” she said. “If you're a prince, there must be a million girls at your feet. That's the way it is on Earth, anyway.”

      He smiled at that. “It may seem that way to the commoners,” he said, “but I assure you, the Earth princes have just as hard a time finding anyone as we do on Tamarax. For those of us who once had a dream of happiness, finding a suitable royal match is basically impossible.”

      “So do they use matchmakers too?”

      “I don't know,” he admitted. “Sometimes. And what about you?”

      “What about me?” she asked.

      “Why did you sign up for a matchmaking service?”

      “Oh,” she said at last. “Earth men were not working out for me. At least, one in particular wasn't, and after him, I couldn't put myself through that again.”

      “I see,” Draklan replied. “Sorry to hear that. His loss though.”

      “Yeah,” Margot said, and they fell back into silence.

      Draklan eventually stood up, going to clean up the blood on his face. When he came back, he seemed a little less agitated. Margot really looked at him for the first time as he sat down again.

      He was handsome, she admitted to herself. He was the type of man who would turn her head on the street or make her raise an eyebrow during a movie. However, just because he looked attractive didn't mean he was her soulmate. Margot didn't really know anything about him, and she wanted to, if there was even a chance that this could work out.

      “You have two brothers, right?” she asked. “Tell me about them.”

      “I do have two,” he said. “But I only like one of them. Pralmav, he's more of a scientist than he is a prince these days. But that's his choice, and Mother is happy for him to do it because he's saved the entire planet. More than once.”

      “Huh,” she said. “That's . . . impressive. What about the one you don't like?”

      “I just don't get along with Bhatraz,” he replied. “He's the crown prince.”

      Margot felt like there was more to the story, but she didn't want to pry.

      “And they are both married?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      He was pacing, and Margot noted it as if she was making a file on him. If she really was going to spend the rest of her life with him, then it was something she should start to build.

      “Bhatraz's wife is Rabbina. She'll be queen when my mother . . . passes on. And Pralmav's wife is Milinna.”

      “You like her better,” Margot said, picking up on a tone in his voice.

      He raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”

      “Just the way you said it,” she said. “I haven't met either of them.”

      “Milinna is perfect for my brother,” he said. “My brother has no . . . game, as you would call it, but they are both perfectly smart and they are good for each other. Rabbina . . . you'll see. She comes on a bit strong, and their arranged marriage was not the best match, though Bhatraz adores her.”

      “Ah,” Margot said, glancing at him. “I guess that sometimes, these things don't work out.”

      “Most of the time,” he said, “they don't work out. But no one comments on that. You just make do.”

      “Hmm,” she said, tucking her knees up to her chest.

      He looked at her for a moment and then moved to pause by the window.

      “So it’s obvious to me that the matchmaker has given us false information,” he said. “And I'm not sure there is a way to rectify it.”

      “Neither am I,” she said. “So I guess we could just . . . make it work?”

      That surprised him, and he spun around.

      “You have been wronged,” he said, slowly and evenly. “And regardless of what process or red tape it would create for my kingdom, you have been very misled, and that is not a reality you have to accept. There must be some sort of clause about the first twenty-four hours or being misled or . . .”

      “Yeah, no,” Margot said quietly. “But even if there was, it's not like I have anything to go back to.”

      He didn't say anything for so long that she was worried he didn't hear her. However, just when she was about to repeat herself, he spoke, just as softly. “Will you be harmed if you go back?”

      “Maybe not . . . physically,” she said. “I mean . . . everything is already ruined back there, so maybe no more harm can be done. I don't know. But you were wronged too, by that logic.”

      “My dear, no one even told me what to expect,” he said. “So I wasn't wronged so much as left in the dark.”

      “But clearly, I'm not suitable for being a princess,” she said. “If the matchmaker promised you a regent . . .”

      His face contorted in confusion, and she stopped.

      “What?”

      “I think you mean ruler,” he said. “A co-ruler. A regent is someone who rules in your place because you are unable to, for whatever reason.”

      “See, I don't even know that,” she said, throwing up her hands.

      He chuckled at that. “Things like that are easy to learn,” he said. “But there are much harder things that come with the title than the proper terminology.”

      “So . . . what do you want to do?” she asked at last. “Do you want to try and smuggle me out of here?”

      “Well, not tonight, anyway,” he said. “You've had a long journey, and you can at least sleep on the choice.”

      “Here?” she asked, gesturing to his grand bed.

      “Yes,” he said. “I'll, um . . . find some other accommodation. To make you comfortable.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “But I want you to know . . . if I stay, I'm not a charity case. I work hard, and I'm determined to find a way, even when it seems like things are impossible.”

      “You didn't dream of being a princess when you were a child?” he asked with a small smile.

      “No,” she said. “But I can find a way to be one if that's what I need to be.”

      “Tonight,” he said, “you just need to sleep. We'll figure out the rest in the morning.”

      With that, he took his leave of her. Margot looked around the large room, observing the paintings and artifacts that were set up, no doubt left by past rulers of Tamarax.

      “What am I doing?” she asked herself softly. “What the hell am I doing?”

      Of course, no answer came. She stood up, undoing the straps on her dress and letting it slide off. Climbing into bed, she closed her eyes. She thought sleep would be difficult, but to her surprise, it came quite quickly. She slipped into a dreamless state, at peace for the first time she could remember in a long time.
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      “There is our brother, after his wedding night!” Bhatraz said.

      Draklan blushed bright red when he walked into breakfast the next morning.

      “How was it?”

      “None of your business is how it was,” Draklan said, already regretting the choice to show his face this morning. He knew that all eyes were going to be on him, and he didn't exactly have a typical wedding night story that he could tell them about.

      In fact, he didn't have any kind of wedding night. He had found a spare room to sleep in, fitfully, for most of the night. He had been up since before dawn, his mind turning over what had happened the day before. When he was a child, his mother had once told him that his wedding day was going to be the happiest day of his life. That certainly wasn't the case this morning. If anything, it was one of the worst because of what he felt were injustices done to him and Margot.

      “Bhatraz,” Pralmav said, calmly.

      He was always calm and collected, and he seemed to know how to deal with the Crown Prince the best. Even after their father died and Bhatraz's behavior became more confusing, Pralmav was always the voice of reason. And for some reason that baffled Draklan, Bhatraz always listened to his younger brother, even at the worst of times. Draklan remained convinced that Pralmav had some sort of magic within his lab to control Bhatraz.

      “Just playing with you,” Bhatraz answered as he sat down with a plate of food. The mask of perfection was back on as quickly as if it had never left. “Sit down. You must be hungry.”

      “I'm not,” Draklan answered. “I have some things to do this morning, so I'll just eat this.” He grabbed a piece of fruit to keep up appearances and then headed down the hallway. He didn't want them to think that he and Margot had spent the night apart because consummating a royal marriage was a necessity on Tamarax. If the marriage wasn't consummated, it wasn't valid. And at the moment, he didn't want any more questions, given what he and Margot discovered last night.

      He pushed open the door to his bedroom quietly, not wanting to knock and raise suspicion in the hallway. If he knocked, it would seem like he was a guest in his own bedroom. Which, at the moment, he was.

      Margot was awake and dressed in the clothes she had arrived in. She was sitting on the window seat and was looking out at the landscape. In her hands were a pencil and sketchbook. And to Draklan's surprise, the sketch was quite good.

      “You’re an artist,” he said.

      She looked up with a start. “You didn't believe me?” she said. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning,” he said. “And it wasn't that I didn't believe you. I guess it was that I didn't realize how good you were.”

      “This is why I chose Tamarax,” she said, pointing out the window. “When I filled out the application with the matchmaker, you could put a planet of preference. I didn't know much about any of them, but I knew Tamarax had the most stunning landscapes in the universe. I actually did a painting of a picture I saw and put it in my art show. Before . . . before that was ruined.”

      “I brought you something to eat,” he said, handing over the Klassi fruit he had grabbed.

      She looked at it oddly for a moment, rolling it over in her hand. “Do I peel it or just bite into it?”

      “You don't have these on Earth?” he asked.

      “Nope,” she said, putting down her sketch pad. “Peel or bite?”

      “Um . . . either, actually,” he said. “I prefer it with the skin off, but some don't.”

      “Great,” she said and took a giant bite.

      Her face immediately contorted in disgust. He laughed, despite himself. She swallowed and then went back to the fruit, pulling off the soft skin.

      “I guess I prefer it with the skin off,” she answered.

      “I guess so.” He sat at the edge of the window seat, not wanting to invade her space. “We have to figure out what we are going to do.”

      “I know,” she said. “I've been thinking half the night. I didn't sleep much.”

      “Well, then, we are at least of one mind about that,” he said. “I'm sorry if I appeared angry last night. I was angry, but I wasn't angry at you, per se. This entire situation baffles me.”

      “Yeah,” Margot said. “Given the amount of money I paid to this matchmaker. She promised me . . . well, she promised me true love, and I thought she took all of my preferences into account. But you’re–I mean . . .” She paused. “You're just not what I imagined. It's not that you can't be, if we do decide to move forward. I don't know you, I guess, so I can't make that judgment call. Do you understand?” She must have realized she was babbling because she stopped and her cheeks turned pink.

      “Only because I'm in a similar situation,” he replied. “I think our best course of action would be to figure out what we are going to do going forward. Would you like to stay?”

      “Oh.” She seemed surprised by his question. “I mean . . . yes. I think so. I don't really have anywhere else to go, and this view . . . this view is worth almost anything.”

      He realized that she was half joking, which made him smile.

      “Do you want me to stay?” she asked.

      “I understand that you've left everything you've known and risked everything,” he said. “And I’ve tried to disobey my mother in the past. As much as it infuriates me, there is no way out of it but her way. It is absolutely within her power to take my islands away from me if she wants to, and dissolving this marriage would guarantee that.”

      “So . . . we'll figure out how to make this work?” Margot said.

      “I think so,” he said, and he saw a glimmer of happiness in her eyes. “I think as long as we are both reasonable people, which you seem to be, we can come to an agreement.”

      “Are you a reasonable person?” she asked him.

      He answered truthfully. “I can be,” he said. “I can have a temper sometimes too, but I promise you, I will never harm you. Our wedding vows said that I would protect and provide for you, and I will not go against them, even in the worst of times. That crosses every line that I stand for.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “That's nice to hear. I tend to be a little headstrong too, but we both have to remember that this marriage comes with benefits we both need, so fighting each other rather than the rest of the universe won't do any good.”

      “I like that perspective,” he said. “It's unique. So many of the married around here think that their vows meant they should fight each other with every breath.”

      “Yeah, it's the same on Earth,” she said with a smile. “So we'll stay married.”

      “We'll stay married,” he said.

      She shifted gears. “What about this matchmaker who royally screwed up, pun intended?” she asked. “Do you know her?”

      “I only know the name,” he said. “I know there are a few other matches that she has made. High-profile ones that must have paid her well.”

      “And how are those?” Margot asked.

      He shook his head. “Not good. I would like to have a word with her.”

      “Revenge,” Margot said. “The word you are looking for is revenge.”

      “But how?” he answered. “We believe in an eye for an eye.”

      “Too bad we can't make an unsuitable match for her,” Margot mused. “I'm sure we could come up with something though.”

      “I think before we come up with something, we have to find her.”

      “You don't know where she is?” Margot said. “Your mother must know.”

      “By that logic, you must know,” Draklan said. “Since you also hired her.”

      “I have no idea,” Margot admitted. “I just assumed . . . I don't know what I assumed, really. In hindsight, it was all a big risk.”

      “We do have people who are reasonably good at finding things out,” Draklan said. “So I'm sure I can put some of them to work. It would have to be in secret though. If my mother found out, she would not be content. There is one other thing.”

      “Hmm?” Margot asked.

      “On Tamarax, you need to consummate a royal marriage for it to be valid. And the whole point is heirs.”

      “Oh.” She blushed scarlet. Her eyes widened, and he backtracked.

      “But we can . . . I mean, if you're all right with lying to the queen about it . . . just pretend that it happened last night. For now.”

      “For now?” she asked.

      “Until you're . . . if you're ready,” he said. “I understand this was not the situation you expected. So we'll figure it out when—if—the time comes. But if anyone asks . . .”

      “We consummated the marriage,” she answered. “I don't have to . . . like, give graphic details or anything?”

      “No, you shouldn't have to,” he said. “In fact, you're a princess now, so no one should disrespect you like that. The only people who might bring up such details are the other princesses or the queen. In which case . . .”

      “Paint them a picture,” Margot said with a smile. “I can do that. But is there a manual I can read?”

      “About what?” he asked.

      “About being a princess,” she said. “What did you think I meant?”

      “Oh.” He breathed a sigh of relief. Both of them caught each other's eyes and they giggled. It was a moment of pure innocence, a moment of humor that they could share. “I mean, not specifically, but maybe you could talk to Milinna? I could introduce you.”

      “That would be nice,” she said. “I suppose I should get to know my sisters-in-law.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Now, can I have anything sent to you?”

      “More clothes?” she asked. “Since you already have my measurements?”

      “I can take care of that,” he said. “And I imagine you want more than a piece of fruit for breakfast. Anything else?”

      “Perhaps . . .” She gazed out the window. “Perhaps an easel and some paints? I will have time to do those things, won't I?”

      “Yes, I can do that,” he said. “There's a group of painters that actually congregates on the front lawn once a month, if you want to join them?”

      “Sure,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “Thank you, that's kind of you.”

      “No trouble,” he said and then stood there awkwardly. He wanted to hug her but hesitated. Neither of them moved and then eventually, he took a step back. “I’ll see you soon, then.”

      “Absolutely,” she said, and he headed out the door.

      Once in the hallway, he shook his head to clear it. This was certainly not the situation he imagined himself in on his wedding day. However, it was at least interesting.

      “Can I get you anything, Your Grace?” A maid noticed him staring in her general direction and approached, bowing.

      “Yes,” he said. “Some clothes for my princess and some breakfast. Oh, and an easel and paints. She enjoys painting.”

      “Right away, Your Grace,” she said, scampering away. Draklan headed down the hall to the throne room to lie to his mother about the night. If he pretended everything was fine, perhaps everything would turn out fine in the end.
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          Margot

        

      

    

    
      “That's beautiful,” Draklan said to her when she showed him her first painting on Tamarax.

      The fact that she was actually painting the landscapes in person was stunning to her. She knew that her husband had more important things to do, but he was really the only person she knew, and she couldn't resist showing someone what she had created.

      “You are so talented.”

      “You sound surprised,” she said with a grin.

      “I'm just surprised you were not more successful on Earth,” he said. “Based on what you have told me, you've had intermediate success on Earth, and I feel you should have more.”

      “Thank you,” she said, getting used to his odd way of giving compliments. “Sometimes, it's just . . . luck, I guess.”

      “Talent does make up most of the statistic when it comes to success.” Pralmav entered the breakfast room then, already dressed for work.

      Margot had exchanged a few words with the middle prince, and she found him fascinating. He was so different from Draklan in every way, and yet they seemed to get along quite well.

      “Luck is an arbitrary—”

      “Pralmav,” Draklan said, rolling his eyes. “Come on. It's not even fully bright outside. Can we save the mathematics for at least midday?”

      “My apologies,” Pralmav said as he poured himself a cup of tea.

      Margot looked intently at Draklan, who knew right away what she wanted.

      “What's your day like?” Draklan asked his brother.

      “Work?” Pralmav replied, as if that were obvious, given how he was dressed.

      “Margot and I were discussing that it would be a good idea for her to perhaps learn the ways of a Tamarax princess from the others,” Draklan said. “Perhaps we could arrange something?”

      “My schedule is wide open,” Margot said eagerly.

      Pralmav paused, considering this. “That would be a good learning opportunity,” he said at last. “Perhaps tomorrow afternoon?”

      “I'm not doing anything today,” Margot said.

      Pralmav glanced to his brother, uncomfortable. “Milinna is . . .”

      “Ah,” Draklan replied. “I think tomorrow is fine, then, isn't it, Margot?”

      “Sure,” Margot replied. She was a bit annoyed that no one seemed to be listening to her. As soon as Pralmav headed out, she turned to her husband, trying to choose her words carefully.

      This wasn't the first time she had been frustrated by something he had done. They were doing their best to get along, and she did like him most of the time, but she had conflicting emotions every moment of every day, it seemed. She knew they would have moments of disparity. They had come from two different planets and lifestyles, after all, and she knew even couples who had everything in common fought. Still, there were times when she felt like he didn't trust her at all.

      “I have nothing to do today and I don't like to be unproductive,” she said at last.

      Draklan appeared to wrestle with his words for a few moments before answering. “I know,” he said. “You can accompany me today.”

      “But why—”

      He sighed and made sure his brother was gone. “Pralmav and Milinna are very private people,” he said, his voice low. “So please don't repeat this until they feel comfortable telling you themselves.”

      Margot felt her stomach drop. “Is something wrong?”

      “A few years ago, Milinna became very ill,” Draklan said. “Everyone thought that she was going to die, and she probably would have if her husband weren’t Pralmav. Everyone else who suffered what she suffered had died. But he managed to treat her, at least into a semi-remission. She is no longer terminal, but she's . . . chronic. She's fine most days, but there are some days, bad days, where she is . . . not. I'll leave the rest up to them, when they are comfortable.”

      “Oh.” She felt bad for getting angry. ”I'm so sorry. I didn't know.”

      “It's all right. You would have known eventually,” Draklan said. “Just don't mention it until they tell you.”

      “No problem,” Margot replied. “So, what's on the agenda for today?”

      “Balcony duty,” Draklan answered.

      She raised an eyebrow. “What's that?”

      “You must have this on Earth,” he said. “The royals stand on the balcony and wave at the public?”

      “Oh,” she commented, thinking about it. “Yes. But isn't it usually the . . . like the crown prince who does that, or the queen?”

      “Sometimes,” Draklan answered. “But we take turns because it's so miserable.”

      “You have a wonderful way of selling things,” she said with a laugh as she went back to her breakfast.

      Draklan smiled but didn't answer, and they fell into silence. This was another issue that was always on her mind. They could make small talk easily enough, but they often ran out of things to say. Margot had even been browsing the Tamarax library for a book on conversational topics just so they wouldn't exchange the same five sentences over and over again.

      “Any luck of finding Tariana Drax?” she asked after a few moments.

      “None,” Draklan said. “But these things take time.”

      “Of course,” Margot answered. “I just thought that by now, there'd be some lead. She must be an expert at shielding her location.”

      “My team will find her,” Draklan promised her. “Just have patience.”

      Both of them returned to breakfast in silence, and Margot sighed inwardly. Patience was something she was good at, but it felt like it was running thin.

      She could at least look forward to the next day, when it was arranged that she would meet her sister-in-law for tea. From the brief encounters she’d had with Rabbina and Joronna, Milinna was quickly becoming her favorite relative.

      Relative. It felt odd to say that, but it was true. She was part of this family now, whether she liked it or not.

      Tea was served in the parlor, a room that Margot didn’t often visit. It seemed to be kept for formal occasions, and there hadn't been one since her wedding.

      When she got there, she found that Milinna had not yet arrived. Margot chose a seat by the window, taking every opportunity to look out at the beautiful landscapes. The butler poured her a cup of tea, and she added sugar and a cookie, munching as she watched a few odd birds fly by.

      “Hello, I'm sorry I'm late.” Milinna breezed in a few moments later. “I got caught up in work. The lab is always busy this time of year.”

      “No problem,” Margot replied. “Thank you for meeting me. How are you feeling?”

      “I'm . . . fine,” Milinna answered, giving her a look that made Margot realize she had gone and done exactly what Draklan had told her not to do.

      “Good,” Margot answered. “Because I heard you were so busy yesterday that there was no time. It's so admirable that you work and still manage royal duties.”

      Milinna’s face relaxed. “Yes,” she said. “I am quite passionate about my work.”

      “Of course,” Margot replied. “Did you get into science because of your husband, or was it the other way around?”

      Milinna smiled when her husband was mentioned. Margot had seen flashes of her love for him over the past few days, but it was beautiful to see the sparkle in her eye up close.

      “We were matched together,” she said as she poured herself a cup of tea. “As you and Draklan were.”

      “By Tariana Drax?” Margot asked, and Milinna shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “I'm not sure the name of my matchmaker, actually. It was a few years ago. But I always had an interest in science. And when the opportunity came to work around Pralmav . . . I learned his specific niche so that we could work together. Although sometimes . . .” Her face fell for a moment and Margot touched her arm. “Sometimes, I feel as if he doesn't notice me at all.”

      “Of course, he does!” Margot cried. “You two are perfect together. And you learned his niche so you could work together? You must love him very much.”

      Milinna looked very shy as she answered the next question. “Yes,” she said. “I had my eye on him before we were married. I was thrilled to be matched with him.”

      “That's so nice,” Margot said. She thought it was the most romantic love story she had ever heard. It sounded straight out of a romance book, and she wanted Milinna to tell her all about it. However, it was clear the other princess was not quite comfortable gushing about her husband with her new sister-in-law.

      “You had some other questions for me, I think?” Milinna asked.

      “Oh, yes,” Margot said. “I just . . . I don't have any qualifications for being a princess. I have no idea what I'm doing, and I'm hoping you could help.”

      “Rabbina would be the better person to ask,” Milinna said. “She has been at it for longer, and she was brought up expecting a high-profile marriage.”

      “I don't think that Rabbina likes me very much,” Margot replied.

      Instead of reassuring her that everything was fine, Milinna winced. “She has a difficult time, sometimes,” she said quietly. “I don't think she is the happiest. And being crown princess is more of a burden than what we have to go through.”

      “Well, I guess I could see that,” Margot said. “But what do I do? I feel like I'm doing nothing but walking around and doing what Draklan says. And that's not the way it is on Earth. You have a job.”

      'I do,” she said. “Is that what you want? More responsibility?”

      “Yes!” Margot cried. “How do I do that?”

      “Well,” Milinna said, “you have to find your place in the kingdom.”

      They chatted for nearly forty-five minutes, and while Margot found the advice useable, she found it more comforting to simply talk to her sister-in-law. She was relaxed when their conversation came to a natural end, and she almost didn't hear her phone beep. Draklan had set it up to work on the Tamarax system, and she was thrilled to find that she could communicate just as well with Earth as she could with Tamarax. However, she was not thrilled when she glanced at it.

      “Oh, God,” she said.

      Milinna looked concerned. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah,” Margot replied. “It's just . . . my ex. He keeps sending me these messages. Look.”

      She pushed Play on the latest video message that David had sent. They both watched as David's face filled the screen.

      “Hi, Margot,” David said. “I just wanted to say that I'm walking through the park where we used to walk, and I miss you so much. Remember how we used to walk through here hand in hand and—”

      “Nope,” Margot said, turning off the phone. “Can't watch that anymore.”

      “He was your partner?” Milinna asked.

      “He was my . . . fiancé, boyfriend, leech, whatever,” Margot answered. “He's the reason I'm here.”

      “That sounds like quite the story—” Milinna started when the door opened. Both of the princesses straightened up and then stood when Queen Joronna came in. The queen rarely showed up anywhere unannounced, and it startled both of them.

      “I heard that both of you were sitting here,” Queen Joronna said, looking between her daughters-in-law with curiosity. “What has held your attention so long?”

      “We were just discussing matters of the day,” Milinna said. “Is there something we can do for you?”

      Both of them were standing awkwardly at the moment after curtsying to the queen. Joronna, however, seemed casual and her smile was kind.

      “Discussing . . . matters of family?” she asked hopefully.

      Margot knew what she meant right away. “No,” Margot replied. “Not this time.”

      Joronna's face fell so much that Margot's heartstrings were tugged at.

      “I just wanted to tell you,” Margot said, “that matters of the family are . . . well, very new to me. And I'm sorry if I seem awkward at adjusting to them. I grew up without much family, just Mom and me. I think having a large one now . . . well, it's wonderful.”

      Joronna's face held her gaze evenly.

      “Enjoy the moment, my dear,” she said sadly. “Because sometimes, when you are the happiest . . . it seems that's when the universe takes it away.”

      She didn't say it in a threatening manner. Margot detected such sadness in her voice. “I am so sorry for the loss of your husband,” she said.

      “Yes,” Joronna said sadly. “My sons are all that I have left of him, and I am afraid that if there are no heirs . . .”

      “Why don't you sit with us?” Milinna asked kindly.

      “Thank you,” Joronna said. “I think I would enjoy that.”

      As the queen sat, Margot felt, just briefly and for the first time, hope.

      “Thank you,” Margot said to Milinna sometime later, once Queen Joronna had left them. “For taking the time to go through so much information for me.”

      “It is a burden to wear the crown,” Milinna said. “But only if it is worn for the wrong reasons.”

      “Do you think of yourself as a princess?” Margot asked. “Or do you think of yourself as a scientist?”

      It was the first question that baffled Milinna in their conversation. She thought for a long moment before answering.

      “Both, I suppose,” she said. “Pralmav and I try to keep a different perspective on the kingdom from the rest so that we can contribute to the discussions that happen, especially when things get heated.”

      “Which they do, a lot, I've noticed,” Margot answered.

      Milinna shrugged. “It's because, in their own way, they are all passionate about the kingdom,” she said. “And they all want what's best in their own way.”

      “I suppose I should keep that in mind,” Margot said. “The brothers argue so much, though. And I don't want to get in the way. It's not my place . . .”

      “But you want to help because you can see the answer from a different perspective,” Milinna said. “I know. I feel the same.”

      “What do you do, then?” Margot asked.

      Milinna took a deep breath. “I suppose I just choose to stay silent,” she replied. “I don't want to offend anyone or think that I am overstepping my bounds. They are princes of the blood, and they have been with each other their whole lives. In a lot of ways, they know better than the outsiders.”

      “What if they don't, though?” Margot asked.

      “That is up to you,” Milinna said. “I can't tell you what your place will be here. You have to find that yourself.”

      “You are so smart,” Margot said. “I wish I was half as smart as you.”

      “You're kind,” Milinna said. “And you’re brave. Each of us has our strengths.”

      Margot felt like hugging her at that moment. She didn't, though, because there was another knock at the door. Both of them looked up to see Milinna’s husband standing there.

      “Hello.” Milinna’s face lit up and Margot squealed inwardly with joy. The two of them were adorable together, and she wished for a relationship like that. “Do you need me back in the lab?”

      “No,” Pralmav said with a similar smile. “I just thought I'd check in with you as I was walking by. Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” Milinna said. “We were just finishing up.”

      “I don't want to keep you any longer,” Margot said. “Thank you again.”

      “A pleasure,” Milinna replied, standing up.

      Pralmav watched her stand and then walked out with her, talking to her quietly. Margot watched them with a smile and then left her empty tea cup and finished the biscuit. She felt strong and confident when she went to find Draklan.

      “I'm ready for balcony duty,” she said as he looked up from his paperwork.

      “Really?” he asked in surprise. “I thought that you were nervous about it.”

      “I am,” she said. “But . . . it's part of your job?”

      “Yes,” Draklan said and glanced at his watch. “I suppose it's time. We could go now, if you like.”

      “Am I . . . dressed acceptably?” Margot asked, looking down at her dress. It didn't seem particularly fancy, and she wasn't even wearing a crown. “I could take a moment and get—”

      “You're fine,” Draklan said, standing up. “It is a very simple procedure. We walk out together, arm in arm, and then basically smile and wave. There will be no press. There will be no questions. It's just people down on the ground.”

      “All right,” Margot said, taking a deep breath. “Just stared at by hundreds of Tamarax citizens for the first time. I can do that.”

      “Hundreds?” Draklan answered. “Don't be silly. It'll be thousands.”

      “Thank you,” Margot said. “That makes me feel so much better.”

      Draklan grinned and put his paperwork aside before running a hand through his hair. “All right, then. Let's go,” he said, leading her toward the ballroom, where Margot knew the balcony was.

      There was a footman waiting for Draklan and Margot, and he nodded as the prince approached.

      “Are you ready, Your Grace?”

      “Yes,” Draklan said and took Margot's arm. It was the first time they had really touched since their wedding, and it startled her. He looked to her, concerned. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, sorry,” Margot said as she heard the roar of the crowd. She hadn't been out to the front of the palace since she’d arrived. The back grounds held beauty for her and enough exploration each day that she hadn't felt the need to leave. But now, as she stood out on the balcony and saw the crowd, she realized there was a whole world out there that she needed to explore.

      The crowd roared and waved. Margot watched Draklan wave first before she copied him.

      “Do you think they like me?”

      “Of course they like you,” Draklan said. “Most have never been off planet. They are fascinated by you. They want to know everything about you.”

      “I'm not that interesting,” Margot said with a smile.

      “You should hear the things they say about you,” Draklan said. “The most fantastic stories about the beautiful exotic princess.”

      Margot blushed. “They say those things?”

      “Oh, yes,” Draklan said.

      “Well, they don't know the truth,” Margot said.

      “No,” Draklan said. “They don't know how brave you were to come here and how brave you were to stay.”

      Margot glanced at him but didn't say anything. It was probably the kindest thing he had said to her the entire time they had been together. He smiled and then looked out onto the crowd.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked him.

      “I wonder if that matchmaker is out there,” he said. “Or if she is somewhere living in luxury.”

      “It would be luxury, the money I paid her,” Margot answered. “At least for a while.”

      “I can guarantee,” Draklan said, “that whatever you paid her, my mother paid her tenfold. Every day, I wake up angry at her.”

      “Any news?” Margot said.

      “None,” Draklan said. “But sometimes, it takes a while. We will find this person, I promise you.”

      “I believe you,” Margot said, looking out over the crowd. “Do you think I could . . . visit the city one day?”

      “It's not safe at the moment,” he said, “but it will be soon.”

      “Not safe?” she asked.

      “Just trust me, Margot,” Draklan said. “I know my kingdom. There is something not right about it. I promise you, you will see the islands and the whole planet one day.”

      “I shall paint a masterpiece about it,” she said with a happy sigh. For a second moment that day, she felt peace.
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      “Good morning,” Margot said to Draklan as she strolled into his room. She did that quite often, partly because they were getting more comfortable with each other and partially to keep up the guise that they had already consummated their marriage, which they hadn't yet. Margot also liked to point out that the view from Draklan's room was better than her own view, which was in an adjacent bedchamber. It wasn't uncommon for princesses to keep separate bedchambers from the princes, even though they were expected to share a bed almost every night.

      “Morning,” he said, already up and dressed. He had been up since sunrise, going through paperwork and reports. Now that he was married, Queen Joronna seemed to be making good on her promise, and more reports from the island kingdom came flooding into his box of paperwork. It seemed like endless paperwork, but he knew better than to complain. “How did you sleep?”

      “Well,” she said. “But, um . . . I went to breakfast and . . .”

      “What happened?” Draklan asked.

      “Uh . . .” she said. “Rabbina said something not so kind to me. It's not that big of deal, really.”

      “What did she say?” Draklan demanded, already tired of Rabbina’s words.

      “She just . . . I don't think she likes that I'm a foreigner,” Margot said. “But I mean . . . I should have expected that some people wouldn't be all right with it.”

      “Just because you expected it doesn't mean it's all right,” Draklan said. “Tamarax does have its issues with foreigners, but she should be above that.”

      “Well . . .” Margot said. “I mean . . .”

      “She's the type of person who will literally find fault with everything,” Draklan said. “Even if you were from Tamarax, she'd have an issue.”

      “Yeah?” Margot said hopefully.

      “Milinna is from Tamarax,” Draklan pointed out, “and she's never harmed a fly. Rabbina hates her too.”

      “I have noticed that,” Margot replied. “I just thought it was because . . . I dunno. Because maybe I wasn't very good at being a princess. Or because I wasn't . . . having heirs.”

      “Neither is she,” Draklan pointed out.

      “I have a personal question,” Margot said, sitting opposite him. “And I don't want you to take it too personally . . . because I don't mean to insult or wound.”

      “Oh?” Now Draklan was curious. “What is it?”

      “Is Bhatraz all right?” she said. “Because most of the time, he seems like a perfect prince and then he becomes . . . I dunno. It's like a mask drops.”

      “I know exactly what you’re referring to, and I don't take offense,” Draklan said. “My brother hasn’t been the same since my father died.”

      “Was he close to him?” Margot asked softly.

      “He watched him die,” Draklan said, almost without emotion.

      Margot shuddered, gasping. “Oh, my God,” she said, putting a hand to her mouth. “I didn't know.”

      “It's ok,” Draklan said. “You had to know these things eventually. My brother always knew that he would inherit, of course, but . . .”

      “But not like that.”

      “Yeah,” Draklan said, closing his papers completely. “You understand more than you think, Margot. And we are princes, but . . .” His eyes flickered. “We are still beings, the same as those on Earth.”

      “You’re a little different,” she said, smiling. “But you’re the same in many ways, actually.”

      “Well,” he said after a long moment. “That's enough for this morning. I'm sorry I missed you at breakfast.”

      “That's all right,” she said. “What do you have on for today?”

      “I have to go see Pralmav,” he said. “For some unknown reason he didn’t deem to share. And then, I have a meeting with the surveillance team.”

      She blinked, as if surprised. “About the matchmaker?”

      “Possibly,” Draklan said with a nod. “I'll let you know as soon as I do.”

      “Do you think . . . do you think that they have found her?” she asked.

      “I don't know,” Draklan replied, not wanting to guess what they might have found. “It's possible. Where will you be around three p.m.?”

      “I'll make sure I'm inside the building,” she said, “waiting with bated breath.”

      “Wonderful,” he said, grinning as he stood up. She was back gazing out the window, and he touched her shoulder gently. “You can stay here if you’d like. It looks like it's going to rain, so if you want to paint from here, you can.”

      “Thank you!” she said, lighting up.

      “At least I'll know where to find you,” he said, giving her a wink before heading out. We’ve been getting on well, he thought, and he would consider them friends. However, all they were was friends. He thought she was stunning, but he had no idea what she thought of him. If she was interested in him, she was good at hiding it. That or he was terrible at reading it.

      Draklan gave the paperwork he was finishing to the footman who was waiting and then headed down the winding hallways to the lab. He was due to meet Pralmav at 10:00 a.m., and he was going to be a few minutes late, based on his watch. Luckily, his brother was not the best at keeping track of time. He didn't even seem to notice when Draklan walked in, nearly seven minutes late.

      Pralmav and Milinna were sitting on identical stools, leaning over identical microscopes and talking quietly to each other. Draklan paused to watch for a few moments with a smile on his face. There was so much love between them, but both of them were too shy to even hold hands in public. It was the only marriage that Draklan had actually seen work out.

      “Ahem,” he said as their conversation turned to work and he knew that if he didn't interrupt soon, he would never get a word in edgewise. “Brother, you wanted to see me?”

      “Yes.” Pralmav turned around, as if he had known that his brother was there the whole time. “You're late.”

      “How did you . . .” Draklan sighed. “How do you pay attention to so many things at once?”

      “It's his specialty,” Milinna said, turning around. “Draklan, you are always without Margot. What is she up to?”

      “I am with her frequently,” Draklan assured his sister-in-law. “She's painting right now, actually, so she's quite content.”

      “We should hang some of her paintings in here,” Milinna said, turning to her husband. “Don't you think?”

      “We could,” Pralmav said. “If you wish it. Draklan, can you arrange that?”

      “Yes, of course,” Draklan said. “But you wanted to see me about something?”

      “Yes,” Pralmav said. “The testing that we spoke to you about, on the island, is ready to move to the site there. However, now that you are married and properly in charge, we need your approval.”

      “According to Mother, I properly inherit when I have an heir,” Draklan answered, rolling his eyes. “But legally, I think that I can sign the papers to grant you any permission that you need. Will you both be going?”

      “Possibly,” Pralmav said.

      Draklan saw something flicker between them. “Is everything all right?” he asked.

      “Quite,” Pralmav replied. “So you'll sign the papers?”

      “Brother, you didn't need to bring me into a formal meeting to ask me that,” Draklan replied. “You know that you have my permission.”

      “Wonderful,” Pralmav said. “Thank you. We don't want to keep you.”

      “Yes, I have another meeting,” Draklan said, looking around. “You know, I know what you are both doing is very difficult. But . . . I'm a bit jealous, if I'm honest. I couldn't do your job, but I'm jealous of the circumstances, certainly.”

      “We are each graced with our own burdens and our own strengths,” Pralmav said.

      Milinna looked at him with shining eyes. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks,” Draklan said, feeling like he was always on the move.

      His mind was back on the lab when he finally made it to the surveillance team meeting, and he almost didn't tune in to the right thing when they spoke.

      “Tariana Drax has been located,” said the head of the security team.

      Draklan choked. “I'm sorry?” he asked. “You found her?”

      “We did find her,” the security team lead verified. “She lives on Junta and we checked her credentials before anything else.”

      Junta was just one planet over and it had a strong Tamarax population. It didn't surprise him that she was over there, but it did surprise him when they continued on about her credentials.

      “Her credentials don’t check out. In fact, there was nothing to check out because she had no credentials.”

      “What?” Draklan asked. “What do you mean, she had no credentials?”

      “She had no credentials,” they repeated. “All her paperwork was false.”

      “It was false?” he felt like he was a broken record, but he couldn't believe it. “But surely, this woman has made matches before?”

      “She charged a large fee for not much effort, it seemed,” the security team said. “She matches people together as she receives them. From what we could tell of her records that we hacked, she matched you and your wife as you applied at exactly the same time.”

      “Wait . . .” Draklan said. “If she had no credentials to arrange a marriage, then she cannot arrange a marriage, nor can she sign the documents that we had her sign before the ceremony, so . . .”

      “So your marriage . . .”

      “Don't say it,” the prince suddenly snapped, because he knew exactly what it meant.

      His marriage was illegal. The documents that the matchmaker would have signed to bring them together weren't real.

      He wasn't really married to Margot at all.

      “How much do I have to pay you to make this all go away?” Draklan asked after a long moment.

      “Your Grace, we are your security team,” one said. “We won't . . .”

      “This isn't an official palace job,” Draklan said. “This is off the record. So what would your rate be if you weren't being paid by the palace?”

      They looked to each other and then one spoke.

      “30,000 credits would suffice, Your Grace.”

      “Done,” Draklan said. “Not a word.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” they agreed.

      Draklan took out his tablet to make the necessary arrangements. 30,000 credits was a lot less than he anticipated, and he appreciated that they were being reasonable. They didn't particularly care that he seemed to be illegally married, but he knew that his mother could make them care.

      He concealed his rage until he left the room. However, once he did, he felt like he was seeing red. What was he supposed to do? Did he tell Margot at the expense of his mother? Did he tell his mother at the expense of Margot?

      Draklan had been trained in many matters when he knew he would inherit the islands, and his father had always been strict with his upbringing. But there was never anything that taught him about how to react to something like this.

      He didn't know what to say. He didn't know what to do.

      “Well, hello,” he heard a voice say, and he looked up, upset. The last person he wanted to see was Rabbina, and yet there she was. She was, as usual, dressed seductively, and she looked like a wolf who had just found a sheep. “What are you doing here?”

      “I'm . . .” he looked up and realized he had walked right into Bhatraz and Rabbina’s section of the palace. “What? Sorry, I didn't mean to come in here.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “Because Bhatraz isn't here, so you and I could just relax.”

      “No,” he said. “I didn't mean to walk in here. I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “You can tell me about it.” Rabbina sat down on the couch and patted the seat beside her. “Maybe I can help.”

      “You can't,” Draklan said.

      She just smiled. “You look good, all broody like that.”

      “Yeah . . .” Draklan said and backed away. “I'll be . . . somewhere else.”

      He hurried back out the way he’d come. He never knew what to do with Rabbina. He didn't want to be rude to her for fear of what his brother would say. But at the same time, she disgusted him and she was constantly harassing him. He was pretty sure that his entire family was more dysfunctional than all of Margot's planet combined. And he had heard some terrible things about Earth.

      “Draklan,” he heard his mother say as he tried to walk down the opposite hallway. It seemed that everywhere he went, there were people. “I haven't seen you all morning. How are you? How is Margot? Do you think she's with child?”

      “I'm not sure,” Draklan said. “I don't think we normally know these things too quickly, do we?”

      He was trying to act as if everything was normal, and his mother apparently believed him. He had worked hard since his father died at concealing his emotions, and it appeared that it was working because she simply smiled.

      “It'll happen, Draklan,” she said. “Just keep trying.”

      “Mother.” He was absolutely appalled at her blatant ways.

      “What?” she asked, raising her eyebrow. “Did you think it wasn't my business? Of course it's my business. You have to produce an heir.”

      “I'm aware,” he said. “And not that I want to lay blame, but my brothers have been married for longer.”

      “I have spoken to your brothers,” she said in a way that made him feel like they had gotten it worse than him. “And they are trying as well.”

      “Good,” Draklan said, trying to bite his tongue. “I have to go to the lab,” he said at last. It was a complete lie, but the queen didn't know that. “Pralmav needs to meet with me.”

      “About what?” Joronna asked.

      “His island research facility,” Draklan said. “And I don't want to be late.”

      “Of course, Son,” she said with a smile. “You know how it pleases me to see you boys get along.”

      “Great,” he said and took off down the hallway at twice the speed he had been walking before. His speed meant that no one else approached him. He knew that he should go see Margot, but he was hoping to put it off for a few moments longer, at least. He actually returned to the lab, hoping to corner Pralmav and have his older brother give him a logical answer for the chaos that was happening.

      In the lab, however, he found Margot and realized that he needed to tell her.

      “I was just waiting for Milinna,” Margot said. “We were going to have a quick cup of tea before I came to find you. Did you find out about the matchmaker?”

      He bit his tongue. He couldn't tell her, even though he knew he should. Joronna would be beyond mad and possibly take his islands away. Margot would never trust him again. There was no easy answer.

      He was about to tell her a white lie when there was a clatter behind them.

      Both of them spun around to see Milinna standing in the doorway. She looked like she was bringing them tea, but it had gone impossibly wrong. Her face was pale and her hands were trembling.

      “Sit,” Draklan said, having seen her do this once before. He went over to her. “Milinna . . .”

      “Are you ok?” Margot asked, completely innocent of what was about to happen. “Milinna?”

      The older Princess tried to take a step forward, but anything left in her strength completely left her. Draklan moved forward to grab her as she fainted, and the tea set went smashing to the ground.

      “Oh, my God!” Margot cried as she reached forward to grab her sister-in-law's hand.

      Draklan grunted as the dead weight hit him, but he managed to make sure that she didn’t hit the ground. Instead, he eased her down until both of them were sitting on the floor.

      Milinna didn’t completely black out, although Draklan thought it would have been better. She began to tremble in pain, her silver hair falling over her slim shoulders as she winced and then cried out.

      “Hey.” Draklan grabbed her face. “Milinna. What do I do? Tell me what to do.”

      She muttered to him in Tamaraxian, but even Margot understood that she needed some sort of medication. Before either of them could find it, however, Pralmav came into the room. His face went from serenity to terror before he leapt into action. Before Margot or Draklan could even properly process a thought, Pralmav had found a syringe, filled it up, and pulled up his wife's sleeve. She had a medical device implanted in her arm, which he injected the syringe into. Margot had never seen anything like it, but she could tell that it helped right away. Color returned to Milinna's face, and the young scientist soon began to breathe normally.

      “There we go,” Pralmav said at last, sitting back on his haunches.

      The way he approached things so calmly told Margot that this was a common occurrence, which broke her heart. She remembered her husband telling her that whatever was wrong with Milinna was because of the scientific work they did. Milinna seemed to hold no ill will toward her husband for any of this. She simply smiled at him, grateful that he had helped her.

      “Just stay seated for a bit.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” Draklan asked.

      Pralmav shook his head. “We’re fine, thank you,” he said. “Perhaps it's best if you . . .”

      “Yes, we should go,” Draklan said.

      Margot squeezed her sister-in-law's shoulder and Milinna gave her a grateful look as Margot got up.

      “Feel better,” Margot said as Draklan led her away. As soon as they safely out of earshot, Margot turned to her new husband. “Whoa,” she said. “That was . . . .terrifying.”

      “I think it’s more terrifying the first few times you see it,” he said.

      “You've seen her fall before?”

      “Usually, Pralmav is always in the room,” Draklan replied. “So it's not as . . . he's well-versed and always remains calm.”

      “I wish I could be that calm,” Margot said. “I didn't know what to do. I'm so glad he helped her.”

      “Yes,” Draklan replied. Their conversation was awkward and stilted because anywhere they walked, people dropped everything and bowed to them. Margot felt like she should acknowledge it, at least, but Draklan kept walking as if it didn't matter in the slightest. She knew if they didn't bow to him, it would be more of an issue. She had seen him stop and stare down someone who clearly didn't recognize him as a prince.

      “Is that why your mother doesn't . . .” she chose her words carefully. “Bother them as much for an heir? Does she know?”

      “I don't know if she does,” Draklan replied. “If she does know, it would be a miracle that she hasn't declared Milinna an unsuitable princess. She may feel as if their contribution to science is enough, but . . . .somehow, I don't think my mother can see the bigger picture.”

      “How was your meeting?” Margot suddenly remembered that he had met with his staff and she had previously been waiting with bated breath. “Did you find out anything?”

      Draklan chose his words carefully. “Yes,” he said. “We found her.”

      “You found her?” Margot shrieked and then remembered everyone was watching them. She lowered her voice. “Oh, my goodness. So what does this mean? Can you bring her in? Can you question her?”

      “There are many courses of action we could take,” Draklan replied. “But I would not like to bring her here.”

      “Why not?” Margot asked, confused.

      “I think it would be best if we serve her with justice in her own environment,” Draklan replied. “So that she suffers more for what she has done. We are not the only couple she has done this to, Margot. It appears she just matches together any two applicants who apply, in the order they are received, without even considering who they might be.”

      “And then taking the fee and running?” Margot asked.

      Draklan nodded.

      “Well, that's horrible. That's not a matchmaker. That's just stapling applications together and calling them marriages.”

      “That's one way of describing it, yes,” he said. “We can get information on other couples she has matched together, so I'd like to speak to them first and see if we can move as one force.”

      “That's a good idea,” Margot replied. “But you are a prince, Draklan. Do you think anyone's word would be as powerful as yours?”

      “I don't know,” he admitted. “For all I know, she's matched all the royals of the universe. I'm going to see what my security team can come up with. For now, I've put surveillance on her so she can't escape.”

      “All right,” Margot replied. “I trust you. But please keep me posted. I don't like to be kept in the dark.”

      “I will,” he promised her. If they were a little closer, a little more well-versed with each other, he might have kissed her on the cheek and left. Instead, she stood there awkwardly for a moment and then nodded before she headed in the other direction.

      Her trust didn’t make Draklan feel good. Although they were getting along, it was mostly on the surface, out of politeness. They were two radically different people who should have never been matched together, and he felt like they were playing roles in order to attempt to build a life together.

      The fact that he knew their marriage was invalid played on his mind the rest of the day. With an invalid marriage, he could technically start over. However, that would mean that he would be back in a position of possibly losing his inheritance, and his mother would be on his back worse than she was now. He knew exactly what would happen if he told his mother their marriage was invalid and that Drax was a liar. She would lose her mind and find him another unsuitable match. If no woman had interested him before, there wasn't going to be one who magically popped up now.

      He was between a rock and a hard place, and revealing the truth meant not only ruining his life but also Margot's. She had nowhere else to go. He had seen the ridiculous video messages her ex kept sending, and it was enough to make him want to go down to Earth and punch the guy in the face. He saw how her shoulders tensed every time she spoke of him or watched the messages. He couldn't send her back to that. It wasn't her fault that she was here. He just didn't know how to find a way to make it work so that everyone was happy, including himself. Someone's happiness had to be sacrificed, and at the moment, he wasn't sure who could bear that.
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      “Wait, what do I do with this?” Margot asked Draklan, confused. They were preparing for a state dinner, and it seemed like there were a hundred things on the table that she had no idea what to do with.

      “That's a . . .” he paused, thinking of the Earth word. “It's a fork.”

      “That's a fork?” she raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “That is not what I would call a fork. A fork has four prongs, maybe three. This has . . .” she counted it. “Eight, and two them are coming out the side. You have normal forks. I've seen them at every other dinner.”

      “These are for fancy occasions,” he replied.

      “Fancy occasions when you dislike your guests?” she asked.

      He actually chuckled at that. “Sometimes, I think every one of these fancy occasions are because we dislike our guests. We judge people for the smallest things, yet we all keep coming to these dinners.”

      “So it will be all the other nobles?” she asked. “Just from Tamarax?”

      “I believe it's just from Tamarax,” he answered. “We have had intergalactic dinners, but this is just the nobles who serve under us.”

      “That's nice of you,” she said.

      He shrugged. “It's about keeping the nobles happy. Although we sit on the throne, there have been many situations in many a planet's history where the nobles have rebelled. You want to keep them happy and keep open communication with them.”

      “And the island?” she asked. “There are different nobles from there, right?”

      “Yes,” he said. “But they still fall under our crown. If you want to think of it in Earth terms, I am the lower king of the islands, and any nobles whose titles stem from there answer to me, and I answer to the high crown.”

      “Which will be Bhatraz when your mother passes,” she said.

      “That's it,” Draklan replied, sitting beside her at the table with a sigh. At the moment, the entire room was empty, and their voices echoed through the large room. All the setup had been done early in the morning, and the rest of the preparations were being done in the kitchen, as well as through the front hall. Margot knew that Draklan had a hundred things to do, but she thought it was kind that he took the time to teach her something that anyone could have been ordered to teach her. He seemed upset, his shoulders tense, and she watched him, calculating her next move.

      He’s attractive, she thought. He was insanely attractive, the type of person she thought would never look twice at her. However, his personality was often off, and she had seen him lose his temper more than once. She didn't fear him. She wasn't afraid that he was going to hurt her or anything of that nature. She also knew that he had a lot on his shoulders at the moment. She felt like she would be more attracted to him if she could really talk to him rather than agreeing about logical things.

      “Is something the matter?” she asked at last. She felt like he had been struggling with something new for the past few days, and she couldn't get him to open up.

      He glanced at her, and it was clear that he wanted to share with her. However, she hadn't gotten him to open up until now.

      “Draklan,” she said. “We're in this together.”

      It seemed to be the words to crack him, and he turned to meet her eyes, lowering his voice.

      “There is something that I haven't told you about the matchmaker,” he said.

      She leaned in to be able to hear him. “You still know where she is, don't you?”

      “Yes,” Draklan said. “It's nothing like that. We have her under surveillance, and her every move is reported to me.”

      “Good,” Margot said. “What is it?”

      He took a deep breath, trying to figure out how to word it. It took several tries, but eventually, he managed to convey to her that their marriage was invalid, and that they couldn't tell anyone.

      Margot didn't say anything for a long moment. She got up from the table, pacing the floor behind them. She didn't say anything for so long that she knew from his expression that Draklan worried that she was about to explode.

      “Margot,” he said quietly when she remained silent. “Please understand. There are so many things at stake if we reveal this. We'd both have to start over. You'd lose your sanctuary away from Earth, I'd lose my inheritance, and—”

      Eventually, she took a deep breath and came to sit at the table beside him.

      “Okay,” she said at last.

      “Okay?” he asked, surprised.

      “Yes,” she said. “I won't tell anyone. It's just one more thing that we have to pretend about.”

      “I'm sorry,” he whispered.

      She shook her head. “It's not really that surprising,” she said. “I mean, this matchmaker hasn't lived up to anything else we thought about her, so why should we be surprised that her credentials are also fake?” she whispered.

      “You're not angry?” he asked.

      “Oh, I'm angry,” she responded quietly. “But I'm not angry at you. You're the—”

      Her phone beeped several times, and she looked at it, distracted for a second. Both of them could see from the preview screen that it was yet another video message from David. She instantly deleted it without even reading it.

      “You know what?” she said with a smile. “Not even angry anymore. It's fine.”

      “That's one way to look at it,” he said, grinning as he got up. “I should get back, but do you think you've got it?”

      “Yeah, let me just . . . practice with this,” she said.

      As soon as Draklan left, she sighed. There was already so much that she had to cover up, and now there was an invalid marriage on top of it.

      Instead of leaving the Grand Hall right away, Margot decided to call her mother. They hadn't spoken much since she had left David. Her mother had been a huge fan of her and David and couldn't understand why she had left him, no matter how much Margot explained it.

      “Hello, darling,” her mother said when she answered the phone, and Margot hoped she was in as good a mood as she appeared to be. “Oh, my goodness, where are you?”

      “I'm, uh . . . in the Grand Hall,” Margot responded, looking around. “We have a state dinner later.”

      When she had told her mother who Draklan was, her mother didn't believe her until she had given her a video tour of the palace. Then her mother was enthusiastic about it, happy that her daughter was a princess.

      “Do you get to wear a crown?” her mother asked.

      “Um, a tiara,” Margot said. “Because I'm not a queen.”

      “Doesn’t being a princess mean you will be a queen?” her mother asked.

      “Well, yes, a lower queen,” Margot said, using Draklan's terms.

      “Oh,” her mother said. “I see, I think.”

      “Mom . . .” Margot smiled. “How are you? Tell me about that.”

      “I’m great,” her mother replied. “Although . . .”

      “What is it?” Margot asked. Her stomach instantly dropped and she was worried that she was a million miles away and about to hear some bad news. “Are you okay? Are you sick? Is there something wrong?”

      “I’m okay,” she assured her. “It's just . . . David dropped by.”

      “David dropped by?” she screeched. “David dropped by your house? Why? Why would he do that?”

      “He wanted to know how you were doing,” her mother said. “I thought it was sweet. He's such a nice boy.”

      “Mom, he has to drive an hour and a half to get to your house. He didn't just drop by. He went out of his way. And he did that because I haven't been replying to his messages.”

      “Why not?” her mother asked. “That's not nice.”

      “Mom . . .” Margot put her head in her hands. “You know what he did to me.”

      “He loves you,” she said. “And he just wants—”

      “What difference does it make?” Margot said. “I'm married now.”

      “Yes, but . . .” her mother said. “Are you sure you are married?”

      Margot froze. Given the information that she had just received from Draklan, she was a bit concerned.

      “Of course, I'm married,” she said. “Did someone tell you otherwise?”

      “No,” her mother said. “Except there have been some horror stories of these intergalactic matchmakers. I don't know why you felt you had to do that, dear. There are so many boys here on Earth.”

      “I have to go,” Margot replied. “I'll call you later, okay?”

      “Margot, don't avoid us,” her mother said. “We still love you, even if you've dedicated your life to an alien—”

      “Bye, Mom,” she said and hung up. That was not the way she wanted the phone call to go.

      The dining room felt far too large, and Margot decided that she didn't want to be alone in it any longer. Getting up, she headed to her room, where she thought she had time to do some landscaping. Her phone dinged again with a video call, and Margot assumed her mother was calling back. She pushed the Answer button without even thinking.

      “What did you forget?” she asked.

      “That's not the best way to greet me, my love,” said a voice that sent chills down her spine. She looked down at her phone and to her horror saw David's face staring back at her.

      “What the . . . why are you calling me?” she managed to get out without sounding like she was ready to throw her phone.

      “Why am I calling you?” David replied. “Don’t you know?”

      “No?” she answered.

      “It's our anniversary,” he answered.

      She really did consider throwing her phone. “David,” she said, “no. It was our anniversary. But since we aren't a couple anymore, it isn't any longer.”

      “Darling—” he started.

      “I’m married now!” she said. “You have to stop calling. You have to stop leaving video messages. You have to stop all of this.”

      “Then why did you answer?” he asked. “Something in your subconscious must have wanted you to answer me.”

      “I thought you were my mother!” she cried.

      “Why would I be your mother?” he asked. “By the way, have you been getting my video messages? I'm not sure what the signal is like up there.”

      “Please stop calling,” she begged. “Please stop leaving me video messages.”

      “Oh, so you have been getting my messages?”

      “David, stop calling!” she shrieked.

      “Just because you became a mail-order bride doesn't mean that you can't get out of it,” David said. “Just come home, baby, and everything will be fine.”

      “This is my home now!” she practically screamed. “And I'm not coming back to you, so if you don't stop, I'll . . .”

      “You'll what?” he asked. “You already don't answer my calls and messages. I miss you.”

      “I don't miss you!” she said and hung up the phone.

      Her chest was heaving and her heart rate was so high that it felt like it was going to explode out of her chest.

      “Are you all right, Your Grace?” a passing footman asked.

      “Yes, yes, I'm fine,” Margot tried to assure him.

      He looked like he didn't believe her, but he wasn't about to question a princess. Therefore, he stepped back, nodding.

      Margot took a deep breath and kept walking, trying to keep her face serene as she walked. One of the hardest things she found about being a princess was that everyone watched her all the time. If she sneezed, she was told that the kingdom would be talking about it for days.

      She still hadn't been allowed to see much of the city or the islands, and it bothered her. She wasn't a prisoner, she could go if she pleased, but everything was always so complicated that she often ran out of energy to deal with it. If she wanted to go into town, it required a whole plan and three different levels of council approval. She then had to be escorted by several guards and she couldn't deviate from her route. If there was a shop she wanted to go in that she hadn't mentioned, she couldn't go in unless they completely cleared it and deemed it safe, and that took over an hour sometimes. It was easier to just explore the palace and the grounds than deal with the town.

      On the days when she wished for her old life, she remembered David and immediately was grateful she was here, even if the situation was incredibly complicated here as well.

      She didn't know where to go or whom to call, so she headed to the lab. Ever since Milinna had collapsed in front of them, the pair had grown closer, as if they understood each other better now. Margot knew she was bothering them, but she saw it as a better alternative to spending endless hours alone when Draklan was busy.

      She knew the passcode to the lab by now and let herself in, making sure to pick up a pair of disposable gloves on the way in, in case she touched something that would undo fifty years of research.

      Milinna and Pralmav were side by side, both of them holding test tubes and staring at them in silence. Margot felt a bit bad for interrupting them, but Milinna looked up and smiled. Margot noted that she didn't move from her husband's side and thought it was adorable.

      “Hello,” Margot said. “Do you want to get dressed for the dinner?”

      Milinna looked at the clock, surprised.

      “It's three o'clock?” she said, looking down at her lab attire. “I only need . . .”

      “Why don't you go?” Pralmav said kindly. “You two can spend some time together before we are due to enter the Grand Hall.”

      “But we aren't done,” Milinna replied. “I want to help you.”

      “I appreciate that,” Pralmav said. “But I think I can figure it out from here. It'll only be another half hour or so, and Margot is here now. Go on.”

      Milinna looked torn but nodded. “All right,” she said. “I'll see you in an hour or two.”

      They shared a look, and Margot thought with any normal couple, they would have kissed. But these two were shy and uncertain of each other. She took off her lab covering and threw away her gloves after another moment and joined Margot on the walk out.

      “I didn't mean to interrupt,” Margot said. “My apologies.”

      “No, it's all right,” she said. “We were almost finished. He is so much smarter than I am. I can only assist.”

      “Don't say that,” Margot said. “He . . .”

      “No, I don't say it for pity,” Milinna said. “It's the truth. I'm trying to learn as much as I can, just to make sure I can help whenever he needs it.”

      “That's sweet of you,” Margot said. “I've tried to help Draklan, but he seems to want to shoulder the burden all by himself.”

      “So you two are getting along?” Milinna asked as they walked through the palace.

      “We are,” Margot said. “But sometimes, I think getting along is all we are ever going to do.”

      “Give it time,” Milinna said. “That's what people tell me.”

      “Well . . .” Margot wanted to say that it was different, but she decided to leave it. They had dresses chosen for them already which were laid out and waiting for them. There were several maids to help them get dressed, something that Margot hadn't gotten used to yet. Even though she knew that she needed to let the maids do their job, she couldn't help but squirm a bit as they helped her get dressed.

      “Have you thought about going away?” Milinna asked her, blind to the maids.

      “I would love to,” Margot said. “But Draklan is so busy and there is so much effort that seems to affect our going into town.”

      “It is complicated,” Milinna said. “But you get used to it. However, that clearance that you speak of is just for in the main cities.”

      “What?” Margot asked, confused.

      “You can go somewhere else, a small unpopulated place, on or off planet, and it doesn't require that much clearance.”

      “Really?” Margot said, surprised. “I thought . . .”

      “I think you have been so focused on the cities,” Milinna said with a smile, “that you haven't explored the other possibilities.”

      “I feel like I just need to ask you everything,” Margot commented. “You always seem to know the answer.”

      “Practice,” Milinna answered with a smile. “Is everything all right, though? You have seemed a little . . . distracted today.”

      “Everything’s fine,” Margot replied, not knowing whether she should share the secret of her invalid marriage with her sister-in-law.

      Eventually, they were dressed and crowned. Margot was clad in a green gown that hugged her curves and brought out her eyes, where Milinna had on a pale yellow gown of lace that covered her from collarbone to toe, delicate and beautiful. Their tiaras matched their gowns, woven into their hair and accompanied by matching jewels. Margot took a moment to look into the mirror.

      “Wow,” she said. “I don't think I've ever been this done up, not even at my prom or when I had a gallery opening.”

      “I think you look lovely,” Milinna said and shifted her gown to accommodate the implanted medical device that Margot had glimpsed earlier.

      “Does it hurt?” she asked her sister-in-law gently.

      “No,” Milinna said. “At least, not any worse than the consequences of not having it.”

      “You are brave,” Margot replied.

      “I'm not brave,” Milinna said. “My husband is brave. I just want to survive.”

      “You are brave,” Margot assured her as they were told to head to the Grand Hall.

      “Were you briefed?” she asked. “About what we do?”

      “When?” Margot asked. “Don't we just walk in?”

      Milinna smiled. “Not quite. We have to be announced in order of rank, and then we enter slowly to give the entire ballroom time to greet us.”

      “In order of rank or backward order of rank?”

      “In order,” Milinna said. “When you enter by formality, you must bow to Bhatraz and Rabbina, and then Pralmav and myself.”

      “Okay,” Margot said. “Got it. And Joronna, yes?”

      “If she comes,” Milinna answered. “Joronna sometimes shows up and sometimes she says that she trusts her sons to do it.”

      “Got it,” Margot said as they rounded the corner.

      In the small anteroom, the rest of the family was waiting. They were all decked out to the nines, and Margot thought her husband looked particularly handsome with a black dress suit and a golden crown. She had eyes for no one else, as if her eyes were pulled to him by a string.

      It was because of her tunnel vision that she noticed Rabbina leaning over so her chest was practically spilling out of her low-cut gown and flirting with Draklan. Bhatraz seemed to be paying no attention to what his wife was doing, making some joke to Pralmav, who only responded with raised eyebrows.

      “Sorry,” Margot said, trying to get to Draklan and annoyed that Rabbina was so close. As soon as she got close to her sister-in-law, she realized she was drunker than she'd ever seen her.

      “Am I bothering you?” Rabbina said with a sickly sweet smile. “My apologies. You shouldn't leave your handsome husband unattended. Somebody might steal him away from your gold-digging ways.”

      “Excuse me?” Margot's jaw dropped.

      Draklan's face turned bright red. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me,” Rabbina said. “We're all thinking it. I'm just saying it. You couldn't find a suitable match so you found an alien whore who isn't even making you an heir.”

      Draklan looked like he wanted to slap her.

      Margot, however, had had enough. “This may come as a surprise to you,” Margot said. “But I'm pretty sure it's you who is the whore for lusting after other men, and right in front of your husband as well. What kind of lack of confidence must you have to go after everyone you see?”

      Her voice was a lot louder than she intended it to be, and Bhatraz turned around in shock. However, instead of expressing anger, he turned bright red with embarrassment and grabbed his wife by the arm. “Come with me,” he said and practically dragged her away.

      The remaining group stood in silence, looking at each other.

      “I'm sorry,” Margot started.

      Draklan was quick to respond. “You've done nothing wrong,” he said. “You were brave, and you dealt with it much better than I would have.”

      “I just . . .” Margot glanced at Milinna. “I guess all the princesses are brave, in some way.”

      “As much as I agree with the assessment,” Pralmav said, “I don't think we've heard the last of this.”

      “No,” Draklan replied. “We most certainly haven't. But I think we need to just get in there. We can make excuses for them.”

      “What excuse?” Pralmav replied. “So we are all on the same page?”

      “We can say that they are caught up in business, as the crown prince and princess,” Draklan replied. “That's a believable enough excuse. Mother doesn't seem to be here.”

      “Yet,” Pralmav said. “All right, then. We'll go first, shall we, dear?”

      Milinna took his arm, looking absolutely thrilled at the opportunity to do so. Margot copied her, taking Draklan's arm. She was still shaking, and she leaned over to her husband.

      “I really am very sorry,” she said.

      Draklan shrugged. “Welcome to palace life,” he said with a smile. The doors opened then, and everyone stood a bit straighter. It was time to put on a mask and act as royalty, perfect and with no issues whatsoever.
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          Draklan

        

      

    

    
      “If you don't learn to control your wife—” Bhatraz said to him the next day.

      “If I don't learn to control my wife?” Draklan practically exploded. He hadn't even had his coffee yet and his older brother was already yelling at him. “Because it was my wife who decided to lean over and behave like I was candy?”

      “Don't even start with me, Draklan,” Bhatraz replied. “Or—”

      “Or what?” Draklan asked. “You know I'm in the right. Even in your ridiculously irrational state—”

      “Brother, I am in charge of this kingdom and—”

      “You’re not,” Draklan replied. “Not yet.”

      He turned and left the room before Bhatraz continued to threaten him. He wasn't going to stand there at the crack of dawn and listen to insults when he knew that he had done nothing wrong.

      He felt like he had been on the verge of arguing with everyone. He wished for a marriage where he could express his true feelings, but he and Margot only had very surface conversations, at the risk of fighting with each other. They claimed to each other that they were glad they were getting along, but Draklan didn't really feel like they were getting along. He felt like they were speaking about trivial things. And even when the matter wasn't trivial, he felt like they were only speaking in the politest terms.

      It was frustrating, given that he’d had a lot on his mind and no one he could really talk to.

      Draklan decided then and there that he wanted to change that. He wanted to be able to have open and honest conversations with his wife, polite or not. The fight that they had on their wedding night was fresh in his mind. He didn't want anything like that to happen again.

      “Margot,” he said once he finally got ahold of her. She was sitting by the windowsill in his room, her favorite place. However, this time, she didn't have a sketchpad in her hand. She seemed to be lost in her own thoughts, and he could see by how her fists were clenched at her side that she was frustrated. She hadn't been herself since last night, and he knew that she was bothered by the confrontation that happened last night. “Would you like to go for a walk?”

      “With you?” she asked him.

      “Yes,” he said with a small smile. “With me.”

      “I suppose,” she replied.

      He paused. “I would like you to come with me, but please only say yes if you would like to. I would like you to be happy and will take no offense if you say no.”

      Margot seemed surprised by this kindness and put her feet on the floor. “I would like to go for a walk,” she said.

      “Good,” Draklan replied and waited until she got up and fixed her dress. “How are you this morning?”

      “I'm all right,” she said. “Although last night was quite the adventure.”

      “I did think that the dinner itself went quite well,” Draklan said. “If that's any condolence.”

      “A little bit,” Margot said as they headed outside. The sun was warm, and she turned her face to it like a flower.

      Draklan thought she looked stunning in that light, but he didn't say anything. “I have gotten all caught up on my paperwork,” he said. “So I thought perhaps today, you could let me know if there was something that you wanted to do.”

      “Really?” She looked at him in surprise. “I thought that you were busy. I've just accepted that you'll always be busy.”

      “It shouldn’t always be like that,” Draklan said. “Some days are busier than others. It's the life of a prince, but not always.”

      “I understand that,” she said. “Which is why I just said . . .”

      She glanced at him and he sighed.

      “Margot, I don't want to fight,” he said. “Really.”

      “I know,” she relented. “And it seems like we often end up talking around each other so we won’t.”

      He took a deep breath and tried again. “I’m glad that you said what you did,” he said. “I find Rabbina so . . . annoying. Annoying is the nicest word I can think of. I feel like she is . . . aggressively obsessive. And it's not just when she's drunk, but it's more often when she is.”

      “She is often drunk too,” Margot said quietly.

      Draklan chuckled with dark humor. “She is,” he replied. “But being married to my brother isn't the easiest situation.”

      “Milinna said she had a good time,” Margot said. “At least.”

      “She and Pralmav always have a good time when they are together,” Draklan said. “A greater match has never been made, even if they can't find it within themselves to tell each other.”

      “Why is that?” Margot asked. “I mean . . .”

      “Because sometimes, all Pralmav sees is a test tube,” Draklan replied. “And I want to smack him over the head with one.”

      “I mean . . . that's cute,” she said.

      “It's something,” Draklan replied as they continued to walk. “Anyway, thank you for doing what you did.”

      “Oh,” Margot said. “It was nothing. I didn't even think about it. Which may have been part of the problem.”

      “Well, since you intervened for me,” Draklan said, “Is there something I can do to return the favor?”

      “What do you mean?” Margot asked.

      “I know that David has been a problem for you,” Draklan said. “Is he still persisting?”

      Margot paused and then decided to be truthful since Draklan had been so truthful with her.

      “Yes,” she said. “I accidentally answered his call the other day.”

      “Oh?” Draklan said.

      “I thought he was my mom calling back,” Margot said. “So I answered without looking, and it was David.”

      “What did he want?”

      “What he always wants,” Margot said with a sigh. “He doesn't seem to understand that I'm not available. And even if I were available, I'm not interested.”

      “Except . . .” Draklan said. “You know you technically are available.”

      “He doesn't need to know that,” Margot answered “Ever. Literally ever.”

      “Don’t you have quite the history with him?” Draklan replied.

      “I spent my whole adult life with him,” Margot said. “So being away from him is like growing up.”

      “So you were young when you got together with him?”

      “Yes,” Margot said. “And I think I stayed with him for so long because I didn't know how to be apart from him.”

      “Which you regret?” Draklan asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “Without a doubt. Even if I wasn't in this situation, I'd hopefully be far away from him by now.”

      “You couldn't get any farther away than Tamarax,” Draklan said with a chuckle. “Not without circling back in the other direction.”

      “I wouldn't put it past David to try and show up,” Margot said. “Did I tell you that he almost got on the ship with me?”

      “The ship?” Draklan asked in surprise. “How? We made sure that security was tight for that.”

      “He can be very convincing,” Margot said. “And he was trying to convince them that I had no idea what I was doing and that I could possibly be going against my will.”

      “Where, exactly, would he get the impression that you could be made to do anything against your will?” Draklan asked.

      She smiled at him. “You think very highly of me,” she said.

      He shrugged. “I'm just telling the truth,” he replied. “You can be very . . .”

      “Stubborn?” she asked.

      “Strong,” he replied as they walked. “And I'm sorry that has made us butt heads so far.”

      “I'm sorry too,” Margot said. “It's not like there is a manual to tell us exactly how to navigate all of this.”

      “That is true,” Draklan said. “I wish there were, because it would take up a lot less time.”

      “Even David’s not calling me every five seconds would take up a lot less time,” Margot answered.

      “Would you like me to call him for you?” Draklan asked.

      Margot turned to him in surprise. “For me?” she said.

      “As in, I will talk to him and if he doesn't think that's enough, I will talk to him in person, if you understand my drift.”

      “Oh, my,” Margot said. “That would be . . . yes, thank you! That's so kind.”

      “It's only fitting,” Draklan replied, delighted that they were getting along on more than just a surface level. “Next time he calls, forward the call to me.”

      “I will,” she said. “Thank you again.”

      They had made a lap around the footpath, and Draklan didn't want to push his luck for the day. He bade Margot goodbye, knowing that there was other business to attend to. His mother had requested his presence in the throne room, and he knew that it was never a good day when she did that. He put on his best neutral face, trying to act as if nothing was wrong as he went to see Queen Joronna.

      Luckily, the throne room was empty except for the queen. She was sitting regally, and the second Draklan walked in, she indicated that she wanted him to bow to her, which he didn't frequently do. Generally, they only respected such formalities when they were in public or when she wanted the rules to be enforced. Draklan had a feeling that the rules were about to be enforced by her glare.

      “Mother,” he said. “How can I be of assistance today?”

      “Son,” she said. “Information has reached my ears about last night, which does not thrill me. Please give me your version of events.”

      “My version of events?” Draklan said. “Rabbina was acting like a nightmare and Margot defended herself.”

      “My understanding,” she said, “was that Princess Rabbina was merely pointing out, as I was, that you and Margot have not produced an heir, and Margot accused her of—”

      “That is what happened!” Draklan growled. “Rabbina was, as usual, expressing her desire to be with me rather than Bhatraz, and she decided that Margot was not good enough.”

      “Rabbina never—”

      “Mother, have you gone blind or deaf in your old age?” he asked.

      His mother turned bright red. “How dare you—”

      “I'm not having this conversation anymore,” Draklan said and turned before his mother could even get another word out. He left the room, which he knew was going to get him in more trouble than he was before he walked in, but he didn't care.

      He felt like the palace was a prison and his mother was constantly threatening him and trying to control him. He had his own kingdom, but it was starting to become clear that he might never gain access to it.

      He couldn't imagine his mother’s reaction if she found out that his marriage to Margot was illegal. She would probably throw Margot out and then scream the palace down.

      Technically, Draklan thought, it was her fault. She was the one who had hired a sketchy matchmaker and put them in this position to begin with. It was all her fault, but she wouldn't care if Margot had a hundred heirs. If he and Margot produced princes and princesses, then it wouldn't matter what their legal status was.

      He was still storming around when he saw Bhatraz coming down the hallway. Draklan attempted to dive off into another room, but his brother saw him and made a beeline toward him.

      “You,” Bhatraz said and snapped his finger into the room that Draklan had tried to go into to hide. “Now.”

      “Why?” Draklan said. “Neither of us said a word to each other last night that was a problem. And if you want to apologize about this morning . . .”

      “If you don't learn to control your wife—”

      “If I don't learn to control my wife? Again with this?” Draklan looked at him in disbelief. “Was it my wife who was drunk and disorderly? Was it my wife who—”

      “It's your wife who is a gold-digging alien whore,” Bhatraz replied.

      Draklan struggled not to punch him. “So Rabbina's words were influenced by you?” he asked. “You share those opinions? I will wreck your face before you say another word.”

      “You didn't know a single thing about this girl,” Bhatraz argued.

      “You didn't know a single thing about Rabbina, and yet you married her, the woman who will rule all of Tamarax with you!”

      “I knew she was from this planet!” Bhatraz roared at him. “Not some Earth mongrel in a desperate—”

      “Stop!” Draklan growled at him and threw a punch.

      When they were boys, they used to scrap all the time. It wasn't always harmless either. Their punches got harder as they grew, and after each fight, they never seemed to forgive each other all the way. They were getting worse as the years went on. Draklan couldn't even remember a time when they got along, and it hurt him. But it didn't hurt as much as his brother's cheek connecting to his knuckles.

      Within seconds, they were rolling on the ground, bleeding and yelling.

      The guards ran in then, pulling them apart. Bhatraz was bleeding from the face and Draklan was bleeding from the neck. Neither of them were serious wounds, but seeing the princes bleeding and yelling at each other was going to create rumors that went through the whole kingdom.

      “Don't ever,” Draklan growled at his brother, “speak that way about my wife again, or I will do twice the damage that I have done to you.”

      “When I’m king, Brother,” Bhatraz said, “you’ll not have a seat in this palace.”

      “I don’t need a seat in this palace,” Draklan said and stormed out of the room.

      He couldn't breathe. He couldn't think, and he certainly couldn't speak properly. He had other business to attend to, but he clearly had to clean up before he saw anyone else for the day.

      Margot's sanctuary was the window in his bedroom, especially when it rained. She loved the landscape there and he understood why. However, his sanctuary was the map and images he had posted in his private changing room that displayed the islands that were meant to be his soon enough. He constantly asked for updates and requested more pictures as they built structures or changed the landscape. Margot loved land, but he loved water and the ecosystems within in.

      He knew exactly where Pralmav was going to build his facilities, and he had a momentary fantasy of the four of them living in peace in the islands without Joronna, Bhatraz, or Rabbina. It seemed like a much better life.

      He cleaned his wounds and changed his shirt so that the evidence of the brawl was not as obvious. He knew that everyone would have heard of it by the time he got out of the washroom.

      Sure enough, as soon as he went back out into the hallway, Margot found him.

      “Are you all right? Oh, my goodness, look at that wound! What happened? Why did it happen? Was it about last night? Was it my fault? I'm sorry, I never meant to—”

      “Margot.” He held up his hands. “It's all right.”

      “It's not all right,” she said and then finally took a breath. “How does Bhatraz look?”

      “Worse,” Draklan said with a grin.

      She finally managed to smile about it. “Well, good,” she said. “I also heard that the queen was quite upset.”

      “She can be upset all she wants,” he said. “But it's her fault, and the sooner she realizes it, the less she is going to give herself a coronary yelling at all of us.”

      “Well . . .” Margot said and took a deep breath. “At least no one is bored around here.”

      Draklan chuckled at that. “No,” he said. “No one is bored.”

      She met his eyes and gently touched his shoulder.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked him.

      “No,” he realized. “I haven't.”

      “Neither have I,” she said. “Shall we go together?”

      “Yes,” he said. “That would be nice.”

      Invalid marriage or not, and surface connections or strong ones, he was starting to feel like perhaps they had a shot at a future.

      One thing he was certain of, however, was that his future couldn't be in this palace. They had to find a way to solve this mess and get out of the situation before it caused irreparable damage.

      The meal they shared was nice, but his mind flitted about the entire time. They could go to the islands. They could run away. They could decide that they wanted to work off-world or perhaps go on a royal tour.

      All of these thoughts were swirling through his head when a strange noise brought him back to reality.

      Margot had stopped talking and was looking down at her phone. Draklan knew exactly what was happening, but he asked anyway for verification.

      “Is it David?” he asked.

      Margot nodded wordlessly.

      “Give it to me,” Draklan said, holding out his hand. Despite the fact that they had agreed early on, Margot seemed unsure. “I promise, I will make this go away for you.”

      “All right,” Margot agreed, handing him the phone.

      Draklan took it, looking at the picture that was showing up on the screen. This was the man who had caused Margot so much pain and so much uncertainty. He had ruined her life, but at the same time, he was the reason she was here. Draklan already knew exactly what he was going to say as he answered the phone.
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          Margot

        

      

    

    
      Margot knew that it was probably a bit nerve wracking for Draklan to have her sitting there while he answered the phone. However, she was dying to know what he was going to say. As far as she was concerned, there was no reasoning with David. There was no laying out the facts and hoping that he would just understand. She felt guilty that she hadn't been able to handle him herself and that she was wasting Draklan's time when he’d already had such a hard day. However, it was too late for any of those thoughts as he answered the phone.

      “Hello,” Draklan said. “This is Draklan. I'm Margot's husband. I want to know exactly what business you have with my wife, given that she's left you?”

      Margot could practically hear David screaming through the phone. She ducked her head in embarrassment, but she didn't move. Draklan seemed to sense that she wanted to listen, and he didn’t walk away or pace, which were his usual phone habits. Margot indicated that she wanted to hear more, and he put the phone on the table, putting it on speakerphone.

      “How dare you speak to me that way!” David screamed. “Do you know who I am?”

      “I have no idea who you are,” Draklan said. “Aside from the fact that my wife has left you because you were a freeloader, she got a restraining order, and she even left the planet to get rid of you, and you are still calling?”

      “How dare you speak to me like—”

      “Maybe I haven't introduced myself,” Draklan said calmly. “My name is Draklan, and aside from being Margot's husband, I am also a prince of Tamarax.”

      “Of what?”

      “Tamarax, the largest, most luxurious planet in the solar system, which Margot loves to paint,” Draklan replied. “Which I thought you would know, given that you were with her for awhile. However, it's pretty clear that you never paid attention to her wants or needs.”

      “I treated Margot like a princess,” David answered. “I made one little mistake, and now she is punishing me.”

      Draklan looked up to Margot.

      “He cheated on me,” she said quietly so that David couldn't hear her.

      “You cheated on her,” Draklan said. “That's what you consider one little mistake?”

      “She drove me to it!” David said. “She drove me to it, and then she blamed me after, like she didn't force me to it. She was being so cold and so illogical, ignoring me for her work. This is her fault, and I will make sure that she sees the light.”

      “Oh, really?” Draklan asked. “How, exactly, are you going to make her do that?”

      “I don't know what kind of second-rate prince you are—” David started.

      Draklan cut him off. “You listen to me,” Draklan said. “As far as I can tell, you are some sort of second-rate being. You made Margot support you for years because you thought you were too good to get a job. You then made Margot support you for years because you thought that other beings were more important than she was, both financially and in the bedroom. When she finally left you, you stalked her, refused to take no for an answer, and didn't respect a single thing she told you.”

      “You've got her all wrapped up with your exotic life,” David snarled. “But she will come back to me. She will—”

      “Now, I haven't been with her very long,” Draklan said, “but even the simplest being can figure out that a relationship is about mutual respect and mutual work instead of one person's struggling to keep up with the other partner’s demands. Now, I see that may be too much for you to comprehend, being even less than a simple being. So—”

      “You alien bastard!” David cried. “You think that you can just swoop in and make Margot love you because you have some sort of title on a third-rate world? I will find you and I will destroy you. You will regret every word that you have said to me.”

      “You can try,” Draklan replied calmly. “But you're going to have a very difficult time at it. Tamarax is very expensive to come to, and I understand that you don't believe in working, so I have no idea how you would afford a ticket. And even if you could afford a ticket, then I have no idea how you'd get on the planet without a marriage visa. Business and marriage are the only two ways that foreigners are even allowed to come to our planet. And you could try to call around and ask for information, but that would also be hard because I will be blocking you from all broadband communications. So you’re pretty much stuck.”

      “Don’t you—”

      “The block will be pretty much immediate,” Draklan said. “Because I am a prince and what I say goes. And this is what Margot wants. And here, on Tamarax, Margot is a princess and she finally, after so many years of abuse from you, gets what she wants without struggle or heartache. So, David, have a nice life.”

      And with that, he hung up the phone.

      Margot and Draklan didn't say a word for a long moment, staring at the phone and then each other.

      “I will put the ban into effect within five minutes,” he said. “If that is what you want.”

      “Yes,” she said, and her eyes shone. “Never speaking to David again. What a beautiful future.”

      “Then it will be done,” Draklan said.

      “Thank you,” Margot said at last. “Thank you so much.”

      “Of course,” he said. “It really isn't anything. I mean . . . considering the way my day has been, that has been the easiest thing I've done. It was also an honor, Margot, to be able to do something for you, given all that I have . . . not been able to do.”

      “David is mentally unbalanced,” Margot replied. “There’s not a lot anyone could have done. But somehow, I think you've managed to get the upper hand. Please put the ban into effect. I look forward to not having to jump every time my phone rings.”

      “It'll be an honor,” Draklan replied and got up. Although his day had started out terribly, he felt like this was one of his better moments.

      Margot watched him go with a new kind of affection. And she realized, deep down, a new kind of hope. She hadn't realized truer words until he’d said them. A relationship took two people to make it work, and David had certainly not been contributing.

      Here on Tamarax, though, both she and Draklan seemed to be putting in equal effort. For the first time in her life, she felt like she was valued. And if something were to happen to her, she felt like Draklan would take care of her.

      Their marriage may not be legal, but it was far more legitimate at the moment than anything she had attempted with David.

      She did wonder if David was going to attempt to call again and what would happen when he found that the ban was in effect. She had no idea how it was going to work. Would David be informed that he was banned, or would he just keep trying until he snuck onto Tamarax and tried to kidnap her?

      Margot decided that she needed to take her mind off things and turned to the nearest palace guard.

      “I'd like to go into the city,” she said. “Can you arrange it?”

      The guard turned pale. “Your Grace. That is most complicated. When would you like—”

      “This afternoon,” she said. “Please let me know when you are ready to go.”

      “We may not be able to be ready that easily,” he said. “We have to secure the area, we have to . . .”

      “The princesses go into the city all the time,” she said. “So I know it's possible with little planning. Even if there are only a few places we can go, that's all right. I'd just like to see something of this planet.”

      “I'll . . .” He looked so nervous that Margot felt bad about asking. “I'll see if there are plans in place for other members of the royal family today that we can attach to. Would that be acceptable?”

      “Yes,” Margot said. “That'd be fantastic. Thank you.”

      “Of course, Your Grace,” he said.

      Margot looked down at her choice of clothing that day, which was a bright yellow gown with jewels sewn into the skirt.

      “Should I, um . . . change?”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” he said. “You'll want to blend in, if we can manage to get you into the city. It's not an official visit.”

      “Right, blend in,” she replied. “I'll, um . . . I'll figure it out.”

      She hoped that he could find a way to get her in, and she knew that would probably involve informing Draklan. She just needed to see something other than the palace and the surrounding landscape. She had thought, when she originally came to Tamarax, that all she'd want to see is the landscapes. However, now she knew that if she was going to stay here, she needed to see the vibrant city life as well.

      She convinced her maid to pick the plainest dress in her closet and dress her in it. Margot was amused to find out the plainest dress on Tamarax was one of the fanciest on Earth. She still felt like she was dressed for a fancy party rather than blending in with Tamarax society. Just as she was finished, a knock came at her door.

      “Your Grace?” the footman had returned. “We have found that Prince Pralmav and Princess Milinna are headed into the city today, to their downtown research facility. There is a private ship leaving from Hangar Bay Three within half an hour.”

      “Wonderful,” Margot said. “Thank you.”

      “Your husband, Prince Draklan, will be there as well.”

      “Really?” she said. “Is he . . . coming with us?”

      “Those are his intentions,” the footman said.

      “Oh,” Margot replied. It wasn't that she didn't want Draklan to come. She was just surprised that he didn't have anything else to do. She hoped that he wasn't mad that she was going. “All right. Thank you.”

      “It sounds lovely,” the maid said as they were left alone once more and she put the finishing touches on Margot's gown. “The four of you.”

      “I didn't really . . . plan it that way,” she said. “But I suppose it could be nice.”

      “Do you think you should invite the crown prince and princess?” the maid asked.

      “Uh . . .” Margot paused. “Should I?”

      “I think it might . . . make amends, perhaps?” the maid said. She didn't quite know all the details of the feud, but she had heard rumors.

      “I . . . guess I could try,” Margot said, although she really didn't want to. Once she was completely dressed, she went down the hallway, inquiring as to her brother- and sister-in-laws’ location.

      They were together, surprisingly, and Margot took a deep breath as she entered the library.

      “Um . . .” she said, trying to be a bigger person. “All of us are going into the city. Perhaps you'd like to come?”

      She was trying to extend an olive branch and make sure that things were on the mend. However, the death glares that she got from Rabbina told her that the invitation may not be the best idea

      “Some of us,” Bhatraz said, “have a job to do.”

      “We can't just flaunt around like some alien.”

      “Whoa,” Margot said, glaring at her sister-in-law. “I get the point. You don't want to come.”

      “You will do well to watch your tone,” Bhatraz snapped at her. “We will be your king and queen someday.”

      Margot didn't even know what to say to that. She spun on her heel and left, shaking her head. She had tried to be nice, but those two were literally impossible to get along with. She wasn't sure how long they were going to stay in the city for, and she didn't really know how far it was. If it was on Earth, she perhaps would have packed a bag full of snacks and drinks and made a whole adventure out of it. But she was a princess now, and throwing a few wrapped cookies into her bag wasn't acceptable by palace standards. Instead, she packed her sketchbook and pastels, hoping to get some inspiration while she was down there. Painting made her feel peaceful, and she hadn't had much of a chance to feel peaceful at all.

      Her bag was bulging with her supplies when she approached the hangar, and three different people offered to carry it for her. Margot declined, wanting some independence, and shifted the strap closer to her body as she got onto the waiting ship. It was a small one, just meant for them and their personal guards, but it was still outfitted with every luxury imaginable.

      “You should have told me that you wanted to see the city,” Draklan said to Margot as she entered the ship.

      It was the first time that she had seen him dressed so casually, and despite her best intentions to keep her eyes away from him, she thought that he looked very handsome. He was wearing black pants and a casual black shirt, which made his eyes pop. He looked lean and carved, and he had his arms crossed with a casual smile.

      “I would have arranged something for you. This is just . . .”

      “No, this is perfect,” she said. “I want to be anonymous and just see the things that are unplanned.”

      “Their downtown research facility is on the main road,” Draklan said. “So you'll see most of it, but from the back side. They are not going to be making an official visit. They are going to work.”

      “So it's like most times when we bother them at work here,” Margot said with a grin.

      Draklan smiled. “That’s true,” he said.

      “I’m surprised that you are able to take some time today,” Margot said. “You said that you were busy when we spoke earlier.”

      “I didn't want to let you go alone,” Draklan said. He saw the way Margot reacted and he backtracked, trying to give her a second reason. “And it’s been quite a while since I’ve been downtown.”

      “So we are both desperate to leave the palace,” Margot said.

      Draklan's face changed. “Actually . . . I was thinking that we should plan a trip.”

      “Where?” she asked.

      “Perhaps to the—” He didn't get to finish his sentence when Pralmav entered and looked genuinely surprised to see the two of them. He looked between them, at their casual clothes, and made his own conclusions.

      “We're going to work,” he said to them. “It's going to be boring.”

      “We'll stay out of the way,” Margot promised. “I swear.”

      “Uh-huh,” Pralmav said. “That's fine. You’re welcome to come.”

      Milinna was behind him, dressed casually as well. She had her glasses on and her silver hair was behind her in a ponytail. She was making a note on the tablet she had, and she nearly didn't see them until she was upon them.

      “Oh,” she said, looking between them. “I, uh . . .”

      “We know,” Margot said. “You're going to work, and we promise that we are going to stay out of the way.”

      “That's fine.” Milinna gave her a funny look. “I'm happy to have you, of course. I just didn't know.”

      “I'm starting to learn that surprises are not things that happen a lot in this family,” Margot replied.

      “Not really,” Milinna replied, although she was smiling. She looked healthy today, pink-cheeked and strong, and Margot was glad for it.

      “I thought that you should know, though,” she said. “I invited Bhatraz and Rabbina. I thought, since we were all going . . .”

      “You did?” Draklan looked at her in surprise. “Why?”

      “Because I was trying to make it a family outing,” Margot said. “But they weren't very receptive to the idea.”

      “If Bhatraz was rude to you . . .”

      “Brother,” Pralmav said as the ship's door closed. “I think it's a given that Bhatraz was going to be rude to her. It's whether it was above baseline or not.”

      “That's true,” Draklan said. “Was it above baseline?”

      “It was. They reminded me that they will be king and queen soon and that I would rank beneath them,” Margot replied.

      “Oh, so baseline then,” Draklan replied.

      “Come,” Milinna said. “I know it isn't the biggest ship, but I can you give you a tour.”

      “I was thinking of getting a job,” Margot said. “Until we can inherit the islands. I'm just so jealous of you and your work.”

      “My work is important,” Milinna said as they walked. “But if I wasn't a research assistant to Pralmav, I'm not sure I would be one at all.”

      “Really?” Margot replied. “What would you be?”

      “I don't know,” Milinna said. “Maybe a painter, like you.”

      “Do you like to paint?” Margot asked her. “We could paint together.”

      “I like the idea that I could,” Milinna replied. “I don't think I actually could.”

      Margot laughed at that as they walked around the ship.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, the brothers were having a similar conversation at the front of the ship.

      “I think as soon as we have a child,” Draklan said, “then there is nothing Mother can say. We will inherit the islands and not have to deal with any of this.”

      “Perhaps,” Pralmav said. “But Mother is infamous for coming up with excuses why we cannot leave and cannot have what we want.”

      “Oh, you've noticed that too?” Draklan said. “I thought it was just me she hated.”

      “She does not hate you, Brother.” Pralmav rolled his eyes at his younger brother. “But there is something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “She does hate me,” Draklan said. “But what is it?”

      “I am . . . concerned about Bhatraz and the things he has been saying.”

      “More than usual?” Draklan asked.

      “He . . .” Pralmav paused. “I shouldn't be saying this. But I fear that his personal vendetta against you since Rabbina’s behavior at the grand dinner is getting worse. His mind is not stable.”

      “He's not been stable since Father passed,” Draklan said. “Are you suggesting that he's got some evil plan?”

      “No,” Pralmav said. “I guess what I'm saying is that obviously, Father's death is getting to him, and he is affected by it much more than we think.”

      “Are you defending him?” Draklan asked.

      Pralmav shook his head. “I’m not,” he said. “I just think you should know what I’m observing.”

      “Noted,” he said, only because he didn't know what to say. Frankly, he felt many people made an excuse for his brother's behavior. The truth was, ever since they were children, Bhatraz had fought with him. He was two-faced. One moment, he was happy and the next moment, he was on a murderous rampage. Draklan had no doubt his father's death was affecting his oldest brother, and he had no doubt that the weight of the crown was weighing on him. But Bhatraz had always been that way, to a degree.

      “I have another question for you,” Pralmav asked as they moved along.

      “Normally, it's me who asks questions of you,” Draklan said, settling down in one of the chairs. “Ask away, Brother.”

      “You have made many strides with Margot,” Pralmav said. “I wonder if you have any advice.”

      Draklan looked at his brother as if he had grown a third head.

      “Advice about what?” he asked.

      “About . . . making strides?”

      “Firstly.” Draklan sat up a bit straighter. “I have not made many strides with Margot at all. Secondly, what do you need to make strides for? Milinna is at your beck and call.”

      “We . . . have not much in common besides work.”

      “Hello.” Draklan sat up. “I've never seen a wife so in love with her husband.”

      Pralmav blushed at that. “You think that she is . . . in love with me?” he said.

      Draklan felt like hitting his head against the chair. “Have you lost your mind?” he said. “You are so smart, Brother. How can you not see that?”

      “Hmm,” Pralmav replied. “That is interesting.”

      “You don't see that?”

      “I . . . suppose I’ve never taken it into account?” Pralmav mused. “I assumed that any arranged marriage was just going to be a legally binding contract and the two parties within it had to navigate it, mostly without success. At least, success on a level that was below the superficial one.”

      “I have literally never heard anyone make marriage sound so scientific. That is quite a feat.”

      “That is my job, Brother,” Pralmav replied.

      Their wives returned then, and they changed the conversation to lighter terms. Still, Draklan noticed that Pralmav was regarding his wife differently, with perhaps a bit of interest rather than just compassion.

      He couldn't believe that Pralmav had approached his marriage with such a scientific eye. But then again, Pralmav approached everything with a scientific eye. And Draklan didn't envy his brother for the position he was in. Part of their wedding vows were to take care of their wives, of course, no matter what befell them, and Milinna’s health, from what he could see, was very difficult to navigate. Even if they weren't in love, it would be heartbreaking to watch a loved one go through such a difficult time.

      It wasn't a long journey to downtown, but they certainly weren't moving at lightning speed. Margot had spent part of the journey glued to the window, and when they finally landed, she rushed the door.

      “Margot,” Draklan said, reminding her that they had to wait for the right time to be escorted off the ship.

      “Right,” she said, falling back. Her hands were twitching and she was excited, yet nervous. She clutched her bag closer to her, and her fingers dug into the fabric as the door finally opened and they were given the signal to exit.

      The research facility in the city was bigger than the one in the palace. It had state-of-the-art equipment, and everything in it seemed polished and shining.

      The workers within the facility recognized their royals and bowed to them as they passed. However, after bowing, a few approached Pralmav, clipboards and tablets in hand, and began to speak at a fast pace to him. Within seconds, the middle heirs to Tamarax were engrossed in work, leaving Margot and Draklan to fend for themselves.

      “Can we . . . leave here?” she asked. “Not that I think it's boring. Just that I would like to see more.”

      “We could probably go through to the border,” Draklan said. “Of the property, I mean. There are some strange things, though, I warn you.”

      “What strange things?” Margot asked.

      “Such as . . . strange flowers. Three-headed animals. They run experiments here.”

      “Oh,” Margot replied. “Like an experimental farm. That's lovely. Perhaps I can sketch some of it.”

      “Perhaps,” Draklan said and then glanced down at his phone. It had beeped several times while they were standing there. “Oh. The ban has gone into effect.”

      “Huh?” Margot asked, half listening as she looked around.

      “The ban on David,” he said. “There is no way for him to contact anyone on Tamarax's channels, no matter what he tries.”
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      “Oh,” Margot replied. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “Of course,” Draklan said. “It was nothing.”

      “Can I ask you . . .” she asked, “did you really mean what you said to him?”

      “About leaving you alone?” Draklan replied. “Yes.”

      “No, about marriage,” Margot said. “And the way you described it.”

      “To be honest,” Draklan said, “I've never considered marriage before. I always thought I'd rule the islands alone. But my mother forced this upon me, you know that. And I went along with it to make her happy. I didn't expect it to turn out well, but I think it has, don't you?”

      “I . . . yes,” Margot said, surprising herself. “I do think it's turned out well, actually.”

      “I know I'm busy often,” Draklan said, “but I do like you, Margot Carter. And I hope we can make this work.”

      Margot blushed at that and then stood up on tiptoe to give him a kiss on the cheek. It surprised him, but it also sent warm tingles down his spine.

      “I like you too,” she said. “And I do really hope we can make this work.”

      That made Draklan blush. He normally knew exactly what to say and was a smooth talker. But in this moment, he just nodded and let Margot head off.

      Their marriage had not exactly been easy so far. But today, he felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe, just maybe, it would be possible to make it as beautiful as a fairy tale.

      Margot seemed completely enchanted by simply being outside the palace. She thought every aspect of the lab was beautiful, and she sketched the oddest things—a microscope, someone's hands working with slides, and even the doors opening and closing.

      “Do you think it's possible?” she asked Draklan. “That we could just walk a little bit into the city center? I heard of the market there, and I really want to see it.”

      “Of course we can do it,” he said. “It's just that the guards will lose their minds.”

      “Is it really as dangerous as they say?” she asked.

      “Not right now,” Draklan replied. “The popular opinion of the royal family is quite high right now. In addition, I'm not the crown prince.”

      She chuckled at that. “So . . . we can?”

      “Give the guards an hour or two to have a panic attack and figure out a plan that is way too complicated,” Draklan replied with a smile.

      “Thank you,” Margot said and turned back to her sketchpad.

      Draklan knew he could make it happen, although, as predicted, the guards did lose their minds over the whole situation. It only added a complication when Pralmav announced that they were finished early and would be delighted to accompany the two of them to the city as well, which was really just a short stroll away.

      “You've never been to the market before?” Milinna asked Margot, who shook her head.

      “Haven't even seen it in pictures,” Margot replied. “Although I've seen photographs and it looks stunning.”

      “You'll love it,” Milinna said. “But it does get quite busy.”

      “We're good to go,” Draklan said as the girls were talking. “Although we have to make it quick. We were told that the statistics of being attacked rise after an hour of being in any one space.”

      “They have those statistics on hand?” Margot asked, surprised.

      “Sometimes, I think they just make them up,” Draklan replied.

      “Actually—” Pralmav said.

      “She actually doesn’t need to hear it.” Draklan glared at his brother.

      “Right,” Pralmav said, shrugging. “My apologies, Margot.”

      “Do you think we could visit one of the restaurants?” Milinna asked, and she had to repeat her question twice before her husband answered her.

      “I don't think so,” he said. “You know how complicated it can be for you.”

      Milinna blushed and Margot wanted to speak up to say that they could find something that would work for whatever her sister-in-law’s complications were. But neither of the princes gave her an opportunity to speak up as the guards showed up, ready to take them on this ill-advised trip.

      “Please take the utmost precautions,” one of them said. “Be alert and aware of your surroundings at all times.”

      “We will be,” Margot promised. “But when was the last attack on a royal in public?”

      “Um . . .” They looked to each other, and then she realized her mistake.

      “Oh, my goodness, I'm so sorry,” she said, realizing that their father had been assassinated in public. “I'm sorry!”

      “It's okay,” Draklan said, squeezing her hand. “We should just go.”

      She felt embarrassed, and it put a damper on her experience as they took their first steps outside the research facility and followed a small path into the market.

      She did forget her embarrassment a little bit when they reached the market. It was bustling, and no one paid them any attention because they were dressed down. The guards kept their distance, and Margot had the chance to speak to Draklan again.

      “I'm sorry,” she said. “Really, I am.”

      “It's fine,” he said to her. “You haven't been as immersed in it as we are. It's easy to forget if it's not your life.”

      “It won't happen again,” she promised him as they walked. “Did you, um . . . did you see how Pralmav ignored Milinna? Is anything the matter?”

      “I don't think anything is the matter,” he answered. “He just . . . sometimes gets lost in his thoughts.”

      “But . . . I mean . . .”

      “I know, Margot,” Draklan said. “Sometimes, I think the only person who has figured out marriage is Bhatraz.”

      “Bhatraz?” she answered in shock. “Why?”

      “Okay, yes, they are crazy,” he said. “And yes, they are mean, but if you remove all of that, their marriage is stable. In all the fights we have with them, they never fight with each other. They are committed to each other, even if they hate the rest of us.”

      “Huh,” she said. “I've never thought about it that way. But yeah, I never hear them talking about not being with each other.”

      “For better or worse,” he said.

      “How did you know that?” she asked and he raised an eyebrow.

      “Know what?” he asked.

      “For better or worse is part of the wedding vows on Earth,” she said.

      “It's part of the wedding vows here too,” he said.

      She responded in surprise. “What?”

      He laughed. “Margot, you were at the wedding.”

      “I didn't understand the language, remember?” she said. “I had no idea that a wedding was actually happening.”

      “Oh, that's right.” Draklan chuckled. “I forgot.”

      They walked in silence for a few moments, looking at all the different stalls. Margot looked back a few times to witness exactly what they had seen back in the research facility. Pralmav was distracted and Milinna was beside him, looking hopeful for attention as they walked. Margot didn't doubt that Pralmav took care of her, because he did. It was just that Draklan was right. He was a bit neglectful at times.

      They didn't stay very long, but Margot couldn't stop talking about all the things that she saw and all the wonderful bits and baubles that were for sale. She couldn't believe that she had been missing out on such an experience, and she talked about it until bedtime. Draklan was so happy to see her smile that he finally decided to bite the bullet that he had been dodging.

      Obviously, things were not good with Bhatraz at the moment. They had been at odds ever since the night of the dinner, and Bhatraz hadn't made a single move to mend things. So for Draklan to knock on his door and step inside with a smile meant that there was something different about his attitude. Drastically different.

      “Is the palace burning down?” Bhatraz asked his younger brother upon seeing him.

      “No?” Draklan answered, confused at the question.

      “Is Pralmav dead?”

      “No?” Draklan responded.

      “Then why exactly are you here, Brother?” Bhatraz answered. When it was just his family around, he didn't keep on the mask of charisma.

      “I came for some . . . advice,” Draklan said. “And I know it's going to sound odd, given that we have been fighting over this very thing.”

      “What exactly are you asking?” Bhatraz said. “Because I've had a long day and I'm not exactly keen on talking to you.”

      “Your . . . marriage,” Draklan said. “Is stable.”

      “Is it?” Bhatraz asked. “Considering you accused my wife of horrible things in public?”

      “Accused?” Draklan answered and then backtracked when he saw his brother's face turn red. “Okay, maybe I did. But throughout all of that, I didn't hear you threaten to leave Rabbina.”

      Bhatraz looked at him, confused. “Why would I have threatened her with that?”

      “Because . . . you wouldn't,” Draklan said. “Because your marriage is strong and stable, even at the worst times. From what I can tell, you fight but never bring up what could be.”

      “We are bound together, Brother,” Bhatraz said. “You don't bring it up. You find a way around it.”

      “But you aren't,” Draklan said. “I mean . . . if you really hated her, you could leave her.”

      Bhatraz held his gaze steadily.

      “But I won't,” he said. “Is that what you want advice on? You want to leave your alien wife?”

      “On the contrary,” Draklan said. “I want to . . . well, I want to get closer to her. I want to find a way to make the marriage work.”

      “I heard you were quite angry at the matchmaker,” Bhatraz said.

      Draklan sputtered. “Who told you that?” he asked, worried his secret about Tariana had gotten out.

      Luckily, Bhatraz was referring to another factor. “It's obvious,” he said. “The way you looked at Margot.”

      “Oh, well . . . I'm considering changing my own mind about that,” Draklan said. “However, you know as well as I do that it's hard to get a moment's peace when you are in the palace. I could never give her the focus I wanted to here. There's always a million people pulling you in a billion directions.”

      “Indeed,” Bhatraz said. “I agree, it is hard to get peace here.”

      “She loved the market today,” Draklan said. “And she loved going to the research facility. I hadn't realized that she felt like a caged bird. I guess we get so caught in palace life that we forget the effect it can have on others.”

      “So, why don't you take her on a trip?” Bhatraz answered.

      “A trip where?” Draklan said. “Mother still won’t grant me access to the islands, and I suspect she won't until my future child is born . . . and that child will likely never be conceived if we don't get a moment's peace.”

      It had been a long time since he had been this candid with Bhatraz. Bhatraz paused, considering his options. “Perhaps a sketching trip?” he said. “She loves landscapes and she's always got a sketchpad in her hand. The two of you could take a shuttle and head off for a few days, away from all of this.”

      “Oh,” Draklan said. “That's actually . . . not a bad idea.”

      “I have an idea,” Bhatraz said. “We've been at odds for too long, Brother. Why don't I organize it all for you as an apology?”

      Draklan was quite surprised by that offer. “Really?” he said. “You'd do that?”

      “I'd do that,” Bhatraz said. “I'll arrange the location, the accommodations, and even the shuttle to take you there. I'll speak to security as well so they don't lose their minds.”

      “That would be . . . wow, that would be amazing,” Draklan said. “Thank you.”

      “As long as it ends our feud,” Bhatraz said.

      “Yes, yes,” Draklan said, holding out his hand. “All is forgiven.”

      They shook, a formal agreement.

      Draklan lingered, unsure of what to say. “How has your day been?” he asked at last.

      “It was a day that made me wish I were on a sketching trip,” Bhatraz said.

      Draklan smiled. “Maybe this is something that we could take turns with?” Draklan suggested. “If it goes well? We could cover each other so that we could all take a trip once in a while with our wives?”

      “I'm sure the possibility of what could happen on that trip would make Mother very happy,” Bhatraz said. “You be the one to test it, and if it works, I'll speak to her.”

      “I'll let you know,” Draklan answered. “Thank you again.”

      “Go and ask your wife, Draklan,” Bhatraz said with a smile. “That is the first rule. She must agree.”

      “Yes, of course,” Draklan said and left the room. His heart felt lighter than it had in a long time. Bhatraz’s offer was almost too good to be true, but he wasn't going to let it slip through his fingers. The way his brother changed his mind every few minutes, it was best to take advantage of the situation right away.

      They were still sleeping in separate rooms, and Margot was just settling down for the night when Draklan knocked on her door. She seemed surprised to see him but let him in without hesitation.

      “Hello,” she said. “Is something the matter?”

      “Why does everyone think that when I show up?” Draklan asked. “I've just been to see my brother and he asked me the same thing.”

      “You went to see Pralmav?” she asked.

      “I went to see Bhatraz,” he responded.

      She raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Really? How come?”

      “I had a few things to discuss with him,” Draklan said. “And one of them was you.”

      “Me?” Margot responded in surprise. “Have I done something wrong?”

      “No, Margot,” Draklan responded. “In fact, you've done something right. I saw how happy you were today at the market. I didn't realize how caged in you were feeling in the palace. I mean, I knew it was a problem . . . but I didn't think it was that bad. But seeing the joy on your face today, I realized how mistaken I have been.”

      “It's not your fault,” she was quick to assure him. “I know you've been busy and you've had lots on your mind.”

      “Still,” he replied. “I have people I know and places I can go. You have none of those things. So I thought we could take a trip to clear our minds. Hopefully, when we return, we can figure out a new plan of attack for all of this. Tariana, the kingdom . . . everything.”

      Margot's face lit up in such a way that he knew that he had made the right decision.

      “A trip?” she responded. “A trip where?”

      “A painting trip,” he said. “There are beautiful views on this planet, and you should see them. We'll take a small private shuttle, just the two of us, stay in private accommodations, and stop for as long as you like, wherever you like, to just relax and paint.”

      “That would be the most amazing thing!” she said. “Are you sure you can afford the time away?”

      “Yes, of course I can, if I know in advance,” he said. “Does this mean you'll say yes?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I'm all for it. Thank you!”

      “Give me a few days to figure out the details,” he said. “Bhatraz is organizing everything, but I'll have input based on what I know your preferences are.”

      “Bhatraz is organizing everything?” she responded in surprise. “That's . . . wow. Really?”

      “It's an effort to make amends,” Draklan admitted.

      “Are you sure he's just not trying to get rid of us?” Margot teased him.

      “He could be, but at least it'll be a beautiful way to go,” Draklan responded.

      She laughed. “I'll see you in the morning,” she said after they stood together awkwardly for a few more moments.

      Even if they were getting along, Draklan still didn't know what to say to communicate with her on a deeper level. And he certainly didn't know what to say to make her feel comfortable enough to invite him into her bedroom. “Good night,” he said at last. It was a step in the right direction, at least.

      “Draklan.”

      He hadn’t been away from Margot's rooms more than three seconds when he heard his mother’s voice.

      “Are you settling in for the night?”

      “I am, Mother,” he answered, turning around.

      She was clearly of the same mindset, heading to the grand chambers that she’d had for as long as she lived in the palace.

      “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Margot's room is that one,” she answered, pointing to the doorway he had just let.

      “I know,” he responded, confused.

      “Well, shouldn't you go back there?” she asked.

      “Uh . . . no,” Draklan said.

      His mother lowered her voice. “Draklan, you will never get an heir this way.”

      “I . . . Mother.” He flushed. “I know. We're trying.”

      “Well, you need to try harder,” she said.

      Draklan screamed internally. “We will, Mother,” he said. “We're going on a royal tour.” He didn't want to tell her the truth about the relaxing trip they were planning. “And perhaps that will help.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I had no idea that there was a tour arranged.”

      “Bhatraz just brought it up,” Draklan responded, knowing that his older brother could do no wrong. “And I agreed.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Well, that's wonderful. It's wonderful to see you taking on more responsibility.”

      “Of course,” Draklan said. “Anything for the kingdom. Now, I'm quite tired.”

      “Sleep well,” she said as she opened her own door. “Although you really should be doing that in Margot's bed. Or her in yours.”

      “Oh, my—” He resisted the urge to put his head against the wall. “Good night, Mother.”

      He briefly wondered if other princes had to deal with such a thing from their mothers. He knew that there was pressure, of course, but he wasn't even the crown prince. His brothers had been married far longer than he had, and he was certain they didn't receive as much pressure.

      He knew sleep would not come easily to him, so he didn't try. Instead, he settled into bed with his tablet, checking his messages for the day.

      There were a few messages from his security team that caught his eye. From what they could tell, Tariana was still making matches and accepting huge sums of money for them.

      What alarmed him was that his security team reported that it looked like she was on the move. She had moved from a more permanent residence into a hotel in the same city, and it seemed most of her large possessions were being moved out of the residence. It seemed she was selling them off and stocking the money in a digital account that was universally accepted.

      They couldn't do anything, of course, until she actually made the move. And even if she did, Draklan often wondered what exactly their first move was going to be. She wasn't exactly a high-priced criminal. She had accepted the money and made matches. Just because she was bad at her job, it didn't mean they could technically prosecute her.

      He could prosecute her, possibly, for not having the proper license. But he didn't know what court would hear it, considering she was technically a citizen of the universe and not of any planet. Not having the proper license or letting your license lapse wasn't the worst crime of the century. She could even claim ridiculous things, like that she wasn't notified properly or that she forgot. And most courts would at least hear her.

      He could prosecute her for emotional damages, but it would be laughable that a prince of his station would want to do such a thing, given that he really didn't need any money.

      His head hit the pillow in frustration as he thought through his options. He had promised Margot that he would do something about this, but it seemed that he was at a dead end.

      He just needed her to stay put until he figured out what to do. He knew that the real world didn't answer to his uncertainty. When he sat on the throne on the island, he couldn't just demand that the world stop until he figured out what to do or how to do it.

      He also knew that he would make mistakes when it finally became his turn to make big decisions. There wasn't a ruler alive who could say that they didn't make mistakes.

      The biggest mistake he could make, he thought, was not securing his throne or his legacy. Without an heir, he could be thrown off the throne and lose it for his entire family. But if he had a son, it would be more secure.

      He wasn't the kind of person who could force Margot into something when she wasn't ready.

      But he did need her to be ready, and soon.

      Even if they weren't sure where they stood emotionally, he knew where he stood physically with her. She was more than just attractive. She was stunning. And she was certainly more attractive than anyone on Tamarax.

      He had legitimately thought there was something wrong with him, growing up. Even with his brothers being very different, they still expressed interest in women in their unique ways. Bhatraz was very different from Pralmav, but Draklan had watched their eyes follow women they were interested in. Tamaraxian women were very different from Earth women, skinnier, less curvy, taller, and somehow more aggressive. Draklan thought that Pralmav had gotten lucky with Milinna because she didn't want to argue every point he brought up.

      Margot was Draklan's dream woman, he realized. And he was married to her, but he couldn't make any progress with her.

      It was a frustrating situation, to say the least.

      The only other thing that was flagged in his email box was the fact that Bhatraz had made a rather large withdrawal from the treasury. Because the treasury was well-protected, they were all notified whenever credits over a certain amount were withdrawn.

      Draklan was too tired to look at the details of the transaction, but he did note that this was the third time this week. He didn’t question what his brother needed it for because Bhatraz would never do anything to hurt the kingdom. He scribbled a note on his bedside notepad to ask his brother what he was up to, out of curiosity, and then approved the transaction. He noticed that Pralmav also had approved it, which was really all Bhatraz needed.

      Finally done for the night, he shut off his tablet and his light, closing his eyes. He usually was able to fall asleep quite quickly. Tonight, however, his mind was wracked with thoughts of Margot. He imagined their future together, when they were on their own throne on the island. He wanted to imagine the crowd, but all he could see was his beautiful co-ruler standing beside him, looking stunning in Tamaraxian fashion and a large crown. He imagined taking her hand and walking down the steps, out of the room, and into their bedroom.
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          Margot

        

      

    

    
      Margot couldn't believe that they were really going on this painting trip. She felt like her dream was coming true. She remembered all the days on Earth when she was looking at Tamarax's landscapes and dreaming of walking through them. She’d wished she could paint them in real life, standing in the fine greenery. And now it was upon her. She thought it was the greatest thing that had ever happened to her.

      She talked about it every moment, thought about it every moment. The entire planet seemed to know that the pair was going on the trip, despite the fact that it was supposed to be to be a private, quiet trip. Margot was pleasantly surprised by the support. She wasn't sure what the planet's opinions of her were, but it seemed they at least wished the couple well in their marriage.

      The night before the trip, she cornered Milinna after work.

      “Do you know what I should wear?”

      Milinna looked at her as if she had lost her mind.

      “Margot,” she said softly. “You are asking the wrong person.”

      Margot chuckled at that, taking her sister-in-law's arm.

      “Please,” she said. “I don't know anyone else to ask. Please help me.”

      “It's . . .” Milinna sighed and then smiled. “All right. I will try.”

      “Come with me, then.” Margot didn't even give her a chance to take off her lab coat. She literally dragged her sister-in-law into her room. Milinna had never had a friend quite like Margot, and she didn't resist the tugging.

      “Wait,” Milinna said as her phone jangled. They were just inside Margot's room and she pulled it out, sitting on Margot's large armchair. “It's Pralmav.”

      “Will he be mad that you are here?”

      “No,” Milinna said as she answered it. She put it on video phone so that her husband could see exactly where she was. “Hello. Do you need me?”

      “Are the samples finished spinning?” Pralmav asked her without greeting her.

      “They are,” Milinna said. “But I can come back if they are insufficient.”

      “No, she can't,” Margot cried with a giggle, sticking her face in the camera. She was comfortable enough with her in-laws at this point to scream through the lens. “I need her, Pralmav, please.”

      Pralmav looked surprised and struggled to maintain his composure. “Margot,” he said. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes,” Margot assured him. “I just need help packing for this painting trip. I don't know what to do.”

      “I see,” Pralmav said. “Can you put my wife back on the screen, please?”

      “Yes,” she said, handing the phone back to Milinna.

      “Are you all right?” Pralmav asked her.

      “I am,” Milinna assured him. “I'm happy to help Margot. I think it's wonderful that Draklan is taking her away.”

      “All right. Call if you are not all right,” Pralmav said and ended the call.

      Margot caught the look on Milinna's face just before she replaced it with a smile. “Did you two have a fight?” Margot asked, confused.

      “No,” she said. “He's just focused on work.”

      “Oh,” Margot replied. “Well . . . I mean, I'm sure that you will take a trip soon as well. When I think about it, Draklan didn't read my mind. I did have to ask him.”

      “You asked?” Milinna said, surprised.

      “I didn't specifically come out and ask,” Margot said, “but he'd have to pretty dense to not hear that I wanted it.”

      She meant it as a joke, but Milinna only looked down. Margot's heart sank.

      “What is it?” she asked. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say anything wrong.”

      “No, no,” Milinna assured her. “It wasn't you. You didn't say anything wrong.”

      “Then what it is?” she asked, hoping that she could help.

      “He would take me if I asked,” Milinna said. “When work is not busy. But I love work. I love working alongside him. I'm happy just as long as I'm there. I don't mind where we are.”

      “That's so nice,” she said. “Does he know that? Have you ever told him that?”

      “I haven't,” she admitted. “Oh, Margot, I don't think I could tell him that.”

      “Of course you could,” Margot said. “People need to hear these things.”

      “Some people,” she said. “Pralmav wouldn't know what to do with words like that. And he . . . well, I did sort of ask once. It was right after I got better. I had been sick for so long, and I thought if we went away, it would be the final push in recovery.”

      “And he said no?” she asked, appalled.

      “Not exactly,” Milinna said. “He just said that he'd be very worried about me traveling, and he wanted me to recover here, and then we never revisited it.”

      “Oh, but you should!” Margot gushed.

      Milinna shrugged. “We are packing for your trip, aren't we?” she said. “Now, I know nothing about fashion, but I can be practical. Tell me exactly where you are going and we can look up the weather.”

      Margot laughed at that because it was exactly the kind of comment that she expected from her sister-in-law. Day by day, they went through Margot's schedule and their needs, deciding between short sleeves and long sleeves, warmth, and attractiveness.

      Margot appreciated that her sister-in-law was very good at seeing practical combinations and seeing exactly what could go with what, and which items could be reused. She didn’t have to ask how many combinations of brushes and paints she needed, but Milinna wrote out an algorithm to decide what number she needed to pack anyway. When they were done packing, Margot had a trunk that was half the size of what she had anticipated, but was it filled with everything that she could possibly think of.

      “Wow,” Margot said. “Where have you been all my life? I've paid so many oversized baggage fees.”

      “What's that?” Milinna asked.

      Margot realized at that moment just how big of a gap there was between them. Earth was a million miles away at that moment. “Never mind,” Margot said. “It looks like I'm all packed. Thank you.”

      “Of course,” Milinna said. “It was a pleasure.”

      “Can I . . .” Margot paused, not sure of the right words. She wasn't sure whether Milinna was the right person to discuss her next train of thought, but she didn't exactly have anyone else to discuss it with. It wasn't as if she could talk it through with Rabbina or Joronna. She thought about discussing it with her own mother, but her mother didn't know Draklan like the rest of them. “I kissed Draklan.”

      Milinna looked surprised at this. “Oh,” she said. “Is that . . . is that a good thing?”

      “It was sort of impulsive,” Margot admitted. “My ex, David, had been constantly calling and yelling at me and begging me to come back. I finally couldn't deal with it anymore, and Draklan took over. He blocked David from all the Tamaraxian channels. I was so grateful, I kissed him.”

      “Are you happy about it?” Milinna asked. “You clearly wanted to.”

      “I did,” she said. “I've just been thinking a lot about it and I'm not really sure. I think I want to do it again.”

      “Oh,” Milinna said.” Well . . . then it is a good thing.”

      “Yes,” Margot said. “It was the first time we've kissed. Although I've . . . imagined quite a bit more.”

      Milinna blushed at that. “Oh,” she said.

      Margot saw that she was making her uncomfortable. “Sorry!” Margot said. “I just wanted some advice.”

      “I may have been able to figure out the clothes, but I certainly have no idea how to . . .”

      “Let's talk about something else,” Margot said, sitting down. “Tell me about you. I don't know much about you since I came here.”

      The girls settled in to chat for quite a bit longer until the bell was rung for dinner. Margot was getting used to being summoned by a butler for dinner, with a tiny bell and a beautiful array of food that seemed like it was out of a fantasy novel, every night.

      Milinna left to get dressed for dinner, and Margot was trying to choose between one of the three dresses she had left when Draklan appeared at her door. He was already dressed for dinner, and once again, he looked stunning in his all-black suit and strong cheekbones. Margot felt frumpy beside him, as her hair was still messy from the day and she needed to work on her makeup. She felt like hiding behind her curtains when he walked in. He didn't seem to notice, however, and gave her a kind smile.

      “You look nice,” he said.

      She looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “I'm not changed yet,” was all that she could manage.

      “Oh,” he said. “Well, that's . . . all right. I just wanted to talk to you about something.”

      She picked up on the tone on his voice and paused in her movements. “This sounds serious,” she said.

      Draklan smiled. “It's nothing you haven't heard before,” he said. “I've just run into my mother in the hallway, and she asked the question she always asks.”

      “About producing an heir?” she said.

      “That's it,” Draklan said. “And I'm sure that she is going to bring it up again at dinner. She seems to not be able to get off that topic. Bhatraz says she's already asked him about three times today.”

      “What about Pralmav and Milinna?” she asked.

      “What about them?”

      “Did she ask them?” Margot said.

      “She usually doesn't,” Draklan replied. “But I don't think she expects a child out of that union . . . anymore.”

      “Milinna probably wants one, though,” she said. “She was just here for hours. She . . .”

      “I know,” Draklan replied. “My brother has many issues of his own to deal with. However, I wanted to inform you of our situation.”

      “Thank you for the warning,” Margot said. “I'll tell her that the painting trip will do us good.”

      “Oh,” Draklan said, grinning. “All right.”

      “And it will, won’t it?” Margot said, half hopefully and half cheekily.

      Draklan grinned but didn't respond to that. “I'll see you there,” he said and ducked out of the room.

      Margot sighed, putting her hands over her face. She felt like she was making progress, and then she got overly eager and took four steps backward instead of a step forward. She decided she was going to be more careful when they left for their trip.

      Dinner was as awkward as Draklan had warned her it would be. Margot awoke in the morning just grateful that somehow, she had survived it. The sun was shining in the windows, the birds were chirping, and she felt a new sense of hope.

      They had plans to leave mid-morning, and although Margot felt like she had given herself plenty of time, she still found herself scrambling to get out of her room and down into the hangar bay on time. She put in a last-minute call to her mother, hoping that she would give her approval of how she looked for the trip.

      “Where are you going again?” her mother asked, squinting at the camera. “Is it some sort of party?”

      “No, Mother,” Margot said. “I told you, it's just a painting trip. But I do want to look nice.”

      “Of course, you do,” her mother said. “But Margot . . . that looks more like you’re going out on the town than on a painting trip.”

      “Ugh,” Margot sighed.

      Her mother chuckled sadly. “I wish I could be there,” she said. “I wish I was there to help you and be by your side.”

      Margot felt her sadness and put down her makeup brush. “Is everything all right, Mom?” she asked, and her mother tried to smile.

      “Of course,” she said. “I just miss you.”

      “I miss you too,” Margot responded. “But you can always visit.”

      “Can't you visit here?” her mother asked. “You aren't a prisoner, are you?”

      “No, of course not,” Margot said. “It's just . . . I'm barely settled in here. I don't want to distract myself. Even if I miss you lots.”

      “Are you having trouble with your marriage?” she asked. “I mean, you didn't even know him, Margot. You can't really expect that everything would be perfect right away. Arranged marriages seem like such an archaic concept.”

      “But they worked for so long,” Margot pointed out.

      “And I suppose you did use a matchmaker,” her mother said.

      Margot froze. She didn’t want to give anything away about the matchmaker. “Yeah,” Margot said. “Sorry, Mom, I really want to talk, but I need to go soon, and maybe you have a suggestion for my makeup?”

      “Right,” her mother said and squinted toward the camera. “Maybe lighten the eyeshadow a bit.”

      After twenty minutes, Margot finally felt acceptable enough to leave her room. She was only five minutes late for the hangar, and she was surprised when she didn’t find Draklan, but rather, Bhatraz was there.

      “Hello,” she said. She always tried to remain polite to him, despite the fact that they were clearly not on the best of terms. To her surprise, Bhatraz smiled back at her.

      “Hello,” he said. “I thought it was only fitting that I saw you both off, given the fact that I arranged everything. I didn't want you or Draklan to have to go through any more work than you already have. I want everything to be perfect for you.”

      “Oh,” Margot responded, surprised. “That is very kind of you. But you didn't have to do that. You’re busy.”

      “I want to,” Bhatraz said.

      “Where is Draklan?” she asked, feeling uncomfortable. She spent most of her days without him, but she wanted him by her side more than ever at this moment.

      Bhatraz smiled easily. “He's not here yet, but perhaps I could give you a tour of the shuttle you will be taking?”

      “Uh . . .” It was a very small shuttle, and Margot didn't particularly feel like she needed a tour of it. However, she thought that perhaps her brother-in-law was trying to extend an olive branch, so she didn't want to be rude. “Sure,” she said.

      “Come this way,” Bhatraz said, leading her onto the ship. She noticed as they stepped onboard that there was a small, crusty mechanic running around. He was skinny and short, with a broad nose and hair going every which way. He was under the shuttle and then in front of it at lightning-fast speed, tinkering with things, twitching, and muttering to himself, then changing to a different location.

      “Ignore him. He's just the mechanic.”

      “Is everything okay with the ship?” Margot asked, unsure. “This one isn't broken, is it? It isn't an old ship?”

      “No,” Bhatraz replied. “Every shuttle here, or every moving vehicle in general, is serviced before every trip.”

      “Oh, that's great,” Margot said. “That's better than safety regulations on Earth.”

      “Oh,” Bhatraz said. “That's dangerous.”

      “I guess . . .” she said. “I mean, so far, people are fine. They check that everything is okay, but they don't do a full service.”

      “Right,” Bhatraz said. “Here, this is the front entrance. You can put your bag here.”

      “Oh, okay.” Margot really did think that perhaps he was trying to put the past behind him. After all, he had arranged this trip, and Draklan did say he had been easier to get along with.

      “This is the control panel,” he said. “Draklan is going to drive?”

      “I sure hope so,” she replied. “Because I have no idea what to do. I think that's the On button, right?”

      “Mmm,” Bhatraz said, and she glanced at him.

      “Do you think that I should get a license here?”

      “Oh, I don't think that you need to worry about that,” Bhatraz replied.

      Margot, however, was not satisfied with that answer. “Does Rabbina have a license?”

      “She does,” he answered, which made Margot raise an eyebrow.

      “Does Milinna have a license?”

      “Uh . . .” he paused. “I think that she does, but she doesn't drive at all.”

      “So I should get one, then,” Margot replied.

      “Your future is going to be much different than theirs,” Bhatraz said.

      “What do you mean?” Margot asked.

      As Draklan came onboard, he asked, “What are you doing?” He looked at his brother and then at Margot.

      “I'm just giving your lovely wife a tour,” Bhatraz said. “Is that not allowed? Are you going to be one of those husbands who keeps his wife locked up in a cage?”

      “Uh, no,” Draklan said. “I just have no idea why you need a tour for a shuttle that you can barely turn around in.”

      “I've never been in a shuttle like this before,” Margot said, trying to defend Bhatraz. If he really was trying to be nice, she didn't want it to be ruined so quickly. “So it was nice. I saw where I could put my stuff and where the control panel is.”

      “Yeah.” Draklan gave her a funny look and then looked to his brother. “All is well?”

      “Everything is arranged, exactly as I told you,” Bhatraz said.

      “What's with the mechanic?” Draklan said.

      Margot piped up, happy to know the answer, “All ships on Tamarax are serviced before they take off, no matter what size they are.”

      “Uh, usually by people who know what they are doing,” Draklan said. “That guy didn't look like he knew what he was doing.”

      “Of course he knew what he was doing,” Bhatraz said. “Have some trust, Brother. No, have an adventurous spirit. You'll need it for the journey.”

      Draklan raised his eyebrow but then decided not to pick a fight. “We'll be fine,” he said, at last. “Thank you, Brother.”

      “All right, I'll be off then,” Bhatraz said. “Make sure to call me if you need anything else. You two have a good trip.”

      He headed off, and Margot watched him go with a smile.

      “That was nice of him,” she said at last.

      “Sure,” Draklan said.

      Margot turned to him. “What?” she asked.

      “It's just . . . I don't know. Two minutes ago, we were at each other's throat. But I guess that's Bhatraz for you. One minute, he's great and the next, he's terrible.”

      “Was he always like that?” Margot asked.

      Draklan shrugged. “I'd like to say it got worse after my father died . . . but he was always like this in some way. Two-faced.”

      “I think you need to think the best of him,” Margot said. “He's trying. I think he's turned over a new leaf.”

      “Perhaps,” Draklan said. “Anyway, he's gone now. So let me show the . . .”

      “I've had a tour already,” Margot teased him.

      Draklan smiled. “Yes, you've had a superficial tour,” he said. “But I actually need to show you the safety features in case anything happens.”

      “Oh, they do this on Earth.” She grinned. “Do you have a safety video?”

      “Uh, no,” he said. “I was just going to tell you.”

      She smiled at her own joke and let him show her around.

      “So,” he said. “If something were to happen to me, this is the communication system. It's a satellite radio, so it's probably the most like what you are used to.”

      “Who do I call?” she asked.

      “There will be lots of people on the channel,” he said. “So just call mayday, and someone will be able to help or talk you through what you need.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Satellite radio. Got it. What else?”

      “If you’re brave,” he said, “this is the control panel. The people on the radio should be able to talk you through it, but this is on, off . . .”

      He went on to show her the different features of the shuttle, and she felt confident in his explanation. She felt so confident, in fact, that when he was done, she looked up at him with shining eyes.

      “Do you think I could try?”

      “Try what?” he asked.

      “To take off?”

      “Oh,” he said. “Really?”

      “Gotta learn sometime, right?” she said. “Plus, I heard the other two princesses can fly, so I want to be able to keep up.”

      “All right, why not?” he said.

      She squealed. “Really?” she asked.

      “Here, sit here,” he said. “I'll guide you through it.”

      Margot shuddered with excitement as she sat down where he told her. She drove very infrequently at home because traffic scared her. But clear skies made her feel less like she was going to crash into something.

      “Now.” Draklan stood behind her and reached around her, guiding her hands to the first few controls. “Now, go here . . . all right, press that . . . now, wait. Check your levels. You want everything to be green.”

      “That one is yellow,” Margot said.

      He glanced at it. “It's okay,” he said. “That's the fuel gauge. It's not quite full, but it's got plenty to take us to our trip.”

      “What is fuel economy like on a ship like this?” she asked.

      He gave her a funny look. “I have no idea,” he said.

      She laughed. “It's okay. I'm just teasing you,” she said.

      “Is that something that you talk about on Earth?” he asked.

      “Sometimes,” she said. “Usually whenever someone buys a new car, you inquire about the fuel economy. And the cup holders.”

      She knew they were just making idle conversation, but she was thrilled at the feeling of his arms on her shoulders, reaching around her to guide her.

      “What about ships?” he asked.

      “I mean, some people buy planes, but the ships are business-owned,” she said. “It's really rare for regular people. Mostly, it's just road cars.”

      “How quaint,” he said with a smile. “I think I would enjoy that.”

      “Perhaps you could. Perhaps we could pay Earth a visit sometime,” she said. “When everything is settled.”

      She was afraid that he was going to say no. But instead, he shrugged.

      “Why not?” he said. “I've never been, and I don't think we'll be needed every second of every day. I'm sure we could find some time.”

      “That would be neat,” she said, resisting the urge to lean her head against his arm. Before she knew it, they were hovering and then ascending through the sky. “Oh, I did it! We did it!”

      “You did it,” he said, and then she felt his lips on her ear.

      She shuddered with pleasure. It was a brief moment, or perhaps it was even an accident, but it made her body tingle. She knew this trip was going to be amazing because of what she was going to get to paint. But as they flew along, her hopes grew that perhaps it was going to be more than amazing. She remembered Queen Joronna's words about producing an heir and thought that maybe, if everything was perfect, they could try for the first time. It might not work, but she thought that perhaps she could be in the mood to at least attempt to produce a Tamaraxian child.

      It was the first time she had really thought such a thing, aside from half-asleep lustful dreams.
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      Eventually, they reached a cruising altitude. Draklan was not at all bothered by the fact that there was a bit of turbulence, but Margot seemed a bit nervous. In order to distract her, he decided to ask her about her family. She knew his family, of course, but he didn't know much about hers.

      “I mean, pretty normal,” she said. “I'm an only child, so I don't have any sibling drama. But I'm close to my mom. I was just talking to my mother this morning.”

      “Oh?” Draklan asked. “Did you finish your conversation with her?”

      “Uh, well, I was in a bit of a rush,” Margot replied. “Why?”

      “You could call her on this screen.” Draklan pointed to the ship’s screen. “And she could see outside the ship too.”

      “Really?” This idea seemed to excite Margot. “Yes, let's do that, please. She would love that.”

      “All right.” Draklan reached over to set it up. He found that he was happy whenever she was happy, something he never experienced with anyone else before. She had such a bright smile that he wanted to see it at every opportunity. “Now, do you know your mother's contact information for a video call?”

      It didn't take long for Margot to input it, and Draklan showed her how to proceed.

      “I'll just be over here,” he said, pointing to a corner of the ship.

      “Why?” Margot asked, surprised.

      He gave her a funny look. “Well, you'll be talking to your mother,” he said, “and I don't want to interrupt.”

      “Don't you want to meet her?” Margot asked.

      Draklan stuttered. “Um . . . do you want me to?”

      “Well . . .” Margot considered this. “Yes. I think so. She's heard so much about you, after all.”

      “Oh.” Draklan wasn't usually nervous, but he felt nervous now. He could speak to crowds throughout the kingdom and stand on the balcony and wave at the thousands of people without any fear. But the idea of talking with Margot's mother sent his heart into flutters. He wanted to make a good impression, and he was in more casual clothing than normal. “Uh . . . I'm sure I could—”

      “Awesome!” Margot cried and pressed the Call button before he could say anything else. The call rang several times and then her mother was on the line.

      She looked just like Margot, or the way Draklan thought Margot would age. She had her eyes and a few more wrinkles, but other than that, they were identical.

      “Hi, Mom,” Margot said. “This is Draklan. My husband.”

      Margot's mother took a moment and then smiled. “Hello, Draklan,” she said. “It's nice to meet you.”

      “Hello,” Draklan said, feeling like he should shake her hand or do anything other than dip forward toward a camera. “It’s nice to finally meet you as well. Margot tells me such good things about you.”

      “Are you two on your road trip now?” she asked.

      Margot smiled. “Yes, Mom. Let me show you. Let me . . . how do I flip the camera?”

      Draklan leaned forward, accidentally brushing her arm. Their eyes met, and Margot smiled as he flipped the camera to show the outside view.

      “Oh, my goodness,” her mother gasped. “Margot, that's so wonderful.”

      “Isn't it the most amazing view?” Margot asked. “You should see the other window. And this is a small shuttle, Mom. The big ship was even better.”

      “Do you two own this ship?” she asked.

      “Uh . . .” Margot turned to Draklan as she switched the camera back to look at them.

      “We do,” he said. “Well, it's part of the Palace Fleet. Depending on what type of journey the royals take, there are various types of ships and shuttles.”

      “Oh, that's right,” her mother said. “I sometimes forget that you’re a prince. How exciting.”

      “Uh . . . yes,” Draklan said. He was secretly thrilled with the fact that she wasn't thinking about his being a prince because it meant that Margot wasn't talking about it that much. It meant, to him, that Margot was more focused on their marriage and the person he was than his rank. “I'm the third in line to the throne, so we have third pick of the fleet.”

      “But the other two princes never go anywhere,” Margot said with a grin. “My brothers-in-law are dedicated to their jobs, luckily for us and our shuttle pick. My brother-in-law, Bhatraz, actually planned this whole trip for us.”

      “Well, that's quite nice,” her mother said.

      They chatted for a while, and then Margot's mother said that she had to go. Margot said her goodbyes and then turned to Draklan.

      “What did you think?” she asked.

      “Your mother seems nice,” Draklan said, not sure what else he was supposed to say. “I . . . she forgot I was a prince.”

      “Yeah,” Margot said. “I guess I don't talk about it that much. And when I was on Earth . . . some of the gallery openings we have attended have had celebrities, so she's pretty used to it. She’s never cared about those things. She always cared more about the food at the openings than who was standing beside her.”

      “Sounds like a good soul,” he said with a smile.

      “She is,” Margot said, looking fondly at the blank screen. “She just wants me to be happy, and she doesn't really mind how I find it.”

      “I wish my mother was like that,” Draklan replied.

      Margot gave him a gentle smile.

      “I think she does want you to be happy,” she said. “She just thinks that your happiness and her happiness are the same thing.”

      “Which they most certainly are not,” Draklan answered. “I think she thinks that her happiness and the kingdom's happiness are the same thing. Even when my father was alive, he would have to constantly remind her that she didn't know the views of the whole kingdom.”

      Margot paused, meeting his eyes. “You miss him a lot, don't you?”

      Draklan felt a dagger in his heart as she spoke gently. “I do,” he said. “Partly because he never seemed to struggle. He always seemed to know what to do.”

      “Do you think that's . . .” Margot paused, searching for words. “Let me try again. Do you think that he never struggled or that he was good at keeping his composure?”

      “I mean, he must have,” Draklan said. “Nobody can be perfect at this . . . can they?” He thought that he might have to elaborate on what he meant, but Margot seemed to understand.

      “No,” Margot said softly. “I think everyone struggles.”

      It was the most honest conversation that they had ever had, and it seemed to change things between them. Draklan felt hope as they cruised along. His hope wasn't just in his attraction to Margot but also in his thought that perhaps she would be a good co-ruler. He had thought this before, but it seemed in the past few days, she was adding to it with her every action.

      The ride was mostly smooth until the halfway mark. As soon as they reached it, it was as if someone had flipped a switch on the small shuttle.

      It started to stutter, and Margot turned to Draklan, concerned.

      “Is that all right?” she asked.

      He tried to remain calm as he considered what could possibly be wrong. “I don't think it's terrible,” he said. “Sometimes, we hit a bit of turbulence, and because the shuttle is so small, it takes a beating.”

      “Right, but we aren't going to crash or anything?” Margot asked.

      “Never seen it happen,” he answered, trying to put her at ease. “So I really wouldn't worry.”

      “Right,” she said, trusting him. “When do people learn to fly shuttles around here?”

      “You can get a license at ten,” he said, “and fly alone when you are twelve.”

      “Oh, my,” Margot answered. “That's quite young.”

      “Why, how long do they take on Earth to learn? It's just on the road, right?”

      “Yes, mostly. And in most places, it's sixteen,” she said.

      “You're an adult by then,” he said.

      Her eyes widened. “No,” she said. “You certainly are not.”

      “I think Earth years and Tamaraxian years are different,” he said.

      “You’re probably right,” she agreed.

      They dove into a discussion about the differences and had almost forgotten about the turbulence when it happened again. Margot nearly jumped into Draklan's arms, and he stood up from his dinner, going to the control panel. She didn't offer to learn this time, and Draklan took a moment to think in silence, looking at the various monitors and lights.

      “Everything is reading all right,” he said after a few moments. “But that doesn't mean there isn't something . . . about to go wrong.”

      “Should we land?” she asked.

      He turned to her. “I don't think so,” he said. “Not unless you want to.”

      “Well . . .” Margot looked between him and the control panel. “Are we all right?”

      “I wouldn't do anything to put you in danger,” he said. “And I really don't think we should land. I want to get there as soon as possible.”

      “All right.” She seemed unsure, but she did want to trust him. “What should we do then?”

      “We could . . . where's the manual for this?”

      Margot smiled at that. “That seems like an Earth thing,” she said. “People are always asking for the manual for something.”

      Draklan and Margot searched the shuttle and eventually found an electronic manual. It was all in Tamaraxian, which all official documents were in. Margot was trying to work on learning the language, but it was incredibly difficult. She was blessed in the fact that the entire royal family spoke English, or Basic, as they referred to it. Some of them were better at it than others, but she hadn't run into a problem until now.

      “Uh . . .”

      “Here,” he said, offering to scan it.

      “Will you teach me someday?” she asked him.

      “If you are to stay here your whole life, I would think that you’d pick it up,” he replied, and the idea of her spending her future with him made him smile. “But yes, I can teach you, if you want.”

      “Well, you aren't going to teach me right now,” Margot said as the shuttle stuttered again.

      “That's true,” he replied and looked down at the manual again.

      It didn't help him in the slightest, especially given that nothing seemed to be the problem. He could tell that they really shouldn't be experiencing that many bumps, given that the air outside was smooth. He didn't want to alarm Margot, so he decided to do what he usually did when he had no idea what he was doing, which was to call Pralmav.

      “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?” Margot asked again.

      “It may just be that one of the sensors isn't properly detecting the turbulence outside,” he replied. “Which would explain why we are bumping along without feeling it. So I'm just going to ask him how to reset that because the manual isn't very clear.”

      “Oh,” Margot said, although she didn't quite seem to understand. Draklan dialed his brother's lab, hoping that he would answer. It took a bit of calling around, but eventually, he found Pralmav, who looked a bit annoyed as he came to the camera.

      “Brother,” he said. “Aren't you supposed to be on a trip?”

      “I am on the trip.” Draklan switched to Tamaraxian now that he knew exactly how little Margot understood of it. “And there is something wrong with the shuttle. Can you help?”

      “Maybe,” Pralmav said. “Describe the problem.”

      As soon as he described the problem, Pralmav's faced changed.

      “Well, that's not good,” he said. “Let me see if I can recall the way to reset that model.”

      Margot looked half alarmed at the fact that they were communicating in Tamaraxian because she seemed to know the problem was worse than he’d said it was.

      “I think you might need to land,” he said. “And quickly.”

      “We're almost there,” Draklan responded. “Don't you think we could just wait until we get there and then take it to someone to fix?”

      “I wouldn't—” Pralmav said and then the video cut out.

      “Uh . . .” Draklan hit the screen and then hit it again. “This isn't good.”

      “Draklan,” Margot said, and then the climate control went out. The shuttle immediately got a bit colder “Uh-oh.”

      “The thing is,” Draklan said as he looked at the monitors and the landscape below, “right now, we are over a lake and this is not rated for water landings. So we don't want to do that.”

      “What happens if we land on the water?” Margot asked.

      “We sink,” he said.

      “Oh,” she replied. “How long until we aren't over water?”

      “A few hours,” he said. “But we should be good flying until then.”

      “Amazing,” she said and tried to smile. “Well, we wanted an adventure.”

      “It's definitely an adventure,” he replied, trying to hide his nerves from her.

      She reached to hold his hand. “I know it's a little bit scary, but is there something else that is bothering you?”

      “No,” he said. “I just want to make everything good for you on this trip.”

      “I'm having a great time,” she said. “I believe that half the journey is the experience. And this is a truth that I can tell my mother. After we’re safe, of course.”

      “After we're safe,” he said. “Which we will be.”

      “Mmm,” Margot said, and she looked down at their hands, together. They didn't have a lot of physical affection, but in this moment, it seemed right.

      He gave her hand a squeeze.

      “Has David tried to contact the wire?”

      “No,” Draklan said. “I check it once in a while to see the bounced calls, but there is nothing. I think he took it to heart.”

      “That's surprising,” she said. “He's never one to give up.”

      “You were with him a long time, weren’t you?” Draklan asked.

      “Mostly out of pity,” Margot replied. “I know that is a cruel thing to say. But he used to spend all of his time volunteering for charity, and everyone told him what a good person he was. The truth was, he didn't want to work a job, and he didn't want to commit to anything. He told me time and time again that I was selfish because I wasn't willing to use one hundred percent of my paycheck to support him when he volunteered and refused to look for a job.”

      “Wait,” Draklan said. “He refused to look for a job?”

      “Well, he’d say he was looking, but I don’t think he did, not really. There were plenty of jobs available, but he never seemed to get one,” she responded. “It wasn't that he couldn't get one or he wasn't qualified for anything. I’m pretty sure it was that he wouldn't even look. His life's purpose was volunteering, and I was meant to support him while he did that.”

      “And you didn't . . .” he paused, considering his words. “You didn't make that much money, did you?”

      “No,” she said. “I told you I was a painter, and that was true. But I barely made enough for one person. I wasn't famous or anything. I had my first solo gallery show the night David . . . ruined everything.”

      “Did everyone you know share the same view of him as you?”

      “It was pretty split,” she said. “But honestly, most people took his side.”

      “That's terrible,” Draklan said. “It shouldn’t be that way. Was there anyone who supported you?”

      “Well, no,” Margot replied. “He was a saint. Or so they thought.”

      “I'm sorry,” he sympathized. “Really, you shouldn't have gone through that.”

      “What about you?” Margot asked, trying to change the topic. “Were you in a relationship before me?”

      “Uh, well, that's hard,” he said. “Because any relationship I engaged in had to be approved by the crown.”

      “Right, but was there something you didn't tell your parents about?” she asked, arching a brow.

      He grinned. “You and I are of one mind,” he said. “There were a few.”

      “Anyone as disastrous as David?”

      “No,” he said with a smirk. “I was just bad at it.”

      “Oh?” she said. “How so?”

      “There's a . . . I would call her a neighboring princess whom I’ve known for my whole life. And we thought we were the perfect match. She's a princess, my parents would approve, everything.”

      “So what went wrong?” she asked.

      “We had known each other too long,” he answered. “Everything felt . . . gross.”

      “Like your sister?” she said.

      “Yeah.” He wrinkled his nose thinking about it. “We tried a few times, but it really didn't work. It just felt . . . ugh.”

      “Yeah,” Margot said. “I know what you mean. I had a neighbor in my mom’s neighborhood, and I just . . . couldn't. Even if everyone wanted us to.”

      “That was the only time I ever came close to marriage,” he said. “Other than that, there was nothing.”

      “Surely, there was someone who caught your eye?” she asked. “I mean, David caught my eye once upon a time.”

      “No,” he said. “I never liked Tamaraxian girls.”

      “What did you like?”

      “I thought I was doomed to be alone, if I’m honest,” he replied.

      That seemed to catch her attention, and she met his eyes, looking half sad and half happy.

      “You aren't,” she assured him. “Even if we don't work out, you aren't.”

      “I would say things have at least improved,” he replied. “From when we first met.”

      “That's true,” she said. “And providing we don't die on this shuttle, we may have a chance of them improving even more.”

      “We're not going to die on the shuttle,” he said, although he didn't want to tell her that he wasn't entirely sure that was true. Anything was possible, and they were without communication, which wasn’t the best situation to be in. “Tell me more about your life on Earth.”

      “I don't know what more there is to know,” she said.

      “How did you get into painting?” he asked.

      She blushed. “Oh, that's . . .”

      “I want to know,” he said.

      “It's just embarrassing,” she said. “And something that I wouldn't consider doing now.”

      “Oh. Well,” he said, leaning back with a grin. “Now you have to tell me.”

      She blushed even more and then covered her face.

      “Margot,” he said gently. “If we are going to spend the rest of our lives together, I think I need to know everything about you.”

      “All right, all right,” she said. “Do you have higher education up here? College? University?”

      He thought for a moment, translating the words over in his head.

      “Yes, I think a university would be the closest thing. It's mandatory, but you can choose what you want to study.”

      “It's not mandatory at home,” she said. “But I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life, so I decided to attend.”

      “What did you study if you didn't know what to do?” he asked.

      “I took a little bit of everything,” she replied. “I didn't have to decide, so I took literally a course from every major. I thought I was being creative, but all I was doing was racking up a big bill. So I had to find a way to pay for it.”

      “Wait,” he said. “Education cost money?”

      “Well . . . yeah.” She looked at him as if he was crazy. “Of course it does.”

      “But what about all the people who can't afford it?”

      “A lot of people can't,” she said. “And many people don't qualify to go there at all, based on their grades at secondary school.”

      “That's not right,” he said. “Education should be for all. That's the only way to have a . . . well, an educated society.”

      “There are lot of jobs on Earth that you don’t have to go to university for, and some people go to things like a trade school to learn skills,” she said. “But anyway . . . I was running up a bill.”

      “Yes,” he said. “And you needed to way to pay for it.”

      “Yes,” she said. “And I tried all sorts of things. Waitressing, operator at a call center, lots of different things, and nothing was working out. So one afternoon, I saw an ad in the student center, looking for life models.”

      “Life models?” he asked. “What is that?”

      “Life models pose for artists,” she said. “To draw or to paint.”

      “Oh,” he said and then something crossed his mind. “With your clothes on?”

      “No,” she commented, her cheeks turning pink.

      He blushed too. He couldn't help it as he pictured her naked and immediately felt feelings stir within him. “So . . . then what happened?” he asked awkwardly.

      “Well, it paid really well,” she said with a laugh.

      “So you paid all of your bills?” he asked.

      She grinned and shook her head. “No,” she said. “It didn't even come close. But the entire time I was there, I kept watching the painters and what they were doing. It made the time fly by, and I was far more interested in the lines, the arches, and the techniques. The more I talked to them, the more I realized I was interested in painting rather than posing. And then I took my hand to it . . . and it was easy.”

      “And then you became a successful painter?”

      “Not quite that easy,” she said. “But that was the beginning.”

      “Did you finish school?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “I dropped out after two semesters. I couldn't find what I wanted to do, and I started to make some money from painting, for small things, and . . . yeah.”

      “And when you left Earth, you were a full-time working painter?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I had a studio that I shared with several other artists.”

      “Are they still working?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I think so, anyway. When I left, I tried to not leave any clues in case David asked any of them. Didn’t matter, though. He found me anyway and was nearly able to get to me.”

      “You were really scared of him,” Draklan said.

      Margot took a deep breath. “I—” she said, and the shuttle sputtered.

      To Draklan's horror, there was suddenly silence.

      He swore and stood up, grabbing the controls. They had no power and they were going to land. How hard they landed depend completely on what he did in the next few moments.

      “Margot, brace yourself,” he cried.

      She threw herself into a chair.

      Draklan could barely see out the window, as they were descending quickly. He tried to pull the controls, but it didn't seem to matter.

      “Draklan!” Margot screamed, and then there was a giant jolt. She hit her head on the ceiling and went limp.

      He wanted to rush to her, but he knew that he couldn't leave the control panel. If there was any chance of both of them surviving, he needed to guide the ship toward the shore and not the lake.

      “Argh!” he grunted as they brushed into some trees and then slammed into a field. Draklan felt his body crash into the wall and felt blood flowing down his face. He couldn't breathe, the pain was so bad. He had no idea what exactly was bleeding, but he knew that it stung. The ship sparked and then every available light shut off. There was nothing left. Everything on the ship was broken. He didn't know where they were, he could barely breathe, and they were about to go down in flames.

      He eventually managed to struggle up and crawl to Margot. She was knocked out, but she was breathing. It took every ounce of strength that he had left to reach down and pick her up. She was dead weight in his arms, but he managed to carry her out of the ship, glancing at the sparks nervously.

      It was like a well-timed movie. The second they were far enough away, he heard a spark, and then a bigger one. And then, there was a giant explosion that knocked both of them to the ground.
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      Margot was dreaming, and she was happy. She knew she was dreaming, but it was a good dream and she didn't want to wake up. She was on Earth, and Draklan was at her side. He was dressed in Tamaraxian clothes, and they were in a mall on Earth. He was so handsome, and they were holding hands as they walked down the hallway. She could see other girls watching and whispering, and she knew it was because they were jealous. Draklan was gorgeous and she felt inadequate. But then he would turn and look at her, and she felt like the most beautiful woman in the world.

      They went into an art supply store, and Margot felt sticker shock at the prices. They were so high, and she knew that she could never afford it. But then Draklan kissed her on the cheek and told her that everything was within their reach. He encouraged her to pick up whatever she wanted, and they filled a cart, laughing.

      As they went toward the checkout, Margot looked down at her stomach. She noticed, for the first time in the dream, that she was pregnant, and she was due any moment, judging from the size of it.

      Draklan kissed her on the neck as they got to the checkout, and then he put a hand on her belly. He was attentive and loving, and they were both wearing solid gold wedding rings.

      Margot had never felt so happy in her life.

      “Margot!”

      She turned to dream Draklan, confused. “What?” she asked, but she found that she could only mouth the words. Nothing came out in terms of sound.

      “Margot!” he said again and shook her.

      “Draklan!” she said, confused. Again, it was only silence. She put her hands to her throat, panicking. She felt pain in her head and reached up to it. Her hand came away with blood and she turned to him, confused. “What's happening?”

      In her dream, she felt her knees buckle, and she slowly sank to the floor. Blood poured down her face and she wanted to scream, but it was only wordless.

      She had never been more scared in her entire life. This had been the perfect day and now it was the worst. She wanted to yell, to have Draklan wrap his arms around her and tell her that he would take care of her. She felt safe with him.

      She needed him to help her. But he couldn't stop shaking her and screaming in her face, and she couldn't answer him.

      Her vision went black and she reached out for him one last time.

      Suddenly, Margot sat up with a gasp. Her head pain was back, and Draklan was in front of her, shaking her. However, she wasn't in the mall and she certainly wasn't on Earth. They were in a field somewhere on Tamarax. She was covered in blood, but it was coming from Draklan.

      “Margot!”

      “What?” she asked and then immediately felt a giant sense of relief that she could make noise. “What?”

      “Oh, thank God,” he said and wrapped his arms around her. “Thank God.”

      “What . . . happened?” she asked him, confused. “We were flying and now we’re . . . here? Are you all right?”

      “I'm fine,” he said. “I'm fine. I'm just so glad that you’re all right.”

      “You're bleeding everywhere,” she managed. “You're not fine.”

      Her hand went down to her stomach as the last of the dream had faded away. She felt disappointment that she wasn’t pregnant, which surprised her. She told herself that it was just the dream feelings, but part of her knew that it wasn't.

      “What happened?” she demanded again.

      “We crashed,” he admitted. “We crash landed, and you got knocked out.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Well . . . my mother always said that I had a hard head.”

      Draklan actually chuckled at that, shaking his head, and then he winced. “Wish I could say the same,” he said.

      “Where do you hurt? Where is that blood coming from?”

      “The ship exploded,” he said. “I got you out before it blew, but I was facing it.”

      “Oh, my God,” she said, trying to sit up.

      “Wait,” he said, but she was stubborn. He carefully helped her sit up, which seemed to cause him just as much pain as she was in.

      Carefully, she leaned against the tree stump and then encouraged him to gently turn around. As soon as he did, she hissed in sympathy. The shirt he was wearing was completely torn up, and his back was bloody. From what she could see, there were shrapnel bits in it. They weren't exactly tiny, but they didn't look deep.

      “Oh, my God,” she said, and then tears started to flow down her face.

      “Hey, hey,” he said, alarmed. “What's the matter?”

      “I just wanted a nice trip,” she said. “I just wanted a nice trip and I didn't want any of this to happen. What happened? I thought everyone checked that the ship was fine? I thought . . . you said . . .”

      “I know, I know,” he said. “I'm so sorry. I don't know what happened. I'm really sorry.”

      “It's not your fault,” she managed. She hated herself for crying. She didn't want to seem weak, and she knew that the two of them needed to work together. This was the scariest thing that she had ever done. Coming to Tamarax to marry Draklan was easy compared to this. “It's not like I didn't see you trying.”

      “I'm so sorry,” he said and then winced. “Ow.”

      “Is the shuttle completely unusable?” she asked, and he shifted so she could see the remains. There was barely the skeleton of the shuttle left, and there were pieces every which way. Among the remains, she could see pieces of their luggage. The grass was charred and there were still a few small flames burning.

      “I . . . see,” she said. “Unless Tamaraxian shuttles are much better than Earth cars?”

      “No,” he said. “That thing is done.”

      “Right,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I'm all right now. We have to take care of you.”

      “I think it's just a scratch,” he said.

      “Uh . . .” Margot looked at him as if he was crazy. “I don't think it's just a scratch. I'd take a picture, but . . . wait, my phone.” She reached into her pocket. Her phone was still there, but it was dead. She wasn't sure whether it was the damage or whether it was just out of battery. “How long was I out?”

      “About three hours,” he said. “I was starting to panic.”

      “Oh . . . well, it's probably just dead,” she said and then turned back to Draklan. “It's not a scratch. We need to take out some of those pieces. And you're bleeding quite a lot.”

      “I've had worse,” he said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “When?”

      “I'll tell you sometime,” he said. “Right now, I think we should deal with both of our injuries.”

      “I'll go along with just about any plan you have right now,” Margot said, wincing at the pain in her head.

      He turned around at that moment, very carefully, to survey to wreckage. “I can see some of the pieces of our luggage,” he said. “And if those survived, then it's possible the first aid kit survived. We just have to look for it.”

      “All right, help me up,” she said.

      He looked at her as if she was mad. “No,” he said. “You stay here.”

      “Draklan,” she said. “Either I fall over or you bleed to death. I think we should both try, at the very least.”

      “I don't like that,” he said, but he clearly knew she was right.

      She knew that he was in quite a bit of pain, and he had to know he couldn’t scour the wreckage by himself.

      “All right, give me your arm.”

      It was like the blind helping the blind, but both of them eventually got up. They were limping and groaning, but they eventually made it to their feet.

      “All right,” Margot said as the darkness faded from her vision. She was sure that she had a concussion, but she wasn't sure that it mattered right now. There was no doctor to help them, no emergency service to call. They only had each other.

      They held hands as they moved toward the wreckage. Draklan warned her to be careful as they walked because of the shards everywhere.

      “Well,” Margot said. “On the bright side . . . it's an adventure.”

      Draklan looked at her as if she was crazy, but then he squeezed her hand and grinned. “The first aid kit was yellow,” he said. “So it should be easy to find. And most things in it would be yellow or red.”

      “Got it,” Margot said, as they started picking through the wreckage.

      Most of the pieces they picked up were things that she didn't recognize. They were black or burnt, and she thought they were pieces of the ship rather than pieces of something useful.

      “Do you think that we could . . . fix anything?” she said. “Even if it was just the communication device?”

      “It blew first,” Draklan said. “If you remember. So whatever went wrong, it went wrong there first.”

      “Any ideas?” she asked.

      “No,” he replied. “God, I wish I paid more attention in school. To be honest, I thought I was never going to need it. I thought, I'm a prince. I'll be sitting on a throne. I’ll never need to know how to fix anything like that. I'm an idiot.”

      “No,” Margot said. “All of us have the ability to learn a certain number of things. You chose a different path. There was no way for you to know that something like this would happen.”

      He looked at her with tenderness. “Don't suppose you've learned anything while painting that could help you figure this out?”

      “Um . . .” she said and then shrugged. “I can put a jigsaw puzzle together easily. So it's possible I could put this whole thing back together . . . if I had my whole life.”

      “Well, hopefully, we won't be here that long,” he said and smiled, but it almost seemed like a wince. Moving had to be becoming more difficult for him, and it looked like those pieces were getting deeper into his back.

      “I think this is . . . oh, no,” Margot crouched down to pick something up. “I think this is a piece of one of my shirts that I brought. Which means that my bag must be completely destroyed.”

      “Don't lose hope,” he said.

      Despite his words, she knew she would probably never recover her things.

      They developed a systematic approach, walking very slowly from one edge of the wreckage to the other. They scrutinized everything, trying to see if it would be useful for them. A few times, Draklan found something that he thought they might be able to put back together, such as part of the control panel, or the wiring for the door opener, but it wouldn't do them any good. They eventually decided that anything useful should be put to the left, just in case they could figure something out with it.

      “It almost looks like . . .” Margot said after a few quiet moments surveying the wreckage. “It almost looks like the fire was mostly in this spot. This was the explosion. Look at this circle.”

      “That's not quite a circle,” he said. “It looks like . . . well, that's odd.”

      “What?” she asked.

      He crouched down, pointing to the markings. “I don't recognize this as any part of the ship . . .” he said. “But honestly, I'm probably not the authority on this right now.”

      “You think that there are extra pieces?” she said.

      “Really, don't trust me,” he said. “I even skipped this class more than the others. Oh, hey!”

      He picked up a charred piece of yellow fabric and then looked forward. There were several pieces of debris covering it, and he scrambled to pull them off.

      Sure enough, there were random first-aid supplies everywhere as well as the beaten-up box they’d been in.

      “Jackpot!” Margot couldn't help but cry, which made Draklan laugh.

      Between the two of them, they scrambled to pick them all up and put them back in the box.

      “What's this?” Margot asked.

      “That's nanite spray,” he said. “It mends skin.”

      “Oh, that's perfect,” she said. “And here's a still wrapped pack of gauze and some tweezers. Looks like I'm fully prepared to do surgery on you.”

      “Amazing,” he said.

      “You're not scared of a little tweezer, are you?” she teased him.

      “Not as much that as the idea of surgery in an open field,” he said.

      They both decided that they had gotten what they needed and they could always scour the wreckage later for more. They were out of energy and they needed to tend to their wounds.

      They made their way back to the tree, taking with them a blanket that they had found. Margot had also found some antiseptic spray. It wasn't the best operating theater, but it would have to do.

      Draklan sat with his back to Margot and she thanked her lucky stars that she wasn't one of those girls who was bothered by blood.

      “Right,” she said. “I'm going to just clean it, which I imagine is going to be the worst part. I think this stuff will probably sting as much as it does on Earth.”

      “You're not supposed to tell me that,” he said dryly.

      She smiled. “All right, it's going to feel amazing,” she lied with a laugh and then sprayed.

      “Ow!” he howled.

      She couldn't help but giggle. “Sorry, did that not feel amazing?” she asked, looking innocent.

      He gritted his teeth.

      Margot was aware that in these conditions, infection could set in quickly. She probably sprayed his back more than she should have, and it bubbled, which told her things were being cleaned.

      Once the bubbling stopped, she took it as a sign that she was all right to start pulling the pieces out. She used scissors from the package to cut away his shirt and then put on gloves and took out the tweezers.

      “Do you want me to warn you?” she said.

      “No,” he said, gripping his fists. “Just do it.”

      “All right . . .” Margot said. “Well, remember that I'm not trying to hurt you on purpose.”

      “Yep,” he said.

      She began to pull.

      He yelped several times, but he actually fared quite well. From what Margot could see, all the pieces were coming out in large chunks, and there was nothing left in the wounds. She took some of the gauze and wiped down his back several times, just to make sure it was completely clean.

      “I think . . .” she said after a few moments. “I think that I'm done.”

      “Use the nanite spray,” he said. “It'll close the wounds.”

      “I'm just worried I've left some pieces in,” she said. “This is stressful.”

      “It feels better,” he said. “Just . . . it stings.”

      “All right, then,” she said and picked up the foreign device. She sprayed it, and to her surprise, he didn't wince. He actually breathed a sigh of relief and then the wounds closed. “Wow.”

      Draklan flexed his back a couple of times, testing its strength, and then turned to her. “All done?”

      “All done,” she said.

      He pulled the remaining pieces of his shirt off, and even in her state, she recognized how good-looking he was. He was toned and lean and he looked stunning. She put her hand on his shoulder.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” he said, and they gazed into each other's eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” she said.

      He reached up to touch her face, and she closed her eyes. They came close together, and their lips brushed.

      She had been thinking about their kiss so much that she almost didn't realize that they were kissing again until he nipped a little at her lip.

      If they hadn't crash-landed just now, she would have thought that this was the ultimate fantasy for a painter. They were in the Tamaraxian landscape, with a forest, a field, and water. It was the most beautiful sight she had ever seen. Draklan was the most handsome man she had ever seen, and he was shirtless and kissing her.

      She reached her hand over to his shirtless torso, and when she touched him, he shivered.

      “I'm sorry,” she said. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No,” he said and took her hand, putting it back on his chest. “It's amazing.”

      They kissed for several more minutes, and Margot considered taking off her top as well. Draklan was pulling at it, and she realized the blanket below them was quite soft. She leaned back, and he moved gently on top of her, making sure he wasn't hurting her.

      “Oh, God,” he moaned when he finally lay right on top of her. She felt that despite the dramatic situation, he was hard with desire for her, and it inspired her desire as well.

      “Should we?” she asked.

      He pushed himself up on his arms to look at her. “Do you want to?”

      “I just—” she said, and then they heard an odd noise. “What was that?” she asked him.

      He brushed it off. “It's fine,” he said. “We're outside. There's a bunch of strange sounds.”

      “Yes, but I thought I heard . . . something,” she said and then sat up, pushing Draklan off her. “I saw someone.”

      “What?” he asked and sat up right away, spinning around. His eyes scanned the landscape. “I don't see anyone. Where did you see someone?”

      “There,” she said, pointing.

      Draklan squinted. “You saw a person, or an animal?”

      “I . . .” Now Margot was second-guessing herself. “I don't know. I don't even know what half the animals look like around here.”

      “It's probably just—” he started and then there was a gunshot. It hit the grass right to their side.

      Margot screamed and grappled for Draklan. All he could do from the position he was in was pull her to the other side, getting her out of harm's way.

      “Get up, get up!” he cried.

      She scrambled to her feet.

      Draklan scrambled up as well, grabbing the first-aid supplies, and they ran for the forest. They were close, but not close enough that several gunshots didn't try to hit them before they got into the trees. Margot's head started to ache again, and she felt unsteady as they took cover.

      “What was that?” she asked. “Who was that? Did you see anyone?”

      “No,” he said, panting. “Can you describe what you saw?”

      “I . . . I don't know,” Margot replied. “It was almost like he looked like the mechanic.”

      “The mechanic?” Draklan responded, surprised. “The mechanic from where?”

      “Back in the palace hangar,” she said. “That's crazy, though.”

      “Well . . .” Draklan said, his face changing. “I don't know if it's crazy. Do you think that it's him?”

      “I don't . . . know,” Margot said. “It just seemed like the same body type, you know? But it was from a distance, so I didn't get a good look at him. It can't be the same person, can it? How can he be here?”

      “I don't know,” he said. “But we have to consider every option, given what happened to our shuttle.”

      “I don't want to sound like I'm accusing anyone,” Margot said. “But was there anything suspicious about the way we left Tamarax? Bhatraz said that it was normal for the mechanic to be around the shuttle, so I didn't pay so much attention to it. But I felt . . . weirded out by him.”

      “Having the shuttle serviced is normal,” Draklan said, “but I normally recognize the faces that are around, and I didn't recognize his.”

      “And . . . your brother,” she said, trying to keep her eyes open for any other danger. “Your brother was suddenly very nice. I know that you said it's sometimes normal for him to just . . . switch things up like that, but I've never met anyone like that. I've met people who put on one face, but they are always the same underneath.”

      “I know how you feel,” Draklan said. “But I don't think that Bhatraz would purposely hurt me.”

      “Are you sure?” Margot asked.

      Draklan took a deep breath. “No,” he said at last. “I'm not entirely sure. But . . .”

      He looked so hurt that Margot wrapped her arms around him.

      “I know,” she said. “It's incredibly hard to think that your own brother would do this. We don't have to discuss it. Right now, it doesn't matter why we ended up here. We just have to figure out how to get out of here alive.”

      Draklan was about to say something when another gunshot came. It hit the tree in front of them and both of them jumped.

      “Run,” Draklan said.

      Margot knew that she was the weak link in this situation. Her head was still pounding and she was unsteady on her feet. She was positive that she had a concussion, and she really should rest. She was never good at medical things, so she didn't exactly know what she was supposed to do. She just knew she was getting tired.

      Draklan pulled her in another direction, and she winced as she felt her shoulder overextend. He didn't intend to hurt her. He had just moved too fast and she couldn't catch up. Her lungs felt like they were going to explode, and she felt like she might pass out.

      “Draklan,” she panted. “Draklan!”

      Another gunshot came, and they both took shelter behind a rock. There was definitely someone in the woods with them.

      “Oh, God.” Margot winced, trying to breathe.

      Draklan glanced at her, concerned. “What can I do?” he asked.

      She thought it was a far more helpful question than asking her what was wrong. “I . . . I think it's my head,” she said. “I can't focus.”

      “You did black out for quite a while,” he said worriedly. “I'm sorry, Margot. I don't know what to do aside from running.”

      “You don't happen to have a weapon on you, or anything?” Margot asked.

      He shook his head. “Wish I did,” he said. “But we just have to keep running. This isn't much cover here, and he'll find us.”

      “Where?” Margot asked, looking around. There was forest everywhere, and she didn't see the point in just running forever. Their legs would give out before they found safety. “We can't.”

      “We can.” He took her hand. “And we will. I'll be with you the whole time, all right?”

      He looked into her eyes, and she was terrified that she would be their downfall. He was healed, thanks to the nanite spray. He was stronger, and he was faster. If he truly had no weapon, then she would just be slowing him down.

      “I'll be with you,” he said again. “I promise. I'm not leaving you.”

      His gaze was so full of love and strength that she couldn't resist. He pulled her to her feet, never letting go of her hand. This time, she paid attention to where he was looking and ran with him. As long as he kept ahold of her hand, she felt like she could do anything and go anywhere.

      “There!” he said after a few moments. “There's a bit of shelter over there. There are some rocks. I think . . . I think there's some sort of small hill, and who knows what's behind it. It could be safety.”

      “If we can get there,” she managed, but she didn't stop moving. If this was the way they were going to die, she wasn't going to go down without a fight.
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      “We will have the advantage up here,” Draklan said at last.

      Margot was trailing behind him and he felt terrible about taking her up a hill. However, if he knew anything about battle strategy and being outnumbered, he knew that high ground was important.

      “So we can stop.”

      “I was never very athletic,” Margot said. “But that was more working out than I have ever gotten. In my whole life.”

      “Well,” Draklan said, “I don't think that you need to work out, if that helps.”

      “You're sweet,” Margot said as she collapsed on the ground, panting. She looked around and saw that he was looking at a small cave that was halfway underground. “You want us to in there?”

      “I think we should,” he said. “At least, I think that you should. I'm going to stay on lookout and make sure that we aren't being followed. If an hour or so goes by and nothing happens, I would say it's safe to think that we lost them.”

      “Yeah.”

      Margot looked too tired to fight, and Draklan helped her up and into the cave. He knew she loved nature and smiled as she immediately began looking at the lines in the cliff face and the unique flowers growing at the entrance. She seemed all right, and Draklan kept an eye on her as much as he did the landscape below them.

      “You know,” Draklan said as they weren't standing that far apart. “I think there were two of them.”

      “Two?” Margot's voice was surprised. “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Draklan said. “The more I think about it, the more I think that those gunshots were coming from different angles.”

      “I only saw one,” Margot said, but she sounded thoughtful. “At least, I thought I only saw one. But maybe I didn't. Maybe I just saw two who looked the same.”

      “I wish this were a mystery novel,” Draklan said. “So we could solve it and get a prize.”

      Margot chuckled at that. “You read mystery novels?” she asked.

      “I used to,” Draklan replied. “I don't have a lot of time, but I used to love putting those clues together.”

      “I used to read a lot of them too,” Margot said. “I had no idea they were something here.”

      “They are very popular here,” he said. “Perhaps we should trade books.”

      “Sure, if we survive the night,” Margot said.

      The sun began to set and Draklan became convinced that they had lost the two men. With the setting sun, the temperature turned colder. Draklan could hear Margot shivering and so he abandoned his lookout to come and sit with her.

      After their earlier encounter together, they snuggled together. Draklan put his arm around Margot, hoping to stop the early chills that were coming with the setting sun.

      “Well, this is not exactly the way I wanted things to go,” Draklan said. “But it's a nice sunset, at least.”

      Margot leaned her head against his shoulder. “I think it's a beautiful sunset,” she said. “And I wouldn't trade the view for anything in the world. There is only one thing I would add.”

      “What?” he asked with a smile. “Ask anything and your wish will be granted. If I can grant it, that is.”

      “I'm starving,” she said.

      He laughed. “I'm starving too,” he said. “It didn't look like any of the food survived the shuttle crash though.”

      “No,” she said. “It certainly didn't. Too bad we didn't bring anything raw. It would be well cooked.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “You always have a way of looking on the bright side of things, don't you?”

      “I try,” she said. “I'm not always successful, but I try. Is there anything we could eat that grows natively here, perhaps?”

      “We'd have more luck hunting,” Draklan responded. “Which would be a change from being hunted.”

      “Do you know how to hunt?” Margot asked.

      “I do,” he said. “But the only tools we have to do that are some sharp rocks. I noticed that there's a stream right behind this cave, so we might be able to fish.”

      “I'm up for anything,” Margot said. “But do you think it's safe?”

      “I do think we lost them,” Draklan said. “And I don't think they’re going to be looking in the dark, to be honest. So we have until dawn. There should be a fire starter in the first aid kit. I picked it up with the other stuff we shoved in the kit.”

      “A fire starter?” Margot answered. “But are you sure they won't at least be looking?”

      “You can start a fire at the back of the cave,” he said. “It'll keep you warm. Do you think you can figure out how to do that?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I can gather some wood. But . . . you're going to the stream by yourself?”

      “While there’s still light,” he said. “I have to go fast if we have any hope of eating or drinking. All right?”

      “Teamwork,” Margot said, looking into his eyes.

      He leaned in to kiss her, and she pulled him closer. Their kiss deepened, and he didn't want to go anywhere. Despite the situation they were in, he felt incredibly attracted to her. He didn't want to take a single step outside the cave. But he knew he had to because his job was to protect her and keep her safe.

      Eventually, he dragged himself up, kissing her one last time before he went to the mouth of the cave to gather the sharpest rocks that he could.

      His only experience in catching fish like this was from childhood. There was a pond full of fish in the back of the palace, and when he was a child, he used to think he was providing for dinner by literally picking up the fish out of the pond and hitting them with a rock.

      “Go as far to the back of the cave as possible,” he called. “And yell as loudly as you can if you hear anyone. I won't be long.”

      “All right,” she said.

      He could already hear her moving to the back. Eventually, he found a sharp rock or two and moved to the stream. The light was already a bit too dim, but he knew he had to try.

      The temperature seemed even colder behind the cave. The wind was coming directly at him. Usually, he didn't have a problem with the temperature outside. He loved the heat and the cold equally, and he loved being outside.

      But standing in the river, he wished for the walls of the palace more than ever. The water was ice cold and his hands were shaking as he waded deeper, waiting for the fish that he wasn't sure were there.

      “All right,” he tried to psych himself up and then reached into the water, using his finger as wiggling bait.

      It might have been the Creator looking out for him, but he could see shining fish scales reflected in the water with the dying light guiding his way.

      The cold motivated him to move faster, and within ten minutes, he had several fish bodies thrown on the shore. He thought that his feet had turned to ice, but he waited a moment or two longer, wanting to grab another one just in case.

      His patience paid off, and there was a giant one swimming toward him. It was a particularly gross-looking fish, with several eyes and a huge mouth, but he would have eaten it raw at this point in the day.

      He nabbed it and slammed the rock against it just as the last ray of sunlight disappeared.

      His teeth were chattering as he came out of the water and headed toward the cave again, with fish in his arms. He was regretting everything, and he wasn't sure that he would ever get warm again. However, when he saw Margot at the back of the cave, waiting for him with a smile, he thought that he would do it all over again in a heartbeat.

      “Wow,” she said when she saw the size and number of fish. “Those are amazing. You're magic.”

      Draklan placed them on a rock beside her. Margot handed him a few sticks that she had gathered that had sharp points at the end. Before long, the cave was filed with the delicious smell of cooking fish, and they were warm beside each other.

      “I think we make a pretty decent team,” Draklan said to her as the fish cooked.

      “I think we make a good team too,” she said, leaning against him. “But I'm starting to get scared.”

      “Don't be scared,” he said to her, kissing the top of her head. “We'll figure this out.”

      “You didn't see anyone out there?” she asked.

      “No,” he said. “We're safe for the night. Pull that ugly fish out of there. It's almost black.”

      “I'm glad that I can't really see it,” Margot said. “Because I don't think I would even want to paint it, let alone eat it.”

      Draklan laughed as he took the stick from her.

      “These fish are actually a delicacy,” he said. “It's called an Umblu fish, and the bigger and uglier they are, the tastier they’re supposed to be.”

      “Is that true?” she asked.

      “No,” he said with a laugh. “But we can pretend that’s the case.”

      “It's a romantic candlelit dinner,” she said.

      He took a bite. “A date,” he said.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Date night. That's something they encourage you do to even after you are married.”

      “Hmm?” he asked with a mouthful of fish.

      “Date night,” she said. “It's like . . . after you’re married and all the romance has gone out of your relationship, you choose a night of the week to go out on a date like you did when you were courting.”

      “Oh,” he said. “I suppose I see the point in that. Except . . .”

      “We didn't exactly have a courtship,” she said. “So I suppose we're doing things backward.”

      “Well, I was always told my life wasn't normal,” Draklan said.

      Margot bit into her fish. Despite the fact that it was harshly cooked and she’d never had it before, she seemed to finish it with gusto. He was watching her closely, and she seemed to gain more energy and more spark as the night went on.

      “How's your head?” he asked after they had finished eating.

      “It still hurts,” she said. “But we're going to sleep soon?”

      “I think that's a good idea,” he said. “I want to be out of here before the real dawn light comes in. If we stay here, they’ll eventually find us.”

      “We can treat it like a luxury hotel,” she said. “A cave hotel, five stars, a niche experience.”

      “With extra-hard beds that are good for your back,” he said, getting into the spirit.

      They dosed the fire and found a place in the cave where they could both lie down. However, with the fire doused, the temperature dropped even further. Margot rolled right into Draklan's arms, and he put a strong hand on her shoulder.

      “It's okay,” he said. “I know it feels cold, but this region won't get dangerously cold. We'll be uncomfortable, but we'll be safe.”

      “Do you think . . . you can think of another way to keep me warm?” she asked.

      “I . . .” He could think of an exact way to keep her warm, but he didn't want to assume anything. “Possibly. What did you have in mind?”

      “Well,” Margot said, and he felt her lips on his neck. “I felt really warm back in the forest when we were kissing. You could try that.”

      He didn't need to be told twice. He kissed her fully, and she shifted to lie on top of him. Draklan could feel his body answering to her weight, and he wasn't sure whether to engage or make it less obvious. He didn't want to do anything she didn't want to do.

      It soon became obvious, however, that his ideas matched hers. She lay her full weight on top of him, and Draklan moaned as she kissed him.

      “We should probably . . . try to keep most of our clothes on,” he managed, trying to be practical. “It's so cold.”

      “I can do that,” she said, reaching between them.

      Even though their relationship had begun awkwardly, they both had been aching with physical need for a while. As soon as there were no barriers between their bodies, they fit together perfectly.

      “Oh, Creator,” he moaned as Margot began to move.

      Both of them had been deprived for quite a while, and he didn't last long. Their every emotion and movement seemed to fit perfectly together, and their pleasure rose in tandem. When he finished, she finished with him, both of them trying to muffle their cries of pleasure as they rode the waves.

      She collapsed on top of him, panting when it was over and gently running her hands over his torso. For quite a while, neither of them could speak, lost in their pleasure.

      “That . . . wow,” Draklan managed. “That was amazing.”

      “Yeah,” Margot said. “It was.”

      He hugged her to his chest, wanting to never let her go. “You're so good at that,” he said.

      She grinned. “Are you implying that I've had lots of practice?”

      “What? No, no, I wasn't trying to . . .” he panicked.

      She laughed, sitting up a bit. “I'm teasing you,” she said. “I'll take the compliment.”

      “You, uh . . .” He didn't know how to ask. “You've only been with David?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I had boyfriends before him, but it wasn't serious and we didn't . . . get that far. So just the one.”

      “I was just curious,” he said. “If we're going to spend the rest of our life together, I want to know everything about you.”

      “What about you?” she asked. “I know it's been more than one.”

      “Not many more, actually,” he said. “I think three or four. None of them were anything serious. They were just . . . life.”

      “Did your mother know?” she was teasing him again, and he gave her a little pinch, which made her giggle.

      “We should sleep,” he said. “Because the sun comes up early.”

      “Mmm.” She snuggled into his chest. “This is the most comfortable I've ever been in my life. Are you comfortable?”

      “Completely,” he assured her.

      Their day had been exhausting, and Margot's head was still giving her trouble. Both of them drifted off to sleep fairly quickly, despite the uncomfortable conditions. He slept fitfully, waking up every hour or so to make sure she was all right and make sure they were still alone. By the first rays of dawn, he knew that his mind wouldn't let him sleep anymore.

      Gently, as to not wake Margot, he slipped out from under her. Now that it was light, the temperature was a little warmer. But with light came the advantage of the fact that a fire couldn't be as easily spotted.

      He took a moment at the tiny fire pit she had built to restart the fire. By the time she woke up, he hoped it would be crackling and warm.

      Once the fire was built, he crept quietly to the mouth of the cave, surveying the landscape. They had really walked quite a distance the day before. Based on where he thought the shuttle was, he estimated it as at least four miles. He didn't feel as tired as he thought he would, given that they had basically run up the hill.

      His memory of last night was also giving him energy. He hadn't expected it to happen, but he was eager for the opportunity to do it again. In his few moments of sleep, he had dreamed of taking Margot to his bed in the palace and entertaining her all night long.

      He was so lost in his thoughts that he almost missed the movement below him. It was far enough below him that he thought he couldn't be seen from his position. As he squinted into the growing light, he saw that Margot's assumptions had been right.

      One of the men was the mechanic he’d seen in the hangar. The other man looked just like him. They could be brothers, Draklan thought. From the way they were moving, looking about, Draklan knew that whoever they were, they were clearly looking for him and Margot.

      These men were not mechanics. They were paid assassins, and they weren't going to give up until they found their targets.

      Draklan moved slowly so that his movement couldn't be detected. He was afraid that even stepping on the wrong branch could alert them. He’d heard stories of these types of assassins, so well-trained that the wrong intake of breath could lead them to their target.

      He crept into the cave, where Margot was still sleeping. She looked so peaceful beside the warm fire that he hated to wake her. However, he knew they had to keep moving for their safety.

      “Margot,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Margot, love.”

      She stirred but didn't wake. Her face had a slight smile on it, and her eyelids were fluttering. She was having a good dream, from the serene expression she had.

      “Margot, my love,” he said again.

      Her eyelids fluttered open. “Hi,” she said softly.

      “Hi,” he said. “I'm sorry. We have to go.”

      “What?” She seemed confused about where they were, and she sat up. As soon as she did, she winced, her hand going to her head. “Why? Where . . .”

      “We're in the cave,” he said. “The shuttle crashed and—”

      “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I remember. Oh, God. I was having the best dream.”

      “I know,” he said, his voice full of regret.

      “You know?” she asked.

      “You just looked so . . . beautiful,” he said. “I promise you that we’re going to get out of here, and everything is going to be fine. But we have to go now. Those men are coming.”

      “So, there are two of them?” she asked. “You saw?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And you're right. It’s the mechanic and possibly, his brother. They were probably hired by someone.”

      “To fix our ship?” she asked.

      “To hurt us.” He didn't want to come out and say kill them, but she seemed to understand.

      “Who would do that?” she asked.

      There was silence between them. Draklan couldn't bring himself to say it.

      “Draklan,” she said softly. “You know who would do that.”

      “No,” he cried. “I can't . . . he wouldn't.”

      “Who else would have?”

      “I have so many enemies. So many enemies, Margot. You have no idea what it's like when you are trying to please a whole planet.”

      “I'm sure there are some people who are quite upset,” Margot said. “But does any of them know you intimately enough to sabotage a shuttle?”

      “These people have a way of finding out all sorts of things,” he said.

      “We told no one where we were going or how we were getting there,” she said. “We didn't publicize it. We didn't approach anyone except Bhatraz.”

      “We hate each other, it's true,” Draklan said. “We've scrapped our whole lives, Margot. And he isn't the only guilty one. The three of us brothers, we are very different people. Yes, we've absolutely hated each other for it all the time. But you're talking about killing each other . . .”

      “Who inherits the island kingdom?” she asked. “If you die?”

      “Well . . . it would revert to the crown and his children,” he admitted.

      “And Rabbina is obsessed with you. Everyone knows that. You can't tear her off you half the time. He hates you for it.”

      “She—”

      “Stop arguing with me,” Margot cried at him, harsher than she meant it. “You know it's him. You know it's him.”

      Draklan fell silent, shaking. Eventually, he spoke, his words calm and measured. “He Wouldn't. Do. That. I can't think that of him.”

      “You have to,” Margot said. “You have to, because if we get out of here alive, we can't go back to the situation we were in. We'll die, Draklan. We almost died this time.”

      “Argh!” he looked up at the cave ceiling, trying not to explode with anger. His anger wasn't necessarily directed at her, but he couldn't speak.

      Margot looked at her hands. He knew he couldn't act like this when their lives were currently in danger, but his heart wouldn’t let him believe her words.

      “Didn't you say we had to go?” she asked softly.

      “Yes,” he said at last. “We have to go. Here.” He offered her his hand and she stood up.

      “I'm not trying to say these things to hurt you,” she said softly.

      “I know,” he said. “I just . . . this will destroy my family.”

      “I don't know if it's a cold comfort,” she said, “but I will always be there for you. No matter what happens.”

      He was experiencing so many conflicting emotions, and he didn't know what to say. So he chose to say nothing, dousing the fire and then covering it with some rocks.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let's go.”

      “Did you see any way we should go?” she asked.

      “We should keep going in the direction we were headed,” he said. “There's a resort around here somewhere, and we may be able to make it there. To be honest, though, Margot, I don't know if we are going in the right direction, but . . . we have to keep going until we get a better plan.”

      “Right,” she said. “Sort of hard to think and mountain climb.”

      “We're going to have to,” he said as they headed out of the cave.

      Margot knew that they had to move quickly, but when they got out of the mouth of the cave, she stopped.

      “This is the view,” she said, and he turned to her.

      “What?” he asked.

      “This is the view that I painted for my gallery show,” she said. “I found a picture of it online, and I knew it was going to be the main piece. I couldn't tear my eyes away from it. I dreamed of it . . . and there it is, right in front of me. Oh, my God.”

      He wanted to keep moving, but he allowed her a moment to take it all in.

      “I could die happy right now,” she said.

      “No dying,” he said. “I'm glad you're happy, but I'm not ready for you to die.”

      He took her hand and pulled her directly up the hill. Margot took one last look and then started climbing up the hill.

      “Draklan,” she said. “I'm sorry about what happened in the cave.”

      “You don't have to apologize,” he said after they moved a little higher. “You did what you thought was right.”

      “But . . . do you still think I'm wrong?” she asked.

      “I don't think that you're wrong,” he said quietly. “But I can't . . . can't believe it right now.”

      “I could be wrong,” she said without any hope. “I mean . . . I don't know everything about the political situation here. You could have enemies who—”

      “You know it's Bhatraz,” he finally said softly. “And I know it's Bhatraz too.” He swallowed past the lump of emotions in his throat. “I'm sorry that I put you in this situation.”

      “Don't you mean you’re sorry that Tariana Drax didn't do her job properly?” Margot asked.

      “No,” he said with a grin. “I'm not sorry that she didn't do her job properly. If she had, I might have ended up with some stuck-up princess who would refuse to sleep in a cave.”

      Margot laughed at that. “At least it's a story we can tell our grandchildren,” she said.

      It was the first time she had really talked about a future or children, let alone grandchildren. It filled Draklan with hope as they continued to climb. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance they could get out of this. They wouldn't ever be able to go back to the way things were, but he had hope that they could make a better future for themselves than they had when they got on the shuttle.

      “Let's start with children,” he said to her. “How many do you want?”

      “Maybe two?” she said. “How many do you want?”

      “Six?” he asked hopefully, and she looked ready to throw a stick at him.

      “You wish,” she said with a laugh. “I'm not doing that.”

      “We can start with two,” he said, laughing.

      They had almost let go of the stress on their shoulders, climbing and reveling in safety. Suddenly, a gunshot came from behind them, and Draklan turned, seeing movement behind them.

      “Run!” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Margot

        

      

    

    
      The high ground continued to give them the advantage. However, even as they lost the assassins once again, Margot lost hope that they were going to find civilization.

      “Are you sure that we are going in the right direction?” she asked.

      “No,” he replied. “I'm really not. I don't know this area very well, so I thought the resorts would be up on the high ground, where the best views are. However, there is clearly nothing here. There goes my reservation.”

      “Reservation?” she said. “I thought we were going to stay in a little cabin somewhere.”

      “It was supposed to be a surprise,” he said. “Bhatraz suggested it.”

      “So, do you really think it's the best idea to go there?”

      “That's true,” he said. “Maybe it's a blessing that we haven't found it.”

      “Draklan, I'm trying to be tough . . .” she said, “but I can't hike forever.”

      “I know,” he said. “And we can't spend our lives just outrunning these men. I just . . . I'm sorry, Margot, love. I'm used to always having a plan and always succeeding.”

      “I don't blame you,” she said. “I just . . . I can't go much farther.”

      “Well, we haven't seen signs of them in a while,” he said. “And there are tons of caves that we passed. We could stop for a little bit. I'm just hesitant to do that without a plan.”

      “Well . . .” she said. “If there is a resort around here, that means there might be other signs of civilization, right? I know resorts are fairly secluded, but they wouldn't be one hundred percent away from everything unless they were entirely self-sufficient. The workers have to live somewhere, and the tourists will want to leave the resort at some point.”

      “You're right,” he said. “And there would be a full infrastructure set up, in terms of communication.”

      “How much bigger is Tamarax than Earth?” she asked.

      “Oh, about six times the size,” he said casually.

      “What?” she asked in disbelief. “Really? That's crazy. That's why the island kingdom is needed. One person can't possibly deal with the whole planet. I mean, even on Earth, we don't have one ruler for the whole planet. There are many different countries and kingdoms. And . . . actually, most of those countries don't have kingdoms anymore.”

      “They don't?” he answered in surprise. “Why not? Did they amalgamate? Are they savage?”

      “They’re democratic,” she responded.

      “Oh,” he said in a way that showed that he had never considered that. “I guess that could work.”

      “It works pretty well,” she said. “People elect the best leader rather than just . . .”

      “Being stuck with one?”

      “No, that's not what I said,” she said.

      “It is what you meant, though,” he answered. “But your . . . elected rulers. What level of education and schooling do they go through?”

      “I don't think there is a specific requirement,” she answered. “It's good if they have a degree in something . . . but I suppose they don't have to.”

      “And when do they choose to run for election?”

      “Uh . . . at various times in their lives, but they have to be over thirty-five,” she said.

      “Right,” he replied. “My brothers and I, we were taught and trained from the moment we were born. All of our schooling was directed toward sitting on a throne. All of our conversations are about our future. All of our outings are about how to be a good ruler.”

      “Well, that seems a little too focused,” she said.

      He turned around and she sucked in a breath. She knew that she had started the fight again, and she instantly regretted it.

      “So, what?” he asked. “Those who just randomly decide to try and rule are better suited?”

      “I'm just saying . . . Bhatraz just tried to kill his own brother,” Margot said. “So . . .”

      “He watched our father be murdered!” Draklan raised his voice and then looked guilty. He should have controlled his temper, but he couldn't resist the anger he felt. He lowered his voice, knowing that he might have already given away their position. “Don't you think that gives him some leeway?”

      “I just don't understand,” Margot said. “If I lost one family member in such a brutal way, I would not want to push the others way.”

      “What do you know of real pain?” he asked her. “Hmm, Margot? A boyfriend who treats you badly? A half-successful career? Is that your real pain?”

      “I . . .” she said.

      He glared at her. “Exactly. You don't know anything,” he said.

      “My brother died,” she blurted out.

      “What?” he asked.

      “My brother. My twin brother,” she said. “He died when we were kids.”

      “I . . . I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn't know.”

      “So I know pain,” she shared, softly, her lips trembling. “Don't say that I don't.”

      “How did he die?”

      “I don't want to talk about it,” she said, locking her jaw. “I just want you to know that I know pain.”

      “I'm sorry, Margot, truly,” he said, but the topic was clearly closed.

      They continued to climb in silence. Both of them wrestled with thoughts until Draklan finally stopped walking.

      “Here,” he said. “This one is well-hidden and goes down rather than staying level. It's even better than last night’s.”

      “There's no food source,” she said.

      He looked around. “We'll figure something out,” he replied.

      Margot silently walked past him into the cave.

      Draklan took a deep breath and followed her in. The cave was darker and damper than the last one, and it certainly wasn't comfortable. However, it was safe for the time being. The exhausted travelers sank onto the floor, leaning against the cave wall. “Please don't look at me like all is lost.”

      “I wasn't.” Margot frowned, although she may have been giving him a doe-eyed look. “I just . . .”

      “Margot, if there's one thing I'm good at, it's tracking,” he said. “I can figure out how to hide our tracks, like in the back of these caves. That part, I've got covered.”

      “But . . . even if that's the case,” she said carefully, “we can't run forever.”

      “No,” he said. “But we can run for now.”

      Margot closed her eyes, leaning against the cave wall. She could feel Draklan's eyes on her, and she knew that he was going to need to talk about what happened. They had gotten along so far by communicating, and she knew that she shouldn't stop now. But there were so many negative things happening and so many negative feelings being brought up that they had to thread their next few moments carefully.

      “He was sick,” she said quietly.

      What?” Draklan asked, his mind clearly elsewhere for a few moments. “Sorry?”

      “My brother,” she said.

      Draklan's face changed. He immediately came to sit beside her, listening.

      “He was sick for a long time,” she said. “So . . . we knew it was coming. But it didn't make it any easier when it finally happened.”

      “I'm sorry,” he said. “They did everything they could, on Earth?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      Draklan met her eyes, obviously trying to find the right words. “Well, you’ll never suffer that again,” he said softly.

      “Why?” she demanded, her heart beating hard in her chest.

      “Because . . .” He seemed at a loss for a moment, and then he continued, “Because we have better medical facilities on Tamarax.”

      Margot looked at him with tears in her eyes. “Well, it's a pity I didn't get an arranged marriage sooner,” she replied, feeling hurt and unsure of him.

      Draklan obviously knew he had wounded her. “Margot,” he said. “I just meant—”

      “I know what you meant,” she snapped at him. “But you can't exactly change the past, can you?”

      “No,” he said. “I can't. But . . .”

      “Draklan.” She wiped her eyes, not wanting to fight with him anymore. “Let's make a deal. You don't talk about my brother and I won't talk about yours.”

      “That's not a deal I can accept,” he said with a frown.

      “Why not?” She glared at him.

      “Because family is everything,” he said. “You’re never rid of them, no matter how hard you try, and no matter how hard they try—”

      “To kill you,” she replied, and it was his turn to glare.

      “Has it occurred to you that I know the truth?” he answered. “And it's hard to speak about it?”

      “It didn't occur to you that you were being insensitive when you told me your superior race could have saved my brother? What poor, pathetic creatures we Earthlings must seem to you,” she said.

      “It's not like that—” he started.

      But she didn't want to hear it. “It's exactly like that,” she said. “Half of me wonders if you're just saving me so you can look like a hero back home. Brave Prince Draklan got them out of an impossible situation.”

      “Brave Princess Margot climbed a hill at an impossible incline and slept in a cave for long, cold nights,” he snapped back. “Do you not think that the bards will sing those tales, no matter what happens to us?” he asked. “We are royal, Margot. History is written for us, and we are just puppets.”

      That caught her by surprise. They had never used titles for each other, and it hit Margot the most hearing Draklan call her by her title. She had also never heard him talk about being a puppet.

      “Do you really believe that?”

      He scoffed. “Of course. Even when we take over the islands, there will be people who suggest and basically control us—our advisors—and we should defer to them, given that they have more experience than us.”

      She met his eyes.

      “What?” he asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Because . . . us,” she said. “You're angry with me and you're still talking about us.”

      He sputtered in confusion. “Well, of course I am,” he said. “Why would I not?”

      “I just . . .”

      He softened. “Did David act like he was going to leave you often?”

      “Every time we fought,” she said at last. “And I was never brave enough to let him, even though I should have. In order to end the fight, I had to go after him, tell him that he was great and selfless and . . . I should have just let him walk away.”

      “Can't change the past,” Draklan said.

      That made Margot manage a tiny smile.

      “You're not with him now.”

      “No,” she said. “I'm not.”

      They eventually settled, and neither said anything for a while. Their bodies were exhausted and Margot was sure that she was going to fall asleep. She didn't care that they hadn't eaten or drank anything all morning. She needed rest, desperately.

      But just as she was drifting off to sleep, she heard an odd sound.

      “Draklan?” she asked.

      He groaned. He was leaning against the wall opposite from her, and from the sounds of his voice, he was also drifting off to sleep. “What?” he asked.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing?” he answered.

      “Then what’s making that noise?” she asked, confused.

      “What noise? I don't think I heard anything.”

      “Listen,” she hissed, and they both fell into silence.

      He cocked his head and then shifted. “It's nothing, Margot.”

      “No, listen,” she insisted, but there was nothing. “I swear I heard something,” she said.

      “There's nothing,” he said. “It's just nature.”

      She felt frustrated that he didn't believe her. She closed her eyes again, hoping for a nap. She was so tired and her body ached from lack of sleep and lack of a soft bed.

      She heard the noise again and her eyes flew open.

      Standing directly across from her, between her and Draklan, was a giant reflective eye. Many of them, in fact. She couldn't see what they were attached to, but they were staring right at her.

      She shrieked and stood up. Draklan's eyes flew open, and he saw what she had been protesting about.

      “Don’t move!” he insisted. “They can’t see you if you don’t move.”

      Margot had no logical thoughts running through her head when she heard that. The only thing that crossed her mind was what else couldn't see her properly?

      “Like a T-Rex?” she answered.

      “What's a T-Rex?” Draklan asked, obviously confused. He shifted, and the bug turned toward him. “Never mind.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Margot asked, her voice trembling. “I can't just stay here forever.”

      “It'll leave,” Draklan said, standing stock-still. “Just don't move, okay?”

      “But—”

      “Just don't move,” he said through gritted teeth.

      True to form, the bug eventually did lose interest and started to scuttle off. Margot could see it once it approached the sunlight, and she made a face of disgust.

      It was a large, black, shiny creature with many legs, many more than a spider. It had large spots, and its back had a lot of holes that seemed random.

      “What was that?” she asked Draklan when they were finally in the clear.

      “It's an Apex,” he answered. “You've never seen one of those?”

      “No,” she answered firmly. “I think I would have remembered if I had seen one of those before. We certainly don’t have them on Earth.”

      “Oh,” Draklan said. “There’s probably a nest somewhere.”

      “Well, it was terrifying,” Margot said.

      Draklan looked thoughtful for a moment. “We could use them as our weapons.”

      “How?” She looked at him in disbelief. “Grab one and swing it around?”

      “Not necessarily,” he said. “But if we can find the nest, then we can use the swarm to attack our stalkers.”

      “Um—” She paused, thinking that plan through. “It sounds dangerous, honestly.”

      “I mean, yes,” he said. “It’s dangerous. But I’m pretty sure that we can aim them at those men and get out of the way.”

      “How?” Margot asked.

      “Just . . . let’s figure out how we lure it first,” he said. “Is there anything that we can use as bait?”

      “Any leftover fish?” she asked.

      “Um . . . not unless you’re saving a piece,” he said. “Anything else?”

      “What do they like to eat?”

      “They’re meat eaters,” he said. “And they’ll eat other bugs as well.”

      “Oh,” Margot said. “So we have to kill a bug to get to a bigger bug.”

      “Do you want me to do it?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, standing up. “I should learn. You just show me what I can do. But what do we do if we find the nest?”

      “The nest isn’t going anywhere,” he said. “So once we find the nest, we should worry about the brothers. Unfortunately, we can’t just lure them with a bug. However, since we’re their target, we just have to make ourselves more obvious.”

      “Well . . . it’s the start of a plan,” she said. “All right, show me the other insects.”

      Margot never thought she would be saying those words to her husband, but she decided that nothing about this situation was typical.

      Draklan gave her a quick lesson on the insects on the planet, and then they went scouting about. Margot walked softly, making clicking noises with her mouth, and Draklan gave her a strange look.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m calling the bugs,” she said. “That’s how you call puppies, so I figured . . .”

      Draklan smiled. “Do you have a dog?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “I always wanted a pet, but I didn’t have the schedule for it once I moved out. And my apartment was the size of a shoebox, so . . .”

      “Well, you don’t live in a shoebox now,” he said. “So any animal that you had your eye on, you can have.”

      “Can I have an Apex?” she asked.

      He chuckled.

      Eventually, they found a small nest of creatures that Margot thought were actually quite cute. Draklan assured her that they were actually not self-aware and there would be no issue. Still, she grimaced while making sure one was dead.

      “Now what?” Margot asked, feeling sorry for the poor bug. She didn’t want to touch the carcass so she picked it up with a stick, following Draklan’s lead. He helped her carry it back to the cave, where he made sure that the body was wide-open, with intestines hanging out.

      Margot’s nose wrinkled. “Why?” she asked. “That’s gross.”

      “It’s the only way that he’s going to smell it,” Draklan said. “Just a carcass isn’t enough.”

      “And then how are we going to follow it?” she asked. “If they attack whenever we move?”

      “We’re going to lead him,” Draklan said. “Just trust me.”

      “Sure,” Margot said, although she was in disbelief.

      It didn’t take long to attract an Apex. She couldn’t tell if it was the same one as before, but it didn’t really matter.

      True to his word, Draklan waved the carcass around and the Apex started to follow them. Margot realized what the strange motions her husband was doing were meant for, and she felt like she was going to gag. He was slowly dropping bits of the carcass on the ground so that the Apex would have a little piece to eat along the way.

      When they got out of the cave, Draklan threw the body forward and then held Margot back. The Apex completely lost any interest in them and ran for the body.

      With surprising strength, it picked up and began to drag it toward the forest, right at the cliff side.

      Margot thought for a second that the Apex was going to start flying, and they’d be lost. But luckily, it didn’t.

      “Shh,” Draklan said to her as they walked.

      Margot bit her nip nervously as they began to follow behind the creature.

      Finally, when she felt like she was going to drop, they came upon a nest. It wasn’t at all as she expected, in terms of nests. It was huge and looked more like a dam that she would expect to see beavers live in. It was crawling with hundreds of Apexes.

      The one that they had been following approached the nest with its prize. The others turned to see it, and let out something that sounded like a cheer.

      “What . . .”

      “They’re celebrating,” Draklan said.

      “Is food scarce?” she asked. “Because if they’re hungry . . .”

      He smiled at her. “You have a heart full of gold, Princess,” he said.

      She grimaced. “Do I, though? Or am I just hungry myself?”

      “Let’s talk about something else,” Draklan answered. “Otherwise, I think I might consider joining the Apexes for their meal.”

      They watched the creatures for a while, and Margot let out a small noise.

      “They are actually quite sweet,” she said. “Poor things.”

      “Why are they poor?” Draklan asked.

      “They’re misjudged,” she said. “When I first saw one, I thought it was disgusting . . . but look at them, cheering their friend on.”

      “At least we know where the nest is now,” Draklan said. “So we can come back. But now, we need to figure how to be the bait before we starve.”

      “Something tells me that part is not going to be that easy.”

      “If they’re good trackers,” Draklan said, “Then it really shouldn’t be a problem. They should be close to us.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Margot asked. “Just go around, yelling and waving my arms?”

      “No, they would suspect that something was wrong,” Draklan replied. “Let’s take a walk, though.”

      “Lead the way,” she said, and Draklan took her hand. Despite everything that was going on, it made her smile.

      She assumed that he knew what he was doing and so didn’t say anything when he led her in circles around the outer rim of the cliff. However, her legs were startling to tremble and she was starting to feel faint within the first half hour of walking. She knew it was because they hadn’t eaten anything, and she had barely drunk anything either. She had never known such hunger in all her life. Margot thought that she wouldn’t last another step when Draklan suddenly decided that enough was enough.

      “There,” he whispered, stopping. “They’ve seen us.”

      “Where?” she asked. She followed his eye line and saw that he was looking straight ahead.

      There, in the valley below them, were their two stalkers. They looked just as angry and tired as Margot and Draklan were, and they were advancing toward them.

      “Do they see us?” Margot asked.

      Draklan nodded. “They’re going to make their way toward us, but I’m guessing they don’t know we’ve seen them too. So, let’s keep acting normally.”

      “Always the hardest part of my day,” Margot said with a grin. She decided if this was how she was going to die, at least she would die with Draklan by her side, both of them being brave.

      As their stalkers got closer, she could see that they must be brothers. She could also see clearly that one of them was the mechanic from the ship. Seeing him again, in this situation, made her feel like she was somehow responsible for this. She’d had such a bad feeling about him back on Tamarax, and now here he was, causing them so much stress.

      Draklan clearly felt the same about the situation because he held Margot’s hand tightly. “I am sorry,” he said.

      She just tried to smile. “It’s okay,” she said. “It really isn’t your fault.”

      “I should have listened to you,” he said. “My father always said to follow our gut instinct, and I’ve never been able to do that. I’ve always wanted proof.”

      “That’s why you got along better with Pralmav than Bhatraz,” she suggested.

      Draklan shrugged. “Pralmav, despite always believing in science . . . he could follow his gut. He just seemed to know things,” he said. “Yet another thing I was jealous of him for.”

      “Do you think . . .” Margot paused. “Do you think he knows that something is wrong and that we need to be rescued?”

      “Possibly,” Draklan said. “I think he would realize that I’ve been out of communication for a while and hopefully send out a search party.”

      “Now would be a great time for him to do that,” she said.

      “Bhatraz never had the best timing,” Draklan said. She noticed him watching as the figures approached. He seemed ready, edging them toward the nest.

      “What are we going to do when they get upon us?” she asked.

      “I’m going to scare them, probably with this rock,” he said, picking up a rock the size of his palm.

      Margot gripped his hand and then closed her eyes. She didn’t particularly want to see this play out. It felt brutal, even worse than killing the bugs.

      “Hey, you! Stop right there!” She heard one of them cry, and she tensed up.

      She felt Draklan pull back and then she heard the rock being thrown.

      She couldn’t keep her eyes closed any longer. They flew open to watch the rock land right in the middle of the nest.

      Maybe, somehow, the bugs knew that Draklan and Margot had provided them food. Maybe they really couldn’t see that Draklan and Margot existed, since they didn’t move. Either way, the nest screamed in shock and then flew right at the stalkers.

      Both of them screamed and ran down the hill, yelping in pain as they were stung again and again. It looked terrible, and Margot gripped her husband’s hand.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s okay. It won’t kill them. We’re safe now. And they were trying to kill us.”

      “But—” Margot started.

      Draklan shook his head. He reached for her and kissed her head, and she cuddled into him. “No buts,” he said. “We’re safe.”

      “Would you have killed them?” she asked.

      “If I had the means,” he said.

      She felt a wave of courage rise up in her that she had never felt before. “I think I would have too,” she said. “I never thought that I’d feel capable of killing another being. I never thought I could even kill a creature. But when I saw them coming closer . . . I think I could have done it too.”

      “Well, you won’t have to,” he said and kissed her fully.

      She responded to the kiss as if she hadn’t been touched in months. She felt her whole body fall into him and she wasn’t sure if they could ever break apart.

      “Draklan,” she gasped after they had been kissing for a minute, and then another minute. “I can’t . . . we shouldn’t . . . right here?”

      “If you would like,” he said, just as desperate as she was. “We’re safe now. They won’t be back.”

      “We have to get out of this place,” she said. “This isn’t . . . practical.”

      He kissed her harder. “Practical doesn’t matter right now, does it, my love?” he asked.

      “No,” she said as her body begged for release. He picked her up and began to carry her back to the cave they had been hiding in.

      They both knew that they should focus on leaving this place. They both knew they should get food or perhaps just more water. They both knew there was a tiny chance that the brothers would still be stalking them.

      But none of that seemed to matter as he lay her flat on the ground.

      He pulled off her clothes, and she sat up a bit to tug off his shirt. Both of them were panting by this point, and they cared about nothing around them.

      When he finally entered her, she felt safe, as if she were coming home. She cried out, scratching down his back and letting him set the pace.

      Whatever happened from there on out, she was going to be all right. They were going to be all right.
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          Draklan

        

      

    

    
      Draklan certainly hadn’t meant to fall asleep. However, he was absolutely exhausted and the last few days had been rougher than anything he had ever lived.

      He was a light sleeper, and something woke him up a few hours later. Sitting up, he realized that it was nearly dawn. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, and they were back in their cave.

      And he was looking down the barrel of a gun.

      “What the . . .” he managed before the gun hit him in his face. His vision blurred as his head was wrenched to the side. He recognized the stalkers standing in front of them, bitten, stung, and looking extremely angry as they glared at him.

      This close, he realized they were brothers as he’d suspected. They really looked alike, and he almost thought they could be twins.

      “Hello, Draklan,” said the mechanic. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      His tone was incredibly sarcastic, and yet Draklan answered.

      “So nice to meet you, too,” he answered. “Can I have the name of the man who so rudely interrupted me and my wife?”

      “I’m Skreet,” he sneered. “And I’ll be the last thing you see.”

      “Skreet!” his brother snapped. “I said you could help. I didn’t say that you could make the kill.”

      “But I . . .” Skreet answered, and his brother glared at him. “Fine. The last thing you will see is my brother Rabin there.”

      “Draklan,” Margot said, suddenly fearful. She gripped his arm. “What’s happening?”

      “Don’t worry,” he said, although he wasn’t sure how they were going to get out of this. “Don’t worry, darling.”

      “I think she should worry,” Rabin replied. “Because she’s never going to see anyone she knows or loves again.”

      “At least let us get dressed,” Draklan said. “If you are going to kill us, let us get dressed and die with some dignity.”

      “I don’t know.” The brothers looked between each other. “Do you deserve to die with dignity?”

      “Why wouldn’t we?” Draklan argued. He hoped Margot knew him well enough to know that he was buying time at this point. “We are the prince and princess of Tamarax.”

      “You may be that,” Rabin said. “But your brother thinks you’re scum.”

      “Ah, so he did hire you,” Draklan said.

      Rabin winced, realizing he was giving away his hand. “Well, I . . .”

      “What did he pay you?” Draklan tried to argue. “Whatever he paid you, I'm sure I could pay you double.”

      “It wouldn’t be worth it,” Rabin said. “Because you will die and then we would never collect.”

      “Well . . . no,” Draklan said, realizing that he wasn’t exactly dealing with a creature of high intelligence. “I would be making sure that I didn’t die by paying you double.”

      “Oh,” Rabin said. “Oh, I didn’t think of that.”

      “Have you ever done this before?” Draklan asked.

      Rabin glared at him. “Of course, I have,” he said. “What do you take me for?”

      “Just wondering whether my brother hired an assassin as good as my matchmaker,” Draklan said. “Now, may we at least get dressed?”

      “Fine,” Rabin replied. “But only because I don’t want to see you naked any longer. Your lovely lady over here, though . . .”

      “Say one more word about her and you will be the one who is wishing for death today,” Draklan replied.

      “Are you kidding?” Rabin replied. “I already wish for death after those bugs yesterday. You will suffer long and slowly before you die.”

      “Right.” Draklan got up and helped Margot up as well. When he picked up their clothes, he also picked up a rock. She met his eyes and he nodded as they pulled on their clothes.

      The second they were dressed, Draklan turned and threw the rock.

      It hit Rabin in the head and made his brother shriek in surprise and anger. Rabin’s hands flew up to his face, suddenly covered in blood. Skreet made a grab for Margot, who was closer. She screamed and struggled, but Rabin drew his gun, pointing at Draklan, who was yelling.

      For half a moment inside the cave, it was chaos. But then there was silence as everyone seemed to realize the position they were in.

      Skreet had Margot hostage. Rabin had his gun pointed at Draklan. If either one of them moved, they were dead.

      “Well,” Rabin answered. “This is it. You want to give up now?”
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        * * *

      

      This was not the first time Margot had seen a gun pointed at someone she cared about, although it did seem to contribute to her nerves. She remembered walking home from her studio one night with a friend, and a bunch of women approached them. Before she could even ask if they needed help, the women had surrounded them and started pulling their bags off them.

      She remembered every detail of that attack. She remembered what the women looked like as they pulled the bags from them. She remembered her friend screaming, and she remembered feeling the strap on her purse break.

      She’d hated that she hadn’t done anything that night. She’d hated how frightened her friend looked, and she’d hated that she hadn’t screamed or kicked at the women. She’d promised herself that she would do something if she were ever robbed again. She would be a little braver than she was afraid.

      Today was the day that she was going to be a little braver than she was afraid. She wasn’t going to regret this day, no matter what the outcome was.

      “Giving up now would seem a bit easy,” Draklan said, looking Margot right in the eyes.

      She knew this was her moment. She had to be brave, and she had to be brave now.

      She could see Skreet's gun out of the corner of her eye. She just had to find some way to distract him enough because his grip on her was too tight.

      Margot looked forward, squinting into the distance as an idea hit her.

      “Look!” she said. “An Apex!”

      Apparently, the brothers were traumatized enough by their experience the day before to be startled by that. Skreet jumped and she grabbed his gun. She pulled the trigger as she did and it went off, shooting him in the leg.

      Rabin turned around to see if his brother was all right, and Margot tossed the gun to Draklan. Without hesitation or even blinking, he shot them both in the chest.

      Margot screamed as they fell to the floor. She could see right away that they were both dead.

      

      “I’m sorry,” Draklan said.

      Margot shook her head, her eyes already hardening. “No,” she replied. “You had to do it. They would have killed us if you hadn’t.”

      “Yes,” Draklan said, holstering the gun. He bent down to check their pulses, but his aim had been accurate. Both of them had been shot right in the heart, which had stopped right away. “Come on, we need to go.”

      “Go where?” Margot asked. “They’re dead.”

      “Yes,” Draklan replied. “But I want to get you home, and they had to get here somehow. There’s a shuttle that we have to find.”

      “Right,” she said. “So . . .”

      “Let’s start walking,” he replied as he checked them both for weapons and picked up another gun, which he handed to her.

      He looked like he expected to have to argue with her about it, but she took it without hesitation.

      “Do you know how to use one of those?” he asked.

      “No idea,” she replied. “Literally none. But I will figure it out if I need to.”

      “That’s my girl,” he said and then headed down the hill. “They have to have a shuttle around here somewhere.”

      “What if we can’t get in?” she asked. “Like, what if we don’t know how to fly the—”

      “We’ll be fine,” he promised. “As long as we find it.”

      It didn’t take long. The brothers must have been trailing them for a while and using the shuttle as their rest stop. They’d even left the door open, which made Draklan pause.

      “What?” Margot asked.

      “I think . . . that it might be booby trapped,” he replied. “Give me a moment.”

      He picked up a rock and tossed it at the open shuttle door.

      Sure enough, lasers shot through the air, making Margot jump and scream. As soon as she calmed down, she realized something.

      “Wait . . .” she said. “Why didn’t it just . . . cut the metal? Why is there no damage?”

      “Because those lasers are meant to only wound bio matter,” Draklan said after a moment. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m all right now,” she said, shaking her head in shock. “That’s something Pralmav would be proud of.”

      “Yeah, I can’t wait to tell him when we get back,” Draklan said with a hint of sarcasm. “My first thought is getting back though, Margot.”

      “Of course,” she said. “I just . . . it’s odd to think we could be safe in a day or two. I’m trying to be positive.”

      “I know,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Come on.”

      “What if there’s another trap inside?”

      “I think it’s all right,” he said, squeezing her hand and leading her aboard.

      As soon as they got aboard, they heard a familiar voice coming through the communicator.

      “What’s happened? Where are you? Are they dead?”

      Margot froze, looking at Draklan. It was Bhatraz's voice on the communicator, and he was clearly demanding information from the brothers.

      “Shh.” Draklan put his finger to his lips and then indicated that they should creep around the corner. Margot nodded, and they approached the communicator from opposite sides. Luckily, it wasn’t on a video call. Both of them stayed quiet as they approached the communicator. And then they hit both the speaker and the Call End button at the same time.

      It shut down the call, leaving them in silence.

      “Well . . .” Margot said. “I guess that confirms my suspicions about Bhatraz.”

      “Yeah,” Draklan said. “Hearing his voice, though . . . there’s really no way around this. He did it.”

      “You need to talk to him,” Margot said, seeing pain in his eyes, “and find out what motivated him.”

      “He’s a jerk,” Draklan said.

      Margot shook her head. “You need to know for sure, Draklan,” she said. “You need to know that this isn’t entirely a misunderstanding, that someone hasn’t positioned you two against each other.”

      He blinked in surprise as he started the ship. “Why are you defending my brother?” he asked.

      “I’m not,” she said. “I’m just . . . looking at the future. I guess I’ve been thinking about the future for the last few days.”

      “A future with me?” Draklan asked, looking hopeful.

      “A future with you,” she assured him as the ship took off.

      Draklan kept looking at the screen and then back at Margot. Finally, he sighed as they flew.

      “I need to talk to Pralmav,” he said. “I know that may be a risk, but I need to talk to him. If Bhatraz did this to me, who knows who else he could do this to?”

      “Yes,” Margot said. “I agree with you. But let’s make the call . . . quickly, in case he’s chasing us.”

      Draklan logged into the call system again. “I’m making sure the call between us and Pralmav is completely off the record of calls made.”

      He entered another code and Margot raised an eyebrow.

      “Secure line,” he said. “So that hopefully, he can’t trace anything that we’re doing.”

      “Right,” Margot replied, and then the call began to ring.

      “Hello?” Pralmav answered, clearly confused by the number in the call system.

      “It’s me,” Draklan said.

      Pralmav breathed a sigh of relief. “Are you safe?”

      “Yes, I’m safe,” he said. “No thanks to Bhatraz.”

      “Now that I’ve heard you confirm it, I’m going to have him arrested,” Pralmav said, speaking as calmly as he would speak about breakfast.

      “What?” Draklan replied. “You knew?”

      “I’ve been putting the pieces together for quite some time,” Pralmav said. “We sent a search party out for you just a few hours ago. Did they find you? I don’t recognize this channel.”

      “They didn’t,” Draklan replied. “This is the assassins’ ship.”

      He filled Pralmav in on the details, who only sighed in response.

      “I hate when I’m right about things like this,” he said.

      Margot smiled, missing her brother-in-law.

      “How’s Milinna?” she asked.

      “She’s all right,” Pralmav replied. “She’s not at work today, but both of us have, of course, been frantic to find you.”

      “Why’d he do this?” Draklan asked. “Do you know?”

      “I suspect it’s between him and Rabbina,” Pralmav said. “But Brother . . . you know his mind has not been right since Father died.”

      “It’s not an excuse,” Draklan snapped. “He would have had us dead.”

      “It’s not an excuse,” Pralmav replied. “But it does mean he can possibly be healed . . . in time.”

      “Little good that would have done if we were actually murdered.”

      “I can assure you, if his plan had actually succeeded . . . I don’t think he would have ever forgiven himself,” Pralmav said. “Although I imagine that’s a cold comfort right now.”

      “I need to talk to him,” Draklan said, “and arresting him without me there may backfire on you.”

      “Brother,” Pralmav said. “You underestimate me. When I reveal his plot to kill a fellow Prince—”

      “Wait.” There was something that tugged on Draklan’s heart strings. If there was even a chance that this could be repaired, he knew he had to try. He would never forgive himself if he didn’t at least try to get to the bottom of the situation. “Wait until we get there.”

      “He could take you down again before you get here,” Pralmav pointed out.

      “He could,” Draklan said. “But he thinks we’re dead already. I just . . . it’s something that Margot said. If there’s even a shred of a chance that this could be repaired, I would never forgive myself for ruining it forever.”

      “You are a bigger man than I, Draklan,” Pralmav said. “Get here safely.”

      “Will do,” Draklan said and signed off.

      When the call was over, he turned to Margot.

      “Are you proud of me now?” he asked.

      “I’m so proud of you,” Margot said. “So proud of you. You will make a fantastic king of the island.”

      “With you as my queen,” he said, kissing the top of her head as the ship sailed on. Whatever happened, they were together for the future, which was all that mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Margot

        

      

    

    
      Margot had never seen Draklan so angry or on such a mission. She had seen him focused on different things before, and she had seen him angry, but never like this. When he stormed in to meet his brother, it was as if the world was about to explode.

      Bhatraz was in the throne room with Queen Joronna, and it looked like everything was normal. By the look of surprise on his face, however, everything was just about to change.

      “Hello, Bhatraz,” he said. “We’re alive. Does that surprise you?”

      A pin could have dropped in the room and everyone would hear it. There was silence as they all stared at Draklan and Bhatraz. Queen Joronna raised an eyebrow.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. “Draklan, how was your trip?”

      “How was my trip?” Draklan snarled. “How was my trip? Oh, it was very pleasant. Very, very pleasant—until we crash-landed because Bhatraz tampered with the shuttle. And then we were chased by assassins for two days whom Bhatraz hired. Do I have all the details?”

      At that moment, possibly with the worst timing on Tamarax, Rabbina walked in, completely oblivious to the situation. When she saw Draklan, however, her jaw dropped.

      “Bhatraz,” she asked. “What . . . what happened?”

      “Are you an idiot?” Bhatraz spun around, and his hand flew. In front of all the courtiers, he stuck his wife across the face.

      Rabbina screamed and Margot rushed forward. She disliked her sister-in-law very much, but she didn’t believe that any woman should be hit. Joronna choked in surprise.

      “Bhatraz!” she said. “What is happening? How dare you—”

      “How dare I?” Bhatraz’s eyes were crazed. “How dare I try to fight for my own marriage and my survival? How dare I get rid of my brother who tried to ruin everything? How dare I—”

      “You lie!” Draklan screamed at him. “Your fragile ego couldn’t handle the fact that—”

      Margot could hear them screaming, but she was focusing on her sister-in-law, who was bleeding from the nose. “Sit down,” she said, her voice shaking.

      Rabbina looked at her, stunned at her kindness. “I—”

      “It’s okay,” Margot said. “Just sit down. I think that your nose is broken.”

      “I’m sorry,” Rabbina stuttered, and Margot saw tears falling down her face. “I’m sorry. It got out of hand. I’m sorry.”

      It was so uncharacteristic of her that Margot actually took a step back. “Really?” she said.

      “I didn’t know he would go that far,” Rabbina said as her nose continued to flow.

      “Tilt your head up,” Margot said at last. “Just tilt it up and breathe.”

      No one came forward to help Rabbina, which made Margot realize just how alienated from the kingdom the princess was. She didn’t realize how bad the situation had become until she saw everyone looking on and no one coming to the aid of the broken crown princess.

      Meanwhile, it the center of the room, it was clear that Draklan was past the point of pity.

      “I will make sure you suffer,” Draklan shot at his brother. “And I will make sure pain is the last thing you feel.”

      “You are a—”

      Both of them had weapons now, a fact that Margot had missed. Everyone was staring on in horror, including Joronna. Margot’s heart broke, looking at the queen. She hadn’t always gotten along with Joronna either, but in this moment, she realized the queen had just wanted the best for her children. She had just wanted peace and to continue her husband’s legacy. Instead, it was clear that her husband’s legacy might end here and now.

      Margot knew that she couldn’t stop the brothers. Rabbina had also lost her power when it came to convincing them. But Margot thought there might be hope in Joronna.

      She left her sister-in-law and moved forward to the queen, whispering frantically in her ear, “You can stop them,” she said. “You can.”

      “How?” Joronna asked. “How could I possibly stop them? They—” Her tears fell as well.

      “Please try,” Margot said. “Please try. For all our sakes. Please!”

      Both the princes had now drawn their weapons. It appeared the entire palace had entered the room and was frozen, staring at each other. No one knew what to do.

      “Please,” she begged Joronna, who took a deep breath and then stepped forward.

      Margot knew that Joronna must have put herself in so many difficult situations in the past. She must have seen wars and stopped entire countries and planets from falling apart. However, this was probably the most difficult situation that Joronna would ever encounter, and Margot knew that it may very well kill her.

      “Boys.” She chose her words incredibly carefully. “Your father would not want this.”

      Both of the brothers stopped moving. Their muscles were tense and their faces were red.

      But slowly, as Margot prayed, she saw their faces change back to a normal color. Their eyes dropped from each other and they took a step back.

      And then, to her surprise, Bhatraz began to cry. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry. I failed him. I promised him I wouldn’t, but I failed him.”

      Draklan didn’t say anything as he took a step back.

      Margot ran into his arms, and he buried his face in her hair. She tried to calm his nerves. “You’re all right,” she said. “You're alive. You’re both alive.”

      “Guards,” Draklan said at last. “Take him away.”

      Bhatraz did not resist as the guards pulled him away.

      “Please,” Joronna said. “Take care of him. My son.”

      She was sobbing, and Margot went to her, taking her hands.

      “You did well,” she assured her mother-in-law. “You saved them.”

      “No,” Joronna said. “I failed them too. But hopefully, their father instilled enough beauty in them that they can save themselves despite my failings.”

      All of a sudden, an alarm went off throughout the palace. Margot had never heard it before, but the lights dimmed and then died again. It was a low, deep sound, the sound of some sort of horn. And then, Margot recognized what almost sounded like a trumpet. It made her sad. There was just something about the alarm that reached into her very soul and made her ache.

      “What is that?” she asked, holding Joronna’s hands. She had a sinking feeling that there was something very wrong.

      Joronna looked up at the alarm in horror. Margot followed her gaze and connected with both Rabbina and Draklan.

      “What is that?” she asked again.

      “It’s a grief announcement,” Joronna said. “A member of the royal family has passed.”

      “W-what?” Margot asked. On top of all of this, she couldn’t handle any more bad news. She felt shaky, and pins and needles ran through her hands and feet. She was cold and she was more frightened than she had been five minutes ago. “Who?”

      An announcement then came through the system, an announcement that she would never forget. It would haunt her nightmares.

      “From flowers we are made, and to flowers we become,” said an automated voice. “Rest in Peace, Princess Milinna.”

      “No,” Margot said. “No, no, no!”

      Suddenly, nothing else mattered.

      The courtiers seemed completely frozen in the moment, and the royal family took that as their moment to escape from the public eye. Joronna, Draklan, and even Rabbina scrambled to make it through the door, their hearts in their mouths.

      Just outside the palace door, the guards were still taking Bhatraz down to the prison. However, it was clear that they had heard the announcement as well, and everyone was lost.

      “Mother . . .” Bhatraz said, his voice broken.

      “Come, Son.” Joronna wrapped her hand around his wrist. “Come.”

      Draklan looked torn, but he didn’t slow his pace. For the first time since Margot had come to Tamarax, they rushed toward the lab.

      The lab was in complete chaos. There were several people, whom Margot only recognized from the medical bay, crowded in a circle around the floor. And there, to Margot’s horror, lay the lifeless body of her sister-in-law.

      Milinna looked nothing like her former self. Her eyes were soulless, her hair was limp, and she had lost even more weight.

      Her husband was standing at a nearby counter, frantically pouring and measuring some solutions.

      “You will listen to me,” he was saying as they ran in. “Continue compressions, by order of the palace.”

      “Pralmav.” Draklan rushed to him as the others stood in shock. “Pralmav, what are you doing?”

      “Tell them to continue compressions,” he said. “Don’t stop.”

      “She’s gone,” the lead doctor said, trying to speak calmly. “I’ve pronounced the time of death.”

      “Continue. Compressions!” Pralmav had never raised his voice as long as Margot had known him. She had never seen him so frantic. “Do as I say!”

      “Pralmav, she’s gone.” Draklan tried to put a hand on his brother’s shoulder, but the middle prince threw it off.

      “Do it! Don’t give up! Do it!”

      “Come and say goodbye.” Draklan tried to guide his brother, but Pralmav was not having it. Her brother-in-law’s eyes turned to Margot.

      “Margot,” he snapped. “Are you the only sensible one here? Continue compressions, now!”

      Margot felt frantic and dropped to her knees. She had taken a CPR course nearly three years ago, but she remembered how to do it. She put her hands on her sister-in-law’s tiny frame and began compressions.

      “Pralmav.” Bhatraz even tried. “She’s gone.”

      “I just need six more minutes,” Draklan snapped. “Just six more minutes. It’ll work. It’ll work.”

      No one knew what to do. Margot felt like this day was a nightmare that she needed to frantically wake up from. She felt her own chest grow tight and her vision go fuzzy. She felt like she was hurting Milinna, even though she knew that her sister-in-law couldn’t feel anything.

      “What will work?” Rabbina was sitting beside Margot, her nose still half-bleeding and her face also tear-streaked.

      “A cure,” Pralmav replied.

      No one knew what to do. Milinna had clearly passed from life and yet Pralmav was frantic.

      Margot knew that Pralmav had cured many things before. She knew that he had made a difference in so many people’s lives. She knew that he had brought others back from the brink of death, and she knew that wherever he went, people thanked him for his contributions to society. However, this seemed like it was too far. There were certain things that medicine couldn’t fix, and Margot felt like this was one of them. Her heart was breaking as she spoke her next words.

      “I can’t . . .” Margot was sobbing as she pulled her hands back after another few minutes. “I can’t keep doing this anymore. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. She’s gone . . . I’m so sorry.”

      “No!” Pralmav broke an empty test tube in his haste. Whatever he was doing seemed to be ready, and he grabbed a needle that he had beside the test tubes. He filled it with the solution he had been mixing and moved forward.

      Pralmav pushed people out of the way with a force that Margot didn’t know he had. He was shaking as he knelt beside his wife and put the needle in her thigh, pressing the syringe.

      “There,” he said, kneeling back. “There.”

      Nothing happened, but everyone fell silent, hopeful.

      Pralmav gently touched his wife’s shoulder with a tenderness that Margot had never seen before.

      She wanted to believe that it was going to work. She knew Pralmav was brilliant and she knew that he had done such good for Tamarax and had saved many lives. She knew that he had saved Milinna before. But after another minute, Margot realized that this would not be another miracle.

      “Pralmav,” she said, speaking words that no one else seemed to have the courage to say. “Pralmav . . . I’m so—”

      Just as she was about to finish the sentence, Milinna took a deep breath and her eyes fluttered open. She began to choke, and Margot instinctively pushed her onto her side in case she threw up.

      Pralmav sat back with a sigh, awkwardly patting his wife’s shoulder. “There we go,” he said. “There we go. Everything is fine.”

      The doctor looked absolutely stunned. “What . . . What . . .”

      “I’ve been close to curing her for a while,” Pralmav answered, calm again. “I told you to keep compressions going. If there is any damage to her system because you didn’t, I will make you answer to her. After I fix it.”

      “I . . .” the doctor sputtered. “What did you cure?”

      “Death by organ failure,” he responded. “It repairs withered or diseased organs. It wouldn’t repair trauma, but weak organs can be revived.”

      “You can’t cure that!”

      “Can’t I?” Pralmav asked, looking up at the doctor and blinking. “It appears I just did.”

      The doctor crouched down, and Pralmav, in an uncharacteristic move, shoved his hand away.

      “If you touch my wife again,” he said very calmly, “I will throw you in jail.”

      “Milinna,” Margot said softly. She didn’t want to get in between the couple, but she needed to know her friend was all right. “I’m here.”

      Milinna didn’t say anything, but she met Margot’s eyes and reached to grip her hand.

      Margot squeezed back and then reached over to Rabbina, making a circle of friendship. They may not have been sisters for long, given how difficult the situation was, but Margot would always remember this moment.

      This was the moment they were family.

      Eventually, Draklan led her away. She knew they were just getting in the way, and Milinna needed these next few days to heal. Bhatraz was taken to jail and Rabbina to the medical bay. Draklan led Margot to their room, kissing her on the head and wrapping his arms around her.

      “This was such a day . . .” Margot said to him. “How are you holding up?”

      If she was at home, she would have called her mother and they would have talked for hours. Her mother was her rock and would have given her so much advice. Margot felt like she hadn’t learned to be a real adult because she always relied on her mother for advice about the big things in life.

      In this moment, however, she felt like she’d grown several years in terms of wisdom. Draklan needed her to be strong for him, and she was going to be a rock in this moment, even if she didn’t know how to do it.

      “I . . .” Draklan responded. “I think it’s going to be a few days until I can answer that.”

      “Yes,” Margot said. “I understand.”

      They lay on the bed, relaxing into each other. Margot closed her eyes, taking comfort in the rise and fall of Draklan’s chest. He played with her hair as his eyes began to close.

      “What do you think will happen now?” she asked. “With everything?”

      “I have no idea,” Draklan said. “I think I really would have killed Bhatraz if—”

      “I know,” Margot said. “I know. But I couldn’t . . . your mother wouldn’t have survived it. And I couldn’t let you live with that either.”

      “He’s clearly not well,” Draklan said. “But I don’t know if he’ll get better in time.”

      “Let’s focus on something else,” Margot said. “Something positive. I need some positive right now.”

      “Well . . .” he said. “Are you planning to stay?”

      “Where?” she asked. “Right here, in bed with you?”

      “On Tamarax,” he said. “With me. After all of that? My family is positively mad.”

      “Yes, of course, I’ll stay,” Margot said. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      “I’ve fallen in love with you too,” he answered and leaned up to kiss her. “Against all odds.”

      “Against all odds,” she said and leaned into him. “But—”

      “But?” Draklan asked. “You love me, but you can’t actually stay?”

      “No.” She smiled. “It’s just that we aren’t legally married, are we?”

      “No,” Draklan said. “We aren’t legally married. But we could change that, if you want.”

      Suddenly, a knock came at their door. Margot sat up, not wanting to be caught in a private moment. Draklan looked confused and sat up as well.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s Captain Jonas, sir,” said a voice.

      Draklan murmured, “He’s one of the search team in charge of finding the matchmaker.”

      “We tried to contact you but there was no answer.”

      “Come in,” Draklan said, making sure they were both sitting up and properly dressed.

      “Thank you, sir,” Captain Jonas said and entered the room. “We have Miss Drax.”

      “Wh–what?” Draklan asked.

      Margot’s jaw dropped.

      “We have Miss Drax in the prison,” he responded. “We caught her making an illegal purchase and brought her in. They are minor charges, but it was the nail in the coffin.”

      “She’s here now?” Margot asked.

      “She is,” Captain Jonas confirmed. “And I understand that today has been . . . quite the chaotic situation. But your instructions were to come right away if we brought her in.”

      “That’s correct,” Draklan said and turned to Margot. “Do you have it in you?”

      “I . . .” Margot paused. “Sorry, this seems so strange, but . . . I’m not angry at her anymore.”

      “What?” Draklan asked.

      “Yes, she matched us illegally,” Margot said, “but look how it turned out.”

      They were looking into each other’s eyes, and Captain Jonas took a step back. “Perhaps I’ll come back later?” he said.

      “That would be a good idea,” Draklan replied as he drew Margot in close. He clearly couldn’t resist her now.

      As soon as Captain Jonas closed the door, they fell upon on each other, their kisses coming passionately. They couldn’t keep their bodies apart, and Margot could feel Draklan’s desire grow.

      “Is it okay?” he asked. “If I . . . if we try?”

      “Of course,” she said. “I’ve been wondering what it feels like to sleep with you in a bed.”

      He grinned at that as he kissed her neck. “I suppose that's something we haven’t done.”

      “Exactly,” she said, leaning back as he began to kiss lower.

      She knew that the walls in the palace were pretty well-insulated in terms of sounds. She knew that her moans of pleasure wouldn’t be heard, but she still tried to bite her lip as he began to kiss her collarbone and then lower, pulling off her shirt.

      “You look stunning,” he said as he leaned back to marvel at her. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to last very long, seeing you look like that.”

      “Don’t worry about lasting,” she said as she lay back. “Just—”

      She didn’t need to finish her sentence. He undid his pants as she pulled up her skirt, and in a moment, he was in her.

      “Oh, God,” he groaned as he slid inside her. “You’re so tight. You’re so . . . wet. Oh, God.”

      “For you,” she whispered in his ear as he began to thrust. “It’s all for you.”

      Draklan fit inside her perfectly. He seemed to be hitting her pleasure spot with each thrust, and she felt the pleasure build inside of her. Draklan was her dream, her fantasy, and she couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have him desire her. She focused on his lean muscles moving above her, and she lost herself in the feeling between her legs.

      “Come for me,” he whispered to her. “Come for me.”

      “I need . . .” she gritted her teeth. “I need more. Harder. Faster.”

      “I can give you that,” he said, increasing his thrusting.

      She moaned, bracing herself against his arms. “Oh, God.” She closed her eyes. “Oh, my God, I’m going to . . . I’m going to come.”

      “I need to feel that,” he said. “I need to feel you do it. Come hard.”

      “Oh, God,” she said and then felt her walls clench. She moaned as she came, grabbing his forearms. Her tight walls spasmed against his hard member, and he gritted his teeth, trying to fight the waves.

      When he heard her moan, Draklan exploded into her, yelling as his orgasm hit him. He collapsed beside her as his vision darkened, panting.

      Margot had slept with men before, but Draklan was without a doubt the best that she had ever had. “That was . . . oh, God, that was amazing,” she said as she panted in time with him. “Thank you.”

      “Thank me?” He turned to her. “Thank you!”

      “Mmm.” She rolled over and lay on his shoulder. “Oh, God, I can still feel it.”

      “You need more?” he asked.

      She snuggled into his shoulder. “Maybe,” she answered. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      Reaching his fingers down, he started with putting two fingers inside her. Margot reacted right away, flipping onto her back and arching her hips. She was dripping wet from the last time, and it didn’t take much for him to work her back to another orgasm. Her hips shook as he plunged his fingers into her.

      “More,” she moaned, her head thrown back. “More, please, more.”

      “I can do more,” he said and put another finger in. It began to stretch her, and she reacted positively to that, groaning and twisting.

      “Make me come,” she panted. “Please, make me come.”

      It wasn’t a hard request to fulfill, and within seconds, she was screaming again. Draklan must have known she still needed more and continued thrusting. She was a quivering wet mess by the time he pulled out, her face the picture of bliss.

      “I think I love you,” she said, rolling over to snuggle him again.

      “You think?” he asked.

      “I . . . think I do,” she said, half in jest. “I mean it.”

      “I love you,” he said more firmly. “And I think I’ve known that for a long time. I don’t think I could have gotten through any of that without you.”

      “Without me?” she asked in confusion. “You knew how to do everything. You knew how to manage the trails, you came up with the idea to use the Apexes . . .”

      “But without you,” he said, “I might have given up. I think without each other, we might have given up,” he said as he kissed the top of her head. “Are you satisfied?”

      “Yes,” she said. “For now.”

      “Well, luckily, we have the rest of eternity,” he said, and then must have realized what he’d said because he added, “If you want to.”

      “Are you asking me to marry you?” she teased.

      He rolled over. “If you want,” he said. “If you’ll have me.”

      “Should we go out and thank Miss Drax then?” Margot asked. “Rather than punish her?”

      “Oh, we are going to punish her,” he said. “But then we can thank her. About my question, though . . .”

      “Yes,” Margot said. “Yes, I will marry you again! Although I have one condition.”

      “Anything,” he said. “You can give me any condition and I will meet it.”

      “I would be happy to redo a ceremony here,” she said. “One where I actually know what is happening would be great. But . . . I would like to do one on Earth too.”

      “Deal,” he said. “Although I have no idea what an Earth wedding will be like.”

      “I have an idea,” she said. “And if you’re okay with it, I can plan all of it.”

      “Yes, of course,” he said. “Whatever you want.”

      “Mmm.” She closed her eyes, fighting the urge to sleep. “We should . . . deal with all of this, don’t you think?”

      “Drax?” he asked. “She can wait.”

      “Well, yes,” she said. “But your brothers. Poor Pralmav must be so upset.”

      “I think he’s probably rather proud of himself,” Draklan said. “He went against the odds, and he won. That’s Pralmav's favorite thing.”

      “And Bhatraz . . .” she said softly. “What will you do with him?”

      “I don’t know,” Draklan replied truthfully. “I suppose that’s up to him. I’ve never seen him like that, Margot. He was so broken, so . . . I don’t know how to describe it. I don’t know if he can be responsible for his actions, given the state his mind was in.”

      “That’s up to you,” she said. “I won’t tell you how to handle your brother. But I know it must be bothering you.”

      “I think I’ll leave dealing with him for last,” Draklan said as his eyes fluttered closed. “I need to sleep. We’ve had a rough few days.”

      “I was trying not to give in,” Margot answered. “But I think I’m going to have to give in.”

      “Shh,” he said, brushing her hair out of her eyes. “Just for one afternoon, let’s give in.”

      Margot intended to sleep for only a few hours and thought that they would be awake for dinner. However, before they knew it, the sun was shining in the windows and the birds were chirping.

      “Oh, no,” Margot said, sitting up. “Oh, no. We slept through the night.”

      “It’s not the worst thing in the world,” Draklan said as he woke up, rolling over. “And the fact that I get to see your face . . . well, that’s all right.”

      “Mmm.” She yawned. “Imagine all the chaos that has happened while we’ve been asleep though.”

      “Hopefully, none,” he said as he sat up. “We should go down though.”

      Margot was a bit apprehensive about leaving the room, only because she had no idea what awaited them. She was grateful that no one had bothered them when they were asleep, but she supposed that the whole palace knew they were getting through an ordeal.

      Given the fact that everyone was staring at them as they walked, she had a feeling that the whole palace knew every detail.

      Draklan spent a moment or two talking to one of his main footman, in their outer chambers, and getting the details on what they had missed.

      “My brother, as predicted, is in the prison,” Draklan said. “They’re waiting for my word. Our sisters-in-law are both in the medical bay, and from what I can tell, Pralmav has not left Milinna’s room. Which is a rarity in itself. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him skip work before.”

      “Is she all right?” Margot asked. “Milinna, I mean? I assume that Rabbina is there because . . .”

      “He broke her cheekbone as well as her nose,” Draklan said. “She’ll receive treatment for that, and then . . . I assume she won’t stay. This could be a publicity issue, never mind the trauma she has experienced.”

      ‘Where first?” Margot asked, seeing that he was overwhelmed.

      “To be honest,” Draklan replied, “I think the prison. I need to see what state Bhatraz is in.”

      “I can stay with you,” she said. “Or go?”

      “I’d like you to stay,” he said, taking her hand. “We’re together in this now.”

      Margot felt her heart flood with love as they walked down the hall and took the hallways to the prison. The Tamarax prison was below the palace, and Margot had never seen it. As soon as they were down in the lower level, she shuddered.

      It was not a pleasant place. Margot felt like she could feel all the residual energy of the years of prisoners, and she shivered.

      She had never been in a prison before, and they had always seemed like faraway places when she was on Earth. She had never known anyone who was in prison, and she had never known anyone who was in charge of a prison.

      She knew her life on Tamarax was going to be different, but this was something that she never expected.

      She also couldn’t imagine putting a member of her family in jail. She wasn’t sure how the brothers would repair their relationship after this.

      Bhatraz was in the corner of a large cell that was more luxurious than the rest. Margot hung back a bit as Draklan approached the bars of the cell, and Bhatraz locked eyes with his brother.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Draklan turned to the guard and nodded, and Margot watched as the cell opened and Draklan dropped her hand to step in.

      She noted that the guard didn’t lock the cell behind them. It was a matter of trust and respect, and Bhatraz raised his head in appreciation.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s no excuse for what I did.”

      Draklan didn’t say anything for a long time, watching his brother’s tiny movements.

      “I wouldn’t have been able to survive,” Draklan said at last, “watching what happened to Father. You did.”

      “But did I?” he answered. “Or did I slowly die inside?”

      Draklan chose another path, speaking calmly. “I haven’t been to see your wife yet,” he said. “But I am not sure that she is interested in seeing any of us.”

      “I wouldn’t blame her,” Bhatraz said. “I’m not making excuses for myself, but Mother’s pressure, combined with a toxic marriage . . .”

      “Mother is another person on my list,” Draklan said. “And I’m not willing to accept your excuses. But I am willing to forgive you.”

      “You . . . are?” he answered, clearly shocked.

      “For trying to kill me,” Draklan replied. “But . . .”

      Before Margot could say anything, Draklan's arm moved and he punched his brother square in the face.

      Margot screamed.

      Bhatraz reeled, but he stayed standing. “I deserved that,” he said mournfully in a way that broke Margot’s heart. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      She didn’t know that Bhatraz was capable of breaking down the way he did. Her soul hurt, listening to his sobs.

      “This isn’t over,” Draklan said. “And it won’t be easy. Your mind is not what it used to be. If you have any chance of recovering, you will need to be diligent and work with a mind healer. It won’t be quick.”

      “Anything,” Bhatraz said. “I’m willing to do anything.”

      “Rabbina will need to go,” Draklan said. “I suggest three times her dowry as a release.”

      “Yes,” Bhatraz said. “Out of my personal accounts. Please . . . apologize to her as well.”

      Draklan said nothing for a long time and then placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “It’s all right,” he said at last. “It will be all right.”

      “I hope,” Bhatraz said, “that one day, it will be all right.”

      A few more moments passed between them, and then Draklan left his brother, indicating that the guard should lock the door.

      “Are you all right?” Margot asked him as he came back to her. She had tried to make herself invisible but close enough to Draklan that he felt her support. “I love you.”

      “I know,” he said. “I’m all right. That was just . . .”

      “Difficult?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He leaned into her briefly. “All right, next stop.”

      “Women have a dowry here?” Margot asked as they headed toward the hospital wing.

      “Yes,” Draklan said as they walked. “You didn’t know?”

      “Did you pay a dowry for me?” Margot replied.

      “I’ll have to ask the matchmaker,” he replied.

      She laughed.

      When they got to the hospital wing, there was a choice to make.

      “Why don’t I go and see Rabbina?” Margot said after a few moments. “In case she feels . . . vulnerable.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Draklan said. “I’ll leave you to that and meet you in Milinna's room.”

      “Sounds good,” Margot said, happy that they were acting as a team.

      The two princesses were on opposite ends of the hospital. Technically, Rabbina didn’t need to be there anymore, as her broken cheek was taped up and her pain was well controlled. However, her eyes were wide, and she actually jumped when Margot came into the room.

      “What do you want?” she snapped.

      Margot held out her hands in innocence. “I just came to see how you were doing,” she said. “I was concerned.”

      “Why would you be concerned?” Rabbina sniffled. “I ruined your life.”

      “You didn’t,” Margot said. “To be honest, you made it more difficult, but you certainly haven’t ruined it. You’ve changed it.”

      “Oh.” Rabbina took a step away. “So that’s it. You’ve come to tell me you’re happy about your marriage to your perfect husband.”

      “I’ve come to release you from yours, actually,” Margot said gently. “If you want to be released. Bhatraz has made the offer to pay you three times your dowry, and you are free to go. Of course, he’s hurt you, and that’s not right, so . . .”

      “Please, do you think I care about this?” Rabbina pointed to her cheek, which was bruised. “I’ve done much worse to him.”

      “Oh . . .” Margot said. “I mean, that doesn’t make what he did all right.”

      “We are so toxic,” Rabbina said. “And now he’s embarrassed me. I can’t wait to get away from this place.”

      “Then you’re free,” Margot said.

      “Make no mistake,” Rabbina said. “You are in a dangerous spot with this family.”

      “I know they can be . . . difficult,” Margot said. “But I love my husband.”

      “Good for you,” Rabbina answered, sulking.

      “I wish you peace,” Margot said. “And I would be willing to help in any way I can.”

      “I want to be gone by tonight,” Rabbina said. “I don’t want Bhatraz anywhere near me. Not him, not his toxic mother, nothing. I have my own title and lands, if you didn’t know, and I want to be out of here.”

      “Of course,” Margot said. “I’m sorry.”

      Her compassion apparently affected Rabbina a bit, and the older princess spoke a bit quieter.

      “How is Milinna?”

      “I don’t know,” Margot admitted. “I haven’t seen her yet, but I assume that she is getting better.”

      “Give her my condolences,” Rabbina said. “And my relief that she will be all right. I feel like she’s the innocent in all of this. She doesn’t deserve anything that’s happening to her.”

      “Well,” Margot said softly, “on the bright side, from what I hear, Pralmav hasn’t left her side.”

      “That is her dream come true,” Rabbina said, and the two exchanged a small smile.

      “Yeah,” Margot said. “It probably is.”

      “Then I’m glad that some good came of this,” Rabbina said.

      It wasn’t quite an apology, but Margot knew that it was the best she was going to get. The two of them awkwardly bade each other goodbye knowing it was the last time they would stand in a room as princesses together.

      Margot found her way back across the hospital to Milinna's room. The middle princess was sitting up on the bed, and despite the fact that she still looked pale, she looked much better than she was the last time they were together.

      “Hi,” Margot said, giving her a hug. To do so, she had to move around Pralmav, who seemed to be unwilling to let go of his wife’s hand. Margot hoped that this was the start of a new chapter of their marriage. So far, it seemed like Pralmav was never going to neglect her nor so much as leave her side again.

      “Hello, Margot,” Milinna said warmly. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      “Well, you probably don’t remember the last time I saw you,” Margot replied. “You were a bit . . .”

      “Dead.” Milinna was blunt. “I was dead. And you saved me.”

      “Well, Pralmav saved you,” she said, glancing at Milinna’s husband.

      “Oh, God,” Draklan replied. “We’ve already argued about this once. No one wants to take responsibility for saving you, Sister.”

      Milinna rolled her eyes and Pralmav spoke.

      “Margot and I had equal parts in saving you,” he said. “If that makes you feel better. As opposed to the emergency response team, who had zero part in saving you.”

      “I’m glad you’re better now,” Margot said, not wanting to get into an argument again. “You look fantastic. And without you two, we may have had no one figure out that we were being hunted for months.”

      “But how are you?” Milinna asked. “You had quite the adventure.”

      “I wouldn’t call it an adventure,” Pralmav said. “They were kidnapped.”

      “Yes, silly, I know,” she said. “But they survived.”

      “Barely,” Draklan said and began to regale the pair with the story of their survival.

      It was one of the most casual meetings the four of them had ever had, laughing and talking. Margot felt like she was part of the family. As the tale wound down, Margot got up the courage to ask Milinna a question she’d wanted to since the night before.

      “I was wondering,” she said. “If you are better, would you be my maid of honor? Draklan and I want to solidify our vows.”

      Milinna didn’t know what to say. Her jaw fell open, and she turned to Pralmav, looking for support.

      Margot was at first afraid that her sister-in-law didn’t understand the word, as there were still some things that got lost between English and Tamaraxian. She turned to Draklan, asking for a translation.

      “No, I understand,” Milinna said. “I just didn’t expect . . . are you sure?”

      “Well, yes,” Margot answered. “I’m sure. If you’d like to?”

      “I’d love to,” Milinna replied. “Oh, my goodness, I didn’t think anyone would ever ask me such a question.”

      “Oh,” Margot said. “Don’t say that. I’m sure lots of people would love to have you in their weddings. There is a catch, though.”

      “A catch?” Milinna asked.

      “Well . . . we’re going to have two weddings,” she said. “One here on Tamarax, where I actually know what is happening this time, and then a repeat on Earth. If that’s all right with you.”

      “Oh, my,” Milinna said. “That’s a lot of excitement.”

      “When you’re better,” Margot said, squeezing her husband’s hand. “I couldn’t think of doing it without you.”

      “And brother, if you could stand at my side?” Draklan said. “I could think of nothing better in the world.”

      “You two are very flattering,” Pralmav said. “I’m sure that we would be honored. When Milinna is better, of course.”

      “Of course,” Margot promised.

      After visiting for a little bit longer, they decided that it was time to take the next step. Miss Drax had been moved into a locked conference room, and they needed to decide what to do with her.

      “I’ve just realized I don’t have a plan,” Margot said as they walked down to the conference room. “Do you?”

      “I’m going to strip her of her license,” Draklan said, “and put a black mark on her name throughout the universe. It won’t stop her, but it should make her a bit slower in ruining people’s lives.”

      “Well, she didn’t entirely ruin our lives,” Margot reminded him as they opened the doors.

      She had seen a picture of Drax before, but seeing her in person was different. She had enormous crimson eyes and reminded her of a large blue monkey, tiny and flowy in her movements. She was covered in blue fur, and when she looked at them, she seemed to take in everything at once.

      “Why, hello,” she said. “There’s the happy couple. So nice to finally meet you. Such a rude way you brought me here, but I can forgive you.”

      Her voice was cute and she spoke quickly, but Margot was not going to be fooled.

      “Nice to finally meet you, too,” she said. “Thanks for making off with our cash, by the way, and throwing darts at a board to match us.”

      “Aren’t you happy?”

      “Sure, we’re happy,” Draklan said. “How many other couples are not?”

      Drax said nothing to that, blinking her big eyes. “I don’t know,” she said. “That’s up to them.”

      “No,” Margot said. “It’s not, because they have no choice.”

      “And now,” Draklan said, “You’re going to have no choice.”

      He lay down the punishment he had set out for her, and Drax raised an eyebrow. Suddenly, she didn’t look so cute. Her face contorted into a scowl, and she growled.

      “You can’t do that,” she said. “You’re just the lower king of a tiny little island system—”

      “And a prince of the most powerful planet in the universe,” he reminded her. “And when I have an opinion on something, the rest of the universe follows suit.”

      “What you did to us was pick random numbers in a lottery,” Margot said. “And now you want credit for the fact that you won, even though you used absolutely no skill to get us here.”

      “Or maybe I have more skill than you thought?” she tried.

      Margot shook her head. “Nice try,” she replied. “But we’ve been hunting for you for a while, and we’re going to make sure it doesn’t ever happen to anyone else.”

      Drax protested but the couple held firm.

      “I’ll let you sort out your arrangements,” Draklan said. “But just so you know, it takes effect the second you leave here.”

      “You can’t do this!” she screamed, but they were already out the door.

      “Wow,” Margot said as soon as they were out in the hallway. “That felt . . .”

      “Anticlimactic?” he asked. “I know what you mean. But people like that . . . they are manipulative. They’re dangerous to be around for long periods of times.”

      “Do you think she’ll hurt anyone else?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But for now, it’s taken care of.”

      “Good,” she said. “So . . .”

      “Draklan, Margot!”

      She recognized her mother-in-law's voice and turned around.

      “Queen Joronna,” she said, bowing to her.

      Her mother-in-law looked frantic and she was immediately worried.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Draklan clearly thought the same, because he took his mother’s hands.

      “Is everyone all right?” he asked. “Mother, calm down.”

      “Everything is all right,” she said. “I just wanted to see you both after yesterday. But you two are hard people to find.”

      Margot smiled at her husband. “We’ve been busy,” she said. “I’m sorry. If we knew you were looking for us . . .”

      “No, it’s best that I tell you now,” Joronna said. “This is the perfect place since we are alone. I just spoke to Bhatraz.”

      “Oh?” Draklan replied. “And?”

      “And he told me what you proposed,” Joronna answered. “Which I agree with. And I realize my part in this has not been innocent.”

      Both Draklan and Margot agreed with that assessment, but neither of them dared to say anything to Queen Joronna. She kept her head bowed, though, as she continued to speak.

      “I wanted to apologize,” she said, which obviously stunned Draklan.

      “I think that’s the first time I can ever remember you apologizing for anything, Mother.”

      “I know.” She nodded. “I blame myself for all of this.”

      “We’re all to blame,” Draklan said.

      “I’m the one who orchestrated all of your marriages,” Joronna answered. “And I knew, of course, how Rabbina and Bhatraz were getting along. Rabbina deserved no part in the mess that Bhatraz's head was, but I pushed her into it. And now, he tried to kill you, my—”

      “Mother.” Draklan put his hand on her face. “I forgave Bhatraz. I forgive you.”

      Queen Joronna, to Margot's surprise, started crying.

      “I could have lost both of you,” she said. “I could have lost all of you like I lost your father.”

      “But that isn’t going to happen,” Draklan assured her. “It isn’t. We’re going to be better at this. We are going to find a way to survive.”

      “I know you will,” she said. “I know you will be a wonderful ruler, as you have been a wonderful prince. That’s why I would like to gift you your kingdom now.”

      “What?”

      Margot struggled to understand. “Really?” she said. “You want us to get . . . you want us to rule the islands now?”

      “I think you’re both ready,” Joronna said. “You’ve proven it to me, based on what you have been through these past few days.”

      “But we would have to . . .” Margot took a deep breath, turning to Draklan. “We’d have to move? We’d have to go there?”

      “I think it’s high time we went to the islands, anyway,” Draklan said. “And if we took over now, you’d have to be coroneted. As a queen.”

      “Coroneted?” Margot replied. “My goodness. These things only exist in fairy tales, don’t they? I can’t believe this is real.”

      “Shall we do it before or after our wedding?” Draklan replied.

      Joronna looked confused. “You two are already married,” she said in confusion.

      “Turns out we aren’t, technically . . .” Draklan said and began to tell her the story.

      Margot’s head was tied up thinking of hundreds of ideas while her husband talked. She was going to get married. She was going to be coroneted. She was a princess.

      And she was Draklan’s.

      Looking at him with love, she was pretty sure that she had been Draklan’s all along.
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          Draklan

        

      

    

    
      “How fast is it?” Margot asked Draklan. “I remember it being about twelve seconds last time.”

      “I would say that’s exactly how fast it is,” he said. When they had decided to remarry, they realized that it couldn’t be a grand affair, or the entire kingdom would know that the first time was a sham. Wanting to seal the bond legally, but quietly, they had agreed to have a quiet ceremony the morning of the coronation. Draklan had asked Margot not to worry about it because it was a simple reading, but now, as they got ready for their day, her curiosity was piqued.

      “Are you sure that I don’t have to wear anything special or say anything?”

      “Nothing,” he assured her. “It’s a civil ceremony, as you would call it. The less attention we draw to it, the better. I promise you, on Earth, you’ll have all the beauty you want in a ceremony.”

      “It’s not that,” she said. “I just really want to make sure that everything is all right. I don’t want to look silly.”

      “You could never look silly,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Now, is everything prepared for the coronation?”

      “I think so,” she replied. “At least . . . I think I’m prepared. I can’t speak for the others.”

      “You’re going to be beautiful, Margot,” he assured her. “And you are going to be a wonderful queen. Don’t worry so much.”

      “Aren’t you worried?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m never worried when you are by my side,” he assured her.

      “So . . .” she started.

      Both of them had to go their separate ways in order to complete their final tasks for the day. Knowing this, they kissed and then lingered.

      “I’ll see you soon?” she asked hopefully. “You know,” Margot said, “my mother asked if we weren’t legally married, would I consider leaving you?”

      Draklan turned pale. “She did?” he said.

      “It was just an idle thought,” Margot replied. “Since I wasn’t legally bound.”

      His stomach turned over in knots.

      “What did you say?” he asked.

      Margot smiled. “I told her that there wasn’t a chance,” Margot replied, and Draklan's smile widened. “You’re stuck with me for the rest of my life.”

      “I can only hope,” Draklan said, and they finally tore apart.
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        * * *

      

      They had chosen a small room in the castle in order to get married, overlooking the beautiful landscape. They were trying to draw as little attention as possible, so the royal family entered discreetly, separate from each other. Draklan found himself pacing nervously as he waited for Margot to enter, so much so that even Pralmav teased him.

      “I’m sure she is coming,” he said.

      “I know she is . . .” Draklan replied. “But what if she doesn’t?”

      “Then I’ll find her,” Milinna put in. “And I’ll make sure that she marries you because you are the perfect match.”

      Pralmav smiled at his wife, and Draklan was relieved to see that Milinna looked much better. Since her release from the hospital, it seemed Pralmav was making up for the years he spent focused on work and ignoring his wife’s passion. The two of them weren’t holding hands, but their gaze across the room was unbreakable.

      The room felt empty without Bhatraz, who was safely admitted to a mind healer.

      Joronna touched Draklan’s shoulder. “She will come, Son,” she said with the certainty of a queen. And then, as if on cue, Margot stepped through the doors.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she said. “I was just . . . I’m here. I’m here.”

      “Good,” Draklan said, and it seemed that the rest of the world didn’t exist.

      There was an official in the room, a man by the name of Robert who was sworn to secrecy. He was only told that Draklan and Margot wanted a private family ceremony to renew their vows. As soon as Margot came to join hands with Draklan, Robert began.

      “Draklan, Prince of Tamarax, you have been summoned here to take Margot Carter of Earth to be your bride. Margot Carter of Earth, you are here to marry Prince Draklan of Tamarax. For the rest of your natural lives, you are oathbound to support and care, to love each other above all else, and to be faithful to each other. You are bound by the laws of Tamarax and the Creator as you choose to accept and view him.”

      Margot felt like she should say something, because of Earth’s ceremonies and vows. But before she even had a chance to say anything, Robert handed them a piece of paper.

      “You’re now married,” he said.

      “What?” Margot asked. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” Draklan said and swooped down to kiss her.

      His family applauded gently.

      “Now,” Draklan said. “Let’s get coroneted.”

      “I can’t believe that’s it!” Margot said, but she was grinning. “I guess I should have known from the last one.” She giggled.

      The coronation ceremony had been much more rehearsed and was going to be much more of a ceremony. They had been receiving guests for the past three days, and the Grand Hall was half-full already. Margot was nervous, but she had been through the script several times, and she felt half-prepared by the time she was fully dressed and outside the Grand Hall. This time, she and Draklan would escort each other in and sit on two identical thrones.

      “Is it the same as what Bhatraz and his . . . future wife will go through?” Margot asked Draklan as they waited.

      “Yes,” Draklan said. “Except that he will be a higher king. We will retain our titles of prince and princess for Tamarax, of course, but take on king and queen for the islands. We can use the titles of either, depending on where we are.”

      “I think if people just call me Margot, I might feel more normal about this,” she said, laying her head on his shoulder. “I’m glad you are with me.”

      Both of them were dressed in elegant Tamaraxian clothes, and she could hear the crowds inside. Draklan kissed her on the cheek and then they heard the trumpets blaring. Whether or not either of them were ready, it was time.

      The doors flew open and both of them approached the threshold. Everyone rose, and Draklan was sure that he could have heard a pin drop in the room.

      There were nobles from across the planet and across the galaxy in the room. Draklan hadn’t seen some of them since he was a child and wondered what trials and tribulations their crowns were bearing them. Instead of a room full of intimidation, he saw a room full of hope and advice, wisdom that his father would have been proud of him for seeking out.

      When they reached the front of the room, they seated themselves on twin thrones, and their bishop began the ceremony.

      The nobles moved forward to kneel before the new island king and queen and hear the words from the archbishop. Margot wanted desperately to reach for Draklan’s hand, looking out at the sea of unfamiliar faces, but she didn’t move, clutching the throne instead.

      Queen Joronna was on a throne higher than they were, as she was still their high queen, and Pralmav was beside her, where the king would normally sit.

      The archbishop cleared his throat and began to speak.

      “Sirs and Ladies, I present unto you, Queen Margot and King Draklan, your undoubted king and queen of the Royal Islands, wherefore all of you who have come this day to pay your homage and service. Do you accept them as your lawful rulers of the Royal Islands?”

      “We accept Queen Margot and King Draklan as our lawful rulers of the Royal Islands,” the lords and ladies replied.

      Margot almost jumped at their volume.

      A loud voice in the back cried out, “Creator save Queen Margot and King Draklan.”

      The trumpets sounded and then the archbishop continued, “Madam and Sir, are Your Majesties willing to take the Oath?”

      “I am willing,” both of them answered, as they had practiced.

      Draklan glanced at Margot and then smiled. He blew her a kiss.

      “Will you solemnly promise and swear to govern the peoples of the Tamarax Royal Islands and other territories belonging or pertaining to the Royal Islands according to their respective laws and customs?”

      “I solemnly promise to do so,” Draklan said and Margot repeated after him.

      “Will you use your power to bring law and justice, in mercy, to be executed in all your judgments?” the archbishop asked.

      Draklan spoke clearly, “I will.”

      “I will,” Margot repeated and felt confident.

      The archbishop than began a longer spiel. “Will you, to the utmost of your power, maintain the Laws of our Creator? Will you, to the utmost of your power, maintain in Tamarax, established by law? And will you preserve unto the bishops and clergy of Tamarax, and to the churches there committed to their charge, all such rights and privileges, as by law, those that pertain to them?”

      “All of this, we promise to do,” Draklan and Margot said as one, now finding their rhythm.

      The next part of the ceremony brought them to the holy oil, which according to Draklan, would anoint them in the presence of all the creators of the universe. The Archbishop stepped forward and dipped his fingers into the holy oil, touching each of them.

      “Creator save the king and queen. Long live the king and queen. Be thy hands anointed with holy oil. Be thy breast anointed with holy oil. Be thy head anointed with holy oil. As kings, priests, and prophets were anointed, hear our prayers, O Lord, we beseech thee, and so direct and support thy servants, Queen Margot and King Draklan, that they may not bear the sword in vain, for the terror and punishment of evildoers, and for the protection and encouragement of those who do well.”

      The Bishop anointed them with the oil. The bishop then approached each of them with a sword, meant to symbolize the protection of their kingdom.

      “Receive this kingly sword, brought now from the original Kingdom and delivered to you by the hands of us, the bishops and servants of the Creator, though unworthy. With this sword do justice, stop the growth of iniquity, protect the holy church, help and defend widows and orphans, restore the things that are gone to decay, maintain the things that are restored, punish and reform what is amiss, and confirm what is in good order, that doing these things you may be glorious in all virtue and so faithfully serve our planet that you may reign forever in the life which is to come.”

      With the sword in one hand, they each held out their wrists for the ancient jewelry that the nobles before them had worn.

      “Receive the bracelets of sincerity and wisdom, both for tokens of the Creator’s protection embracing you on every side and also for symbols and pledges of that bond which unites you with your peoples to the end that you may be strengthened in all your works and defended against your enemies, both bodily and ghost.”

      Margot and Draklan both rose on the archbishop’s signal, and cloaks were draped over their shoulders. Draklan stood tall as the cloak was fastened at his neck. He had dreamed of this moment most of his life, and now that it was here, he felt surreal.

      “Receive this imperial robe, and the Lord your Creator imbue you with knowledge and wisdom, with majesty and with power from on high, and the universe clothe you with the robe of righteousness and with the garments of salvation.”

      They held still as the bishop continued.

      “Receive this orb set under the cross and remember that the whole world is subject to the power and empire of the universe.”

      With the orb in one hand, scepter in the other, jewelry on their wrists, and cloaks around them, there was only one thing left. Both of them sat as the archbishop took their crowns, smaller than the royal ones of Tamarax but still majestic, off satin pillows.

      “O Creator, the crown of the faithful, bless we beseech thee this crown, and so sanctify thy servants, Margot and Draklan, upon whose head this day thou dost place it for a sign of royal majesty, that they may be filled by thine abundant grace with all princely virtues.”

      They were fully cloaked and crowned now, and there were only a few moments left.

      “We beseech thee also to save and defend all kings, princes and governors, and specially thy servant Margot, our queen, and thy servant Draklan, our king, that under them, we may be godly and quietly governed, and grant unto their whole council, and to all who are put in authority under them, that they may truly and indifferently administer justice, the punishment of wickedness and vice, and the maintenance of thy true religion and virtue.”

      Draklan had told her that during Bhatraz’s coronation, the lords and ladies from all over the kingdom would swear fealty to them. Now, however, it was a simple matter of those who were under the ruling of the Royal Islands stepping forward and bowing.

      Margot was surprised by how many there were, despite the fact that they were not the top rank in the kingdom.

      Once it was done, the pair of them rose and then turned to Joronna and Pralmav and bowed to them as their supplicants. Milinna, as a princess, was off to the side of Pralmav, and they bowed to her last.

      They then turned to the crowd, who cheered and roared as they stepped down from their platform.

      “Well,” Draklan said. “Next stop, Earth for a wedding, correct?”

      “That’s it,” Margot said. “Wed and coroneted. There’s only one thing left after that.”

      “What’s that?” Draklan asked.

      “An heir,” she whispered to him, and his eyes lit up. He looked as if he would kiss her then and there. Their future was bright as long as they were together.
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      Margot had been worried that she wouldn’t feel as magical with the wedding on Earth as she did with her wedding on Tamarax. Despite the fact that technically, it was the third time they were married, she was as excited as the second time.

      And she had a feeling that if she had known what was happening the first time, she might have been just as excited. Draklan was handsome, and she fell more in love with him every day that they were together.

      It was true, they had their ups and downs, as every couple did. But Margot wanted to be married to him and stay with him forever.

      She had chosen a very different wedding dress from the first two times. This time, she chose a form-fitting white gown and a birdcage veil, which felt like the height of fashion. With bright red lipstick, and dark eyes, she felt like she was masquerading as a fashion model.

      “Are you sure that this looks all right?” she asked her mother for the tenth time.

      “Margot,” her mother replied. “You look stunning. I could take a photograph and send it to a magazine. You look gorgeous.”

      “I hope he likes it,” she said.

      “Given what I know about your husband,” her mother said, “he likes anything that you do.”

      “He wasn’t always like that,” Margot said. “He’s come to like everything I do.”

      “As I’m sure that you’ve come to like everything he does,” her mother said. “So don’t worry. He won’t be able to tear his eyes off you.”

      “Are you ready?” Milinna stuck her head in the bridal room. She looked incredibly well today, healthy and pink-cheeked. And although she initially blushed at the chic purple gown Margot had chosen as the bridesmaid’s color, she suited it well.

      “Can I just tell you how pretty you look?” Margot said to her sister-in-law. “Pralmav will only have eyes for you.”

      Milinna blushed, as was typical of her character.

      “What was your wedding like?” Margot asked her sister-in-law, realizing that she had never asked her before. “Was it grander than mine?”

      “It was as fast as your first one,” Milinna said. “You know that Tamarax isn’t big on weddings.”

      “But you must have been so happy on your wedding day,” Margot said. “Getting to marry Pralmav.”

      Milinna blushed again, but her smile told Margot that she was right. “It’s about you today,” she said. “I’ve just come to check if you are ready because it appears that everyone is ready. You’re very popular.”

      “It surprises even me,” Margot said, and turned to her mother. “Last chance to tell me I look like a clown.”

      “You look stunning,” her mother assured her. “If only your brother . . .”

      “Mom.” Margot put her hands on her mother’s gentle ones, which were shaking, “I know.”

      “He’s here in spirit,” her mother said. “He and your father.”

      An emotional moment passed between mother and daughter, and Margot tried not to cry as memories threatened to overwhelm her. Margot eventually forced a smile, breaking her grip and wiping her eyes.

      “I’m ready.” She turned to Milinna. “Is Draklan here?”

      “Yes, of course.” Milinna gave her a funny look.

      “Oh, good,” Margot said.

      Her mother laughed and took her arm.

      The church was packed to the rafters, and Margot felt a bit nervous as they approached the back.

      “Were you this nervous the first couple of times?” her mother asked her.

      “The second time,” Margot said. “I felt alone. I’m so glad that you’re here now.”

      “I’m always here for you,” her mother said, squeezing her arm as the music started.

      Because she’d had several other ceremonies, Margot wanted this one to be as traditional for Earth as possible. The organist played Here Comes the Bride and she pulled her birdcage veil over her eyes, gripping her mother’s arm tighter. Milinna had already advanced ahead, standing strong on her own legs as she held a large bouquet of flowers. A year ago, Milinna wouldn’t be able to trust her own body for such an important day, and Margot felt so proud watching her walk to the front of the altar.

      As soon as she caught sight of her handsome husband, however, all other thoughts went out of her head. As with each ceremony, Margot was stunned by the fact that Draklan was hers and he wasn’t looking at anyone else.

      “If your father were here,” her mother said quietly, “he’d want me to make the traditional joke and ask if you’re sure you want me to do this.”

      “I’m sure I want to do this,” she said. “He’s the love of my life.”

      “Well, then,” her mother said as they reached the front of the altar. She kissed Margot on the cheek and then placed her hands in Draklan’s. “I’ll leave you to it. Please continue to take care of my daughter.”

      “Always,” Draklan promised her. “Even before my own needs.”

      Margot kissed her mother goodbye and then turned to Draklan.

      “I’m getting to be an expert at this,” she said to him as he squeezed her hands.

      “We should do this once a month,” he answered.

      Behind him, Pralmav cleared his throat, unamused as usual at the fact that they were joking through a serious moment.

      “No problem,” Margot said, unable to resist. “I think we could get the time off.”

      “Ahem.” The priest cleared his throat. “Shall I begin?”

      “Yes, you may begin,” Margot said. “Sorry.”

      For some reason, being scolded by her serious brother-in-law was all right, but when an elderly man did it, she felt a bit guilty. She also felt a bit guilty that Draklan and his family were surrounded by a room of complete strangers. It was true that the first time they were married, she was surrounded by a room of strangers. However, the second time, the ceremony on Tamarax had friendly faces on both sides. She felt at home there, more so than here. Being here on Earth felt as if she was living a dream, a dream of a life that was a million miles away. She had never felt at peace on Earth, always the black sheep. And now, looking at Draklan’s face, she knew why. She belonged with him on a faraway planet.

      “Dearly beloved.” The priest cleared his throat, leaning down to read from his book. “We have come together in the presence of God to witness and bless the joining together of this man and this woman in Holy matrimony. The bond and covenant of marriage was established by God in creation, and our Lord Jesus Christ adorned this manner of life by His presence and first miracle at the wedding in Cana of Galilee. It signifies to us the mystery of the union between Christ and His Church, and Holy Scripture commends it to be honored among all people. The union of husband and wife is intended by God for their mutual joy, for the help and comfort given each other in prosperity and adversity, and when it is God's will, for the procreation of children and their nurture in the knowledge and love of the Lord. Therefore, marriage is not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly but reverently, deliberately, and in accordance with the purposes for which it was instituted by God.”

      She had been brought up religious, although it wasn’t a huge part of her life today. However, Margot felt like she wanted a religious ceremony, to be as close to an Earth tradition as possible. It felt like the final piece of the puzzle, uniting both parts of her life.

      “Into this union, Margot and Draklan now come to be joined. If any of you can show just cause why they may not be lawfully wed, speak now or else forever hold your peace.”

      They both held their breaths and then found themselves looking at each other, trying not to giggle.

      “Anyone here you don’t like?” Draklan asked.

      “Not so far,” Margot responded with a smile. She kept her voice low, although she was sure the congregation could see her lips move. “I think if we go a few more seconds, we’re safe.”

      Sure enough, there was silence for five more seconds, and the priest took a deep breath, declaring it safe. Draklan squeezed her hand, communicating that they had survived.

      There wasn’t a voice in the church who was willing to protest, given how Margot and Draklan looked at each other. They were clearly soulmates, gazing at each other as if there was no one else in the crowded church.

      “I charge you both, here in the presence of God and the witness of this company, that if either of you knows any reason you may not be married lawfully and in accordance with God's Word, do now confess it.”

      “No,” Margot said, remembering the rehearsal from the day before. She was glad that most of their lines were going to be fed to her, because despite their rehearsal and the number of times they had done this, she was nervous. “There is absolutely no reason we shouldn't be married.”

      The priest turned to Draklan next, prompting him to repeat the line.

      “No,” Draklan said. “There is absolutely no reason we shouldn't be married.” His voice was strong and clear, and nobody in the room doubted him.

      Every time they were married, she fell in love with him a little bit more.

      “Will you have this man to be your husband, to live together with him in the covenant of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health,  forsaking all others, and be faithful unto him as long as you both shall live?”

      In rehearsal, Margot was the one who always went first. She had teased him about it, stating that it meant that she had to remember all the prompts and he would simply just copy her.

      “I do,” she said, looking deep into his eyes.

      “Draklan, will you have this woman to be your wife, to live together with her in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others, and be faithful unto her as long as you both shall live?”

      “I will,” he responded, standing up a bit straighter. She knew he meant every word that was said.

      She was pretty sure that they’d already exercised all of those vows over the course of their relationship. No matter what was to come, she knew he would stand beside her.

      “Will all of you witnessing these promises do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage?” The priest turned to the congregation.

      “We do,” they said, surprising Margot and Draklan with their volume and strength.

      “Bless, O Lord, these rings as a symbol of the vows by which this man and this woman have bound themselves to each other; through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

      They already had rings, and Margot didn’t want to have another one. They were using the same rings as the ones they’d given each other on Tamarax, which must have looked a little odd to an Earth crowd, but she didn’t mind. These were their wedding rings that she intended to wear the rest of her life. They symbolized that she belonged to Draklan and he to her.

      “I give you this ring as a symbol of my love, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you, in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” Margot whispered, surprised that her voice was shaking. She hadn’t expected to be this nervous, and she almost missed his finger entirely.

      Draklan smiled, making sure his hand was steady before she slid it over his knuckle.

      “I give you this ring as a symbol of my love, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you, in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” he repeated, taking her hand and slipping her ring on her hand.

      It fit perfectly, as if her hand was made to wear a ring. It sparkled due to the sunlight coming into the window, and Margot smiled, feeling calmer as the familiar weight of the ring was returned to her finger.

      “Now that Margot and Draklan have given themselves to each other by solemn vows, with the joining of hands and the giving and receiving of rings, I pronounce that they are husband and wife, in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Those whom God has joined together, let no one put asunder,” the priest said.

      Margot realized that they were close to the end of the ceremony.

      “Let us stand and pray together the words our Savior taught us,” the priest said, and the congregation rose.

      “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, for thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen,” he said.

      “Amen,” the congregation said in unison.

      “God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, bless, preserve, and keep you. May the Lord mercifully with his favor look upon you and fill you with all spiritual benediction and grace that you may faithfully live together in this life, and in the age to come have life everlasting. Amen. The peace of the Lord be with you always,” the priest said, half turning to the couple.

      “And also with you,” the congregation replied.

      Margot took a step toward Draklan, the rest of the world blurring away. All that mattered was his beautiful eyes and his loving gaze.

      “Margot and Draklan, having witnessed your vows of love to one another, it is my joy to present you to all gathered here as husband and wife. Draklan, you may kiss your bride.”

      He dipped her low and kissed her to the roaring of the crowd.

      “Well, wife,” he said as he brought her back up. “Shall we finally take a honeymoon?”

      “Are you sure you don’t want another wedding?” she teased him as they joined hands and began to walk down the aisle. People cheered, wishing them luck, and Margot beamed as Draklan kissed her on the cheek.

      “I love you,” he said simply.

      “I love you too,” she replied.
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      Margot had always thought that there was nowhere better than the Tamarax palace. She thought that the views were the most beautiful places in the universe. But now, a year later, and living in the Archipelago Kingdom, she realized that she had been wrong all along. Where she was now, looking out over the water, was the most beautiful place in the universe.

      She put a hand to her slowly growing stomach as she watched the calm waves of the water lap by. She was thrilled that her pregnancy was going well, aside from some odd food cravings. She craved food that she hadn’t known existed in the combinations she wanted. She wanted Earth food, she wanted Tamarax food, and she wanted it all at once.

      It amused Draklan, luckily, instead of annoying him, and he seemed to wait for Margot’s next craving with excitement. Even now, as dawn rose, he checked in with her.

      “Nothing at the moment,” she said with a smile. “I am so excited for the visitors today.”

      “Well, please make sure you eat,” he said. “I’m going to attend the throne today, but I’m hoping as soon as the others arrive, we can get out of our duties and perhaps go for a short hike.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Margot said as they kissed. Her pregnancy had made them grow even closer together, and Draklan seemed to love her more with each passing day. Margot thought her heart would burst if she loved him any more.

      “Please come and get me if anyone gives you a hint of trouble,” he said, and she nipped at his lips, not wanting him to go. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Margot knew that he had to go, and she often attended the throne with him. Today, however, she was making the final preparations for Draklan's family to visit. Milinna, Bhatraz, Pralmav, and Joronna were coming, and they were due to arrive within an hour.

      Margot was excited to see them. She had come to love Draklan's family as much as her own. She hadn’t seen Bhatraz since he’d returned from the mind healer, but she had spoken to him since then and he seemed to be doing much better. She hadn’t spoken to Rabbina, but she had put out a query and found out her former sister-in-law was thriving and happy, which was all that mattered.

      She had made sure to arrange a special feast when they arrived, half for their benefit and half for hers. Her stomach was already growling at the prospect of what was going to be served. Now, she made her way to the kitchens to check in with the chefs.

      “My Queen,” the chef bowed to her, something that she was pretty sure she’d never get used to. Draklan had told her time and time again that she needed to insist on it, but when she was alone, she couldn’t bring herself to make it part of every moment. “How are you this morning?”

      “I’m fine, thank you,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure that everything was ready?”

      “As far as we can tell, my Queen, everything will be right on time.”

      “Could you . . .” Margot paused, wondering if it was too extravagant. “Would it be too late to add a last-minute addition?”

      “Such as?” The chef knew Margot well enough to know she had wild cravings. He paused, his pencil poised.

      “Kraft mac and cheese and hot dogs?” she said. “We should have gotten a shipment from Earth last time, and if there is any left . . . perhaps just for me . . . if there’s any left?”

      He looked as though he was trying not to laugh. “There is enough left for me to serve you quite the meal, my Queen,” he said. “And perhaps some left over if your guests want to partake.”

      Margot’s face lit up. “Wonderful!” she said. “Thank you so much.”

      “Your wish is my command, my Queen,” the chef said with a smile.

      Margot let him get to work and checked her watch. She made sure the table was set and the bedrooms were prepared and then headed to the dock yard. The family could have taken a flying ship, but they had chosen to take the royal barge, a more leisurely experience, down the river. It would have taken them most of yesterday and overnight, but Margot was certain they would arrive more relaxed than if they had flown.

      She could barely contain her excitement when she saw the royal barge approach. The dock was private, so she didn’t have to wear her crown, which she appreciated. They were family, and they understood each other.

      Pralmav got off the ship first and then stopped as soon as he was on dry land, turning around to help his wife get off. Margot was delighted to see that Pralmav and Milinna continued to hold hands, looking enchanted with each other.

      She tried to contain herself, but after not seeing her sister-in-law and Tamarax best friend every day, she couldn’t resist throwing herself forward, the gaps of months disappearing as they hugged.

      “Hello!” Margot cried. “I missed you so much.”

      Milinna chuckled softly and hugged her back. “I missed you too,” she said, pulling back to look at Margot’s stomach. “You look stunning. You’re glowing.”

      “Still a few months to go,” Margot said as she hugged her sister-in-law again. “How are you? How was the journey?”

      Milinna was about to answer when Bhatraz stepped off the ship, escorting his mother.

      “The journey went well,” Joronna answered for her with a wide smile as she reached out for Margot.

      Margot hugged her mother-in-law and then turned to her brothers-in-law, greeting each of them as well.

      “We are so glad you are here,” Margot said. “There’s so much to show you.”

      “How is Draklan?” Joronna asked. “He must be busy.”

      “He is,” Margot said. “He’s doing throne duty. There’s no one to share it with us here, so we miss all of you very much.”

      Bhatraz smiled at her. He looked like an entirely different person, healthy and strong. His eyes were no longer wild and his cheeks were pink and healthy.

      “Perhaps we can help,” he said. “Whatever you need.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “But we’ve prepared a feast in honor of your arrival. Come this way. You’ve all been here before, right? Let me show you some of the changes we’ve made. Small things, but . . .”

      She couldn’t stop talking. She was so excited, and when they finally got to the throne room to see Draklan, her excitement grew in watching him greet his family. Seeing her husband happy made her happy as well.

      “You look quite comfortable up there,” Bhatraz teased him as Draklan stepped off the throne. “I offered to help, but you seem to have a handle on things.”

      “Ah, Brother,” Draklan said. “You will be on your own throne soon enough, I would not put that burden on you. You, however . . .” He turned to Pralmav, which made the rest of the group laugh.

      “I’m willing to help,” Pralmav said. “But to be fair, I deal with millions of beings every day.”

      Draklan looked confused. “You do?”

      Milinna smirked at her husband’s joke. “Through the microscope,” she said. “The cells usually don’t complain like those who approach the throne do.”

      “That doesn’t count,” Draklan said. “You can help me after the feast Margot has arranged. Are you hungry?”

      “I’m starving,” Bhatraz said.

      “Come this way,” Margot said, leading them toward their banquet hall. It wasn’t as grand as the banquet hall in the palace, but they had decorated it and she thought it looked fit for any visiting royalty. The food was already out and the smells were wafting through the air, making her salivate. “Oh, good, everything is ready.”

      “How are you doing?” her mother-in-law asked her. “No issues?”

      “She wants to eat everything,” Draklan blurted out, making them laugh. “Usually at three in the morning.”

      “That does sound like a healthy pregnancy then,” Milinna said.

      Margot turned to her, lowering her voice in case it was a sensitive topic. “What about you?” she asked. “Do you have any plans?”

      “Maybe.” Milinna seemed coy. “In the past, it was not an option. But now, it seems that it may be a possibility.”

      Margot squealed, taking her hand. “Please do it soon. Maybe we can be pregnant together?”

      “There is science to plan that,” Milinna said. “Next round, though. You’re already halfway along this go-around.”

      “Some days, I just can’t wait,” Margot said. “Other days, it seems like time is flying by.”

      “Do you know the gender yet?” Milinna asked.

      Margot shook her head as they sat down. “We’ve chosen not to,” she replied. “We want it to be a surprise.”

      “I suppose you don’t mind either way, then?”

      “Not at all,” Margot said. “As long as the child’s healthy and as long as Draklan is at my side, I’m happy. And I’m sure we will have more.”

      “Oh, my.” Milinna gave her a coy smile. “That does sound like quite the future you’re planning. How many do you want?”

      “Draklan wants ten,” Margot said. “But I’ve told him we’ll start with two.”

      “I have ten brothers and sisters,” she said.

      Margot reacted in surprise. “Really? I didn’t know that. I mean, you’ve talked about your brother and sister . . . but I always assumed it was the same one. Are they smart like you?”

      “I’m sort of the black sheep,” Milinna admitted.

      “Oh, my goodness. If you’re the black sheep, I don’t know what that makes me,” Margot said with a smile. “My mother’s a professor. I’m a painter.”

      “And a queen,” Milinna reminded her.

      “And a queen,” Margot echoed, still in disbelief after all this time that it was real.
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        * * *

      

      Once the feast was over, Margot decided that she needed to take a nap. She got tired easily, and she thought that afternoon naps were the best thing ever. The rest of the family gathered on the outside porch as Draklan spoke of his plans for their visit.

      “I thought, though . . .” he said, trying to choose his words carefully. “Our child should know the palace just as much as they know this island.”

      “What?” Bhatraz answered. “What do you mean?”

      “I realize that it breaks with tradition,” he said, “but that palace held some of my happiest memories. And while I’m sure we could create a beautiful childhood for them here . . . I don’t think I could live if my child didn’t know the palace like I did.”

      “Of course, they can visit,” Joronna answered. “But I have a feeling that you mean more than visit.”

      “I know what he means,” Pralmav said, the voice of reason, as always. “And since Draklan is the only one who has a child right now, his child, unless something changes, will be the heir to the kingdom. To both kingdoms.”

      Clearly, by the looks on their faces, no one had considered that except Draklan.

      “It’s not that I am trying to take that right away from you. From any of you,” Draklan said. “It’s just . . . things happen in this family that we never expect. And I want us to be prepared. I never expected Father to die. No one ever talked about it. But if my child was prepared for anything—for either crown—until he didn’t need to be . . .”

      “I think it’s a marvelous idea,” Bhatraz said, surprising all of them.

      “Really?” Draklan said, happy that his brother wasn’t jealous or angry.

      “It makes the most sense,” Bhatraz said. “I’m unmarried now, and you two,” he referred to Pralmav and Milinna, “don’t have a child right now.”

      “Ahem,” Pralmav said. “We are hopeful . . . but I think it’s time to be honest.”

      “Honest?” Joronna looked at the two of them.

      “Milinna and I hope.” Pralmav took his wife’s hand. “And we pray. And we try. But we may need to face the reality that we won’t conceive naturally.”

      “There are other options,” Joronna said.

      “Perhaps there are,” Pralmav said. “But if we just have our work and each other, that could be enough.”

      Milinna looked sad, but she seemed to accept the truth. She was bathed in her husband’s love, and that was all she wanted from the moment she married him. That seemed to be enough for her as she leaned against him.

      “So, it’s settled,” Bhatraz said. “Your child will be raised as heir to both kingdoms, in both places.”

      “Plus, it means that we will see each other a lot more,” Draklan said. “Which I want my child to do as well. Family is everything.”

      For the first time since his father’s funeral, Draklan felt peace. And from the smiles from the rest of his family, it was clear that they felt peace as well.

      “How do you feel about the fact that you are going to be a father soon?” Bhatraz asked him.

      “Surreal,” Draklan answered. “And yet, I’m very happy.”

      “What if she’s having twins?” Bhatraz teased him.

      Draklan choked. “I’m sorry, what?” he asked him.

      “Don’t worry, little brother. Our high-tech scans only miss twins once every ten pregnancies.”

      Draklan’s mouth dropped. “That’s not true, is it?” he asked.

      Bhatraz smiled.

      Draklan begged him for an answer. “Bhatraz?”

      “I think he may have meant once in every million,” Pralmav said. “I’m not sure, though. It’s not my area of expertise.”

      “You two are horrible,” Draklan informed his brothers, although he had missed them dearly.

      That night, in bed with Margot, Draklan told her what had happened out on the porch. Margot felt pure joy as she put a hand on her stomach and the baby kicked.

      “I think the baby agrees,” she said.

      Draklan moved to snuggle with her.

      “Milinna asked me if we wanted a boy or a girl,” she said.

      “Oh?” Draklan replied. “What did you say?”

      “I said that I didn’t care,” Margot said. “But it occurred to me that I never asked you whether you cared.”

      “I don’t care,” he said. “But I want more than the baby being healthy and strong.”

      “Huh?” she asked, confused.

      “I want you to be healthy and strong and happy,” he said. “And I want our child to have many siblings.”

      “Oh, my goodness.” Margot covered her face. “Why don’t we start with one and then see where it goes from there?”

      “I suppose,” Draklan replied, “but I can’t see anything wrong with having a carbon copy of you running around.”

      Margot raised an eyebrow. “So you do want a girl,” she said.

      He kissed her. “No,” he said. “I want whatever comes. I will love them just the same.”

      “Good,” she said. “Now, I’m exhausted.”
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        * * *

      

      Margot thought she had never been happier in her life than snuggling in bed with Draklan and feeling her baby in her belly. She never knew such happiness; such love and such warmth. She didn’t take a single one of those moments for granted, and yet they seemed to fly by.

      When she felt the pains come, she knew that her life was about to change.

      “Draklan,” she said, shaking him awake. She wasn’t sure what time it was, but the sun wasn’t up yet. “Draklan.”

      “Mmm?” he answered.

      “Draklan!” she gave him a tiny shove. “I think my water just broke.”

      He sat up straight, bleary-eyed.

      “What? Really?”

      “It’s time,” she said.

      He shook his head to clear it. “Okay, okay, okay,” he said, getting up. “I feel like I’m dreaming, I’ve waited for this for so long. What do I do?” he asked.

      “Get the doctor,” Margot said gently. She was amused how bleary-eyed he was, at least until he stared at her for another moment and the contractions hit her. Then, she realized that he should move a bit faster.

      They’d arranged everything beforehand so that all they had to do was call the doctor. The doctor was going to bring everything they needed, despite the fact that the major hospital was downtown.

      Draklan had informed her that their child was going to be heir to both kingdoms, and she had spent some time reading about the high queens and lower queens before her who had given birth in both palaces. Margot felt intimidated and yet honored as she sat up in bed, putting a hand on her stomach.

      She had heard so many stories of women in terrible pain during birth. However, as soon as the doctor came in, he made sure she had pain relief, which kicked in right away.

      She felt an odd sensation as the contractions hit, but no pain.

      The doctor was kind, and Draklan was standing nervously by her side. He squeezed her hand and got whatever she needed, moving back and forth.

      “Is everyone else awake?” Margot asked.

      Draklan chuckled. “You’re about to give birth, and you’re concerned about my family?”

      “I just wanted to know,” Margot said. “If I yell, will they hear?”

      “You shouldn’t be yelling,” the doctor said. “You shouldn’t be feeling any pain.”

      “I’m not,” she said. “I just feel like I should be yelling.”

      “That’s an Earth tradition,” he said. “Women on Tamarax don’t give birth in pain.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing,” she said. “You should offer out your services to Earth.”

      She was about to say something else funny, but then the doctor looked down.

      “Push,” he said.

      Margot obeyed.

      It happened very quickly. Within a few moments, she was holding a baby girl in her arms.

      “She’s perfect,” Draklan said, crawling into bed beside her.

      Margot didn’t think that she could love her as much as she did, looking down at her daughter.

      “Thank you, my love,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.

      “What are we going name her?” she asked.

      “I think that’s up to you,” he said. “Whatever you’d like.”

      She looked down at the tiny future queen staring up at her, and a name popped into her head. “Johanna,” she said. “For your father, John, and to honor your mother.”

      Draklan’s eyes filled with tears when she said that, and he kissed her cheek before bending down to do the same with his newborn daughter. “It’s perfect,” he said. “Thank you. If you’re sure.”

      “Of course, I’m sure,” Margot said. “She looks like a Johanna.”

      “She looks like him,” Draklan said. “Those eyes . . . I can see my father staring back up at me. He would have been so happy.”

      “I’m sure he knows,” Margot said. “He’s looking down on you, and he’s happy.”

      Eventually, when Margot felt a little bit stronger, the rest of the family came in to see the heir to the kingdom.

      Joronna cried when she heard that the baby was named after both her and her husband. “Now his legacy will continue,” she said with a smile.

      Margot knew that was what she’d wanted all along.

      Margot felt complete when she video chatted with her mother that evening.

      “Oh, my dear,” her mother said as she met Johanna over video. “She’s perfect. I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there.”

      “But you’ll be here soon,” Margot said. “Won’t you?”

      “Of course. Now that the baby is there, I’m packing my bags right now,” her mother assured her. “So don’t worry about a thing. You’ll have both Queen Joronna and me to look after you.”

      “Have you made a plan?” Margot asked.

      Her mother smiled. “Well, dear, the two grandmothers have been talking, of course,” she said. “We’ve got to decide how to take care of you in shifts.”

      “Did I tell you the deal Draklan made with his brothers?” she asked.

      “No?” her mother answered, and Margot outlined the plan.

      “Oh, Margot,” her mother said. “What responsibility. What pressure.”

      “I don’t see it that way,” she said. “I’m honored, really.”

      “Whatever happened to that matchmaker you worked with?” her mother asked. “Are you going to thank her?”

      “Thank her?” Margot smiled. “Oh, Mother, I have so much to tell you.”

      “Well, then.” Her mother settled back. “I’m listening.”

      Margot video chatted with her mother for almost an hour until the baby woke up and she had to tend to her. Draklan had offered to help, and she was sure that she would accept it later on. But for now, she decided to spend as much time with their child as possible.

      “Are you scared?” Draklan asked as they got ready for bed, their first night as parents.

      “Of what?” she asked.

      “Being parents? The future?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “Are you?”

      “I don’t think so,” he answered. “Not with you by my side.”

      “I love you, Draklan,” she said.

      He kissed her. “I love you too,” he replied.

      Margot settled down beside him, drifting off to sweet dreams. Whatever the future was going to bring, she was ready for it as long as Draklan was by her side. She could be a painter on Earth, or the queen of the Tamarax Royal Islands, or anything else the universe threw at her, with love.
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