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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Katryn barely felt Kaz’s hand against her back in the crowd that wound through the main hallway to the lab’s greenhouse. It wasn’t quite a crush, but it certainly felt like one as the contingent of scientists, engineers, and technicians was herded forward at gunpoint by Imperial Haederan Army troops. Some cried—silently, of course—but most were quiet, overwhelmed by their swift change in fortune. Even on a planet located in the path of the Haederans’ ongoing military conquests, the Iythean Research Association had claimed they would be safe. Iythea was a barren planet with no infrastructure to speak of. The Haederans didn’t want a scientific station.

      They’d been wrong. The age-old cold war between the Interstellar Commonwealth of Autonomous Planets and Modules and the Haederan Empire had turned hot.

      There was no doubt the seizure of the Iythea station had been strategic, part of the Haederans’ larger annexation plan the Commonwealth had been fearing for the past few years. It’d certainly been straightforward—the Imperial Haederan Navy had swooped down to the sweltering planet hours before, depositing six squads of marines in space suits outside the collection of unarmed domes. They’d rapidly overcome the meager security the Association had provided, and now the Iythean employees waited in line to be processed. Like meat.

      Kaz coughed, drawing her attention away from the rifles.

      “It does them no good to keep us here if they’re only after a strategic location,” he whispered in her ear. “If they plan to set up a base here, they’ll release us. They have to. The Commonwealth won’t stand for yet another unprovoked attack on one of our planets.”

      As if the Commonwealth had stood up to anything so far—they hadn’t. In any case, she couldn’t respond to him out loud, not without the Haederan corporal ten paces away. She answered Kaz with a quiver of her head, disagreement and a warning at the same time. The Haederans would never repatriate them. Most of the researchers were citizens of Commonwealth worlds and weren’t likely to be sent back to their own planets, including her own planet of Zarcron. Her brother, a Commonwealth Navy finance officer, would be horrified when he heard the news—not that there was anything Xan could do about it.

      Her head swam as the line advanced until everyone was inside the greenhouse, pushed against the walls by rifle-wielding soldiers. So it was to be a massacre like the Commonwealth had accused the Haederan Empire of carrying out on Drenik just a month ago. It’d been her greatest fear when the first word of the attack had come, and now it was happening. With any luck, it would be fast and painless.

      No shots came though, and as her eyes flickered from side to side, a man in a green uniform pressed through the flood of Haederan soldiers in the center of the module. They parted when they recognized him. An important man, then.

      Kaz whispered again. “Imperial Haederan Army colonel.”

      She was grateful for the information, but would he ever learn to shut up?

      The colonel eyed them with something that might have been disgust before he spoke.

      “This research station now belongs to His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor of Haedera. If anyone would like to contest that claim, now is the time to speak up.”

      Feet shuffled all around her, but the unnerving silence continued.

      “Good,” he said. “That will make everyone’s lives quite a bit easier. You’re still here to work. Perhaps not the work you signed on for, but work nonetheless—just for a different employer. You’ll be treated as humanely as possible”—in this dump, Katryn imagined him adding in his mind as he looked around—“but dissent and escape attempts will not be tolerated.”

      There were murmurs through the crowd at this, and Kaz choked down another cough. Not a massacre, but slave labor instead. Was that better? She wasn’t sure.

      After a shorter speech than she’d expected, the colonel gestured to a lieutenant with a tablet and walked to the end of the line of prisoners. The two moved from person to person, stopping every so often to talk to a few of her colleagues individually. Random selections, all from different planets with different IRA jobs. It didn’t make much sense.

      Katryn held her breath as the two Haederans came closer, identifying each person and assigning them a number. One through five, as best she could determine. The numbers also appeared to be random selections. She was desperate to know the meaning.

      The colonel stopped in front of her and cast a glance at the lieutenant.

      “Holt, Katryn. Doctor,” the lieutenant said, with a glimpse at his tablet. “Failure analysis engineer. Zarcron.”

      “Hmm.” The colonel sounded apathetic. “Group two.” He stepped to the side, stopping in front of Kaz.

      “Two?” Katryn blurted, before the lieutenant could give him Kaz’s information. “What’s group two?”

      The colonel turned back to her, his eyes cold and surprised. Next to her, Kaz sucked in a sharp breath. She stood firm, hands clenched at her sides.

      “Group two is kitchen duty,” the colonel said slowly. “But you know, I think I’ve had a sudden change of heart about you. You’re going to try your hand at mining, Doctor Holt.” His gaze slid to Kaz, and he smiled for the first time since he’d entered. “So is your whispering friend here.”
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        * * *

      

      Katryn had never been so hot, even on Iythea, where the temperature often hovered within five percent of the allowable limit for the permanent shelters. The protective suit she wore made things worse, but it—and the single dose of corazamine everyone took each morning—was the only thing keeping her safe from the toxic atmosphere. And the hair? Well, she’d fought against having her head shaved when they’d been first lined up, but having her previously thick locks stuck to her neck would’ve been more miserable.

      The bell rang as she picked up the sampler, and Katryn breathed a sigh of relief. It had been a longer fourteen hours than normal, but sometimes they suspected the Haederans adjusted the clocks backward. Whether that was for a brief increase in productivity or torment, no one knew. Most assumed the latter, but Katryn was certain it was the former. The Haederan guards had to deal with the same miserable conditions beneath the temporary shelters, after all. Their home world was more arid than Zarcron and most of them never broke a sweat on Iythea, but why increase their duty time?

      She handed the sampler back to the sergeant manning the checkpoint in front of the lift, stripped off her disposable suit, and swallowed her disgust, as she always did, as he scanned the chip inserted under the skin of her upper arm. That demeaning process completed, he nodded, and Katryn stepped onto the lift with a dozen others. She smiled at the thought of seeing Kaz in thirty seconds—the Haederans weren’t careless enough to place them on the same shift. It was too hard to hide their history as friends and occasional lovers, and though she’d earned him this mining detail as punishment, they’d been separated. Quick glances and smiles between shifts were all she’d seen of him for months now.

      Sometimes she thought it was the only thing she had to live for anymore.

      The lift moved faster the closer they got to the surface, and her smile grew, more at the thought of his face than of her bed . . . though that was appealing too. She dreamed of Zarcron most nights, of her parents, of cool rivers and snow-covered mountains, and occasionally of Xan rescuing her from this mess. It was a silly notion to have of a finance officer. But then, it was also a silly notion to have trained researchers and engineers mining for scraps of ore in an infernal wasteland. She and her fellow prisoners were well educated, respected, valuable. Why keep everyone here as slave labor?

      Who knew what the Haederans were really up to? She’d never figure it out. So tonight . . . tonight she would make sure to dream of Kaz’s arms around her instead of the home she’d never see again. It was hard to hide a smile at the thought.

      But when the door opened and the night shift faces appeared in front of her, there was no Kaz.

      Panic grabbed her. He’d always been waiting outside, every evening for over six months. There hadn’t been an execution since the first week of the Haederans’ occupation, but there was no other explanation for his absence. She glanced frantically around at the people who should have been familiar but now weren’t.

      “Kaz!”

      Her voice cut through the silence, and the Haederan corporal standing guard at the top of the lift shaft frowned at her.

      “Is there a problem?”

      Katryn’s eyes widened. “No problem.” A huge problem.

      “Then shut up and get moving.”

      She complied, following the other miners through the temporary inflated tunnel that led to the permanent station. Maybe Kaz was already below. Maybe he’d descended to the mine in another lift. Maybe the Haederans had pulled him off on some other detail. He’d been coughing more and more lately—perhaps he’d been removed from the mine completely. He couldn’t be dead. What kind of deterrence was a secret execution?

      Mulling over the possibilities, Katryn trudged into the smallest of the habitat’s three greenhouses, now used as prisoner barracks. Another slap in the face—the private quarters she’d been entitled to by virtue of her position had been taken over by the Haederans, leaving her to bunk with the rest of the prisoners in the open dome. No privacy. No modesty. Not much comfort. The bleak scarlet landscape she’d once loved for its utter contrast to Zarcron was all too visible through the glass.

      She flopped onto her bunk on the end of the second row and put her hands over her eyes. Any other day she would be asleep ten seconds after hitting the bed, but tonight her mind raced with thoughts of Kaz. Sleep was out of the question.

      “Hey! Get out of here!” a voice called from across the dome.

      It was the new technician shouting—or he had been the new technician in their past life—but Katryn couldn’t remember his name. He was standing over his cot, hands on his hips, fury on his face.

      “Get up, Kaz. Not your turn.” The tech kicked at the cot.

      Kaz was in bed? Katryn shot up and flew across the dome. Kaz lay in what was the tech’s bunk during the night shift, a sickly gray color fading every part of him. She knelt beside him, ignoring the tech’s glare. If she had to guess, most of his anger was fear, but at that moment she didn’t care what the Haederans thought or did.

      “Kaz? Kaz, what’s wrong?” she asked.

      Kaz only moaned and tried to roll toward her. He didn’t make it and blinked up at her instead.

      “Leave me here. I can’t move.”

      “Kaz, you can’t stay here. You know that. You need to get up.” Katryn hesitated. “Can you?”

      He closed his eyes and moaned again. Tentatively, she shook his shoulder.

      “What’s going on here?”

      She sprang to her feet at the Haederan accent. Captain Minter, in charge of the barrack dome at night, stood behind her with a group of curious Iythean techs around him. It was a relief to see him instead of Corporal Royce, who would have dragged Kaz outside then and there, just to rid himself of the problem.

      “He’s sick, Captain. Please—I know it’s his shift, but⁠—”

      Minter pushed past her and rolled Kaz to his side. His gray color had changed to an unhealthy yellow, incongruous with his normally tan skin.

      “Fine. Take him to the infirmary and come right back.”

      “Thank you. Thank you.” She put an arm under Kaz’s shoulder and lifted him up, stifling a groan as she stood under his weight.

      “And be quick about it!” Minter shouted after her, but she was already into the next tunnel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      It was strange how many people thought the desert was always hot. Windhaven, closer to the Haederan equator than even his thin blood would prefer, was cold in the winter, especially at night. Especially after . . . well, wasn’t that why he was home? To forget what had happened? Forgetting apparently wasn’t as easy as it used to be, since he’d been watching the sun rise above the faraway mountains for more than an hour now, unable to sleep. The only thing he’d forgotten over the past years was who he really was.

      If the glass running from the floor all the way to the flat roof had been thinner, he might have heard the goldcrests perched in the cacti on the other side. Four more alighted on the arm of one giant cactus to peck at it as he leaned his forehead against the window to watch. They would kill the plant sooner or later, but they meant no harm. They just didn’t know any better. How could they? Maybe if he reached a hand out, he could touch their feathers through the glass . . . take some of their innocence for himself.

      “Hello there,” he said to the fat one sitting closest to him. The gold-feathered wren chirped silently, accusingly, then flew off in its never-ending search for water. Like it knew what kind of man was speaking to it. Like it saw all the things he’d done. Things he couldn’t think about now. His misplaced loyalties. The blood on his hands. He couldn’t blame the bird for staying away, just like he couldn’t blame the Holy One for deserting him.

      Maybe he could touch the sun instead. Burn away the memories. It was hovering right there, just above the mountains, and it could end his pain. Everyone else’s, too. But the glass was too damn thick . . .

      He laid his forehead back against it, and asked once more for guidance he knew would never come. What was the point in continuing to pray? Because they said he had to?

      “Gareth? It’s warmer in bed.”

      Chase started at the unexpected voice behind him. At his name. It was always like that the first few nights home. Being on edge was fine out there—lifesaving, even—but embarrassing here in his sanctuary, and Isobel had managed to catch him off guard. He turned to see her propped up on an elbow, staring at him, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders. She’d kicked off the blanket, revealing the black silk gown she knew he loved. There was no question it was a welcome home surprise for him, one much appreciated after more than four months away.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said. The tile was cold under his feet as he walked back to her, almost as cold as space. He couldn’t fall into bed fast enough. “I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t wake me.”

      Chase smiled as he slipped between the sheets. “No?” he asked. “Then how long have you been watching me?”

      She was right. The bed was warmer. Isobel herself was warmer. He wound his icy feet between her hot ones and she yelped in surprise. Was the fever back? She hadn’t said anything in any of her messages, but that was just like her. Isobel never wanted him to worry about her when he was off-world.

      “Only since you said good morning to the bird.” Isobel laughed and reclaimed her feet.

      “You had to have woken up to hear that.” He shook his head. It was too hard not to smile at her too.

      She laughed again and ran a finger across his cheek, at the dusting of offensive freckles there, her eyebrows raised in mock reproach.

      “I know.” It was almost as if he could see the dark flecks across his nose, the ones Isobel vocally abhorred. The ones he’d been lightening since their wedding, like most every other wealthy Haederan. Unless a mission became too precarious. “I was . . . busy.”

      “It was a bad one this time, then?” Her soft brown eyes turned anxious behind long lashes.

      They’re always bad these days. Have been for a while.

      “No worse than usual,” he lied.

      If one considered forcing a fifteen-year-old to give up the location of his traitor father no worse than usual. There’d been no time for finesse with the boy, and this mission would haunt him for a long while. The child’s father? Well, he deserved death as certainly as the beetles that infested the water condensers at Windhaven—anyone who provided the Commonwealth photos of the navy’s orbital shipyards deserved to die. But his war wasn’t with children. He’d told the boy that at the end, praying it gave him some measure of comfort.

      Even knowing it was a lie.

      For no matter what he’d promised the child, his superiors in the Haederan Imperial Security Command had their own ideas, and the son would soon meet the same fate as the father. Orders from on high this time—the emperor would never chance familial retaliation in such a sensitive case. Risk-averse the man was, oh yes. He thought of Sophie and Marc, both five years younger than the boy, and forced a smile. It wasn’t hard to guess that this last assignment was a reminder that even his twins were required to respect imperial authority.

      Isobel matched his expression with a mechanical smile of her own. After so long, she must know a lie when she heard one, but she would never ask. Especially not now, when the state-run mediavids showed another minor Commonwealth planet and deep-space station falling each week. He wasn’t sure how much of her silence was respect for the secrecy of his job, and how much of it was a firm desire to remain oblivious to the more unpleasant facts of Haederan society. Not that she could live outside it altogether, but she pretended like an expert, and whatever the reason for her silence, he was grateful.

      “I’m—I’m glad to hear it wasn’t so bad,” she said.

      It was obvious she didn’t believe him, and that was risky. Isobel of all people could never know his many doubts, his increasing doubts. The misgivings he was finding harder and harder to conceal from everyone in his life. Was it an early midlife crisis? Was the guilt finally becoming too much to bear? The only thing he was certain of was that Isobel must never find out.

      Because sooner or later, everyone talked.

      He closed his eyes against her touch and feigned sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “My lord?”

      He woke with a pounding head, minus one wife and plus one clear glass bottle of lightening fluid on his bare chest. Isobel hadn’t been joking about the freckles.

      “My lord?” The voice near his ear was low and insistent. “Are you awake?”

      Zavis.

      If he closed his eyes, maybe Zavis wouldn’t notice he was awake. Maybe he’d leave. No—Zavis had been in the Windhaven household for far too long to fall for his master’s charade. His most trusted servant would never leave him alone, especially his first day home.

      “I’m sorry to wake you, my lord, but there’s a visitor in the courtyard for you. A—a courier. One of yours.”

      At that, Chase forced one eye open. Zavis was hovering near the bed, as sharply dressed and bright-eyed as ever. But he was anxious now, that much was obvious in the crease between his eyebrows. Something was wrong, something his normally unruffled valet couldn’t hide.

      “Where’s Isobel?” he asked, parched. Why was his throat so dry? He’d been off-world too long, had become unacclimated to Haedera’s weather. He reached for the side table, but the usual glass of water was missing. Yes, Zavis was truly anxious to forget that.

      “Also in the courtyard, my lord. She wanted an early breakfast.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yes—”

      He swore, cutting Zavis off. “You should have known better!” Woe to the courier who’d disturbed Isobel’s long hoped-for day alone with her husband.

      The vial clattered to the floor as he sat up; he kicked it under the bed. With Zavis on his heels, he stalked to the courtyard, which was already warm in the midmorning sun. As he’d feared, Isobel was lounging in her usual spot between the fountain and the cactus that was as round as Haedera II’s moon, a matching robe pulled around her sleep gown and a decidedly displeased expression on her face.

      Her glare was directed at the courier, a young ISC lieutenant, who drew a deep breath of relief when Chase appeared. Somewhat belatedly, after one last nervous glance at Isobel, he saluted.

      What had she said to him? Chase wanted to laugh that his slight wife had intimidated the young man, who was feared by every other Haederan simply by virtue of his job. But Isobel wasn’t immune. Especially Isobel. He held out his hand.

      “Hand it over.”

      “Yes, Colonel.” The courier reached into his pocket and withdrew the cylinder.

      Chase’s heart skipped at the contents of the clear plastic. Paper orders, hand-delivered.

      No.

      “Zavis,” he said, pressing his index finger to the seal. It turned red under his print. “Show the lieutenant out.”

      “But, sir,” the lieutenant protested. “I need your answer.”

      He shot the lieutenant what he hoped was a dangerous look.

      “Is there any acceptable answer but yes?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good. Then you can deliver that message. Now out.” He held his breath as the courier and Zavis departed through the far gate, then turned worried eyes to Isobel. “I can’t do this,” he said. “I won’t.”

      She managed a wan smile in return. “I’m sure whatever General Lient has in mind is important enough.”

      Isobel sounded skeptical but resolute. He loved her unquestioning acceptance of reality. His reality. The reality that included jumping whenever the head of the Imperial Security Command so much as suggested it. Especially with his future promotion in the works—head of ISC’s Interstellar Counterintelligence Division. A desk job for the first time in a long while. Some dreaded it; he looked forward to it more and more each day.

      “I hope you’re right.” It wouldn’t just be important for them to call him back out now—it would be critical. It’s only been one day, his mind screamed. What are they thinking? He skimmed the orders, and his skin prickled at the signature. “Isobel. These aren’t from Lient.”

      Isobel frowned slightly, then her perfect mouth formed a silent expression of shock and understanding.

      “It doesn’t matter. I won’t go.” He tried to slip the courier capsule into his shirt pocket, only to realize he was half dressed. He let it dangle from his fingertips instead. Like a poison. “Not now,” he said. “Not for this.” Isobel knew better than to ask what this was, but this was not something he was going to waste his time on. Was it a joke?

      “Don’t cross him.” She’d been pale before, but now her lips were white. “It’s not worth it. Not even you⁠—”

      “I can’t leave you. Do you think I can’t see you’re not well?” He hated the anguish in his voice, hated that he’d broken in front of her. “I’d never forgive myself if⁠—”

      She was up, her arms around him, before his mind finished the thought. “Then let’s not waste the time we have left.”

      All his skill in reading people, all his years of experience, and her lack of denial was the only confession he would ever extract from her. Isobel’s heated lips barely touched his, and his breath quickened as she pressed harder. He let her lead him back to the bedroom, let her make him forget the best she could. It never worked, but he would keep pretending it did, for her sake. For as long as they had left.

      Hours later, he guessed he was halfway to the imperial palace in Rebet before she woke to find him gone.
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      Kaz had been missing from the mining detail for two weeks now. At least Katryn thought it was two weeks. Without his smile to look forward to, she’d become numb, distant to everyone and everything. The dreams of home had become more frequent, and the wish that Xan would save her was at the front of her mind every day. Silly, innocent, impossible wishes.

      Maybe that was why she didn’t care what might happen when she cornered Captain Minter inside the barrack dome that night. A supply ship was on the way, so the miners had been released early for the evening to be locked down in the dome when it arrived, and the Haederan officer looked to be in a good mood. Hopefully, the anticipation of a new stock of liquor had made him cheery enough to answer her questions.

      “Where is he?” she asked without preamble. Haederans didn’t deserve evening pleasantries.

      Minter turned, eyebrows raised. “Excuse me?”

      “Kaz Augus. The man I took to the infirmary two weeks ago. Why isn’t he back yet?”

      “Still sick, I suppose. Do I look like the medic?” Minter shrugged and turned away to watch the other prisoners filter in.

      “Then you didn’t—” Katryn vented a frustrated sigh at his dismissal.

      “Didn’t what?” Irritation crossed his face when he realized she was still standing next to him. “I didn’t do anything to Augus. What’s he to you, anyway?”

      Oh no. Minter was, apparently, one of the very few who wasn’t aware of their connection. It had to remain that way. Relationships were too easily used by the Haederans.

      “He’s a colleague. A colleague I’m worried about. You all don’t have the best reputation here, in case you aren’t aware.”

      Minter gave a short chuckle at that. “Well aware.” His lip curled in annoyance. “You’re not going to leave me alone unless I let you see him, will you?”

      Katryn shook her head and held her breath, sensing an imminent change in heart.

      “Fine,” he said. “You’ve got twenty minutes. And no whining about being awake on time tomorrow either.”

      “I won’t.”

      She had to force herself to walk steadily to the infirmary instead of running. Kaz was alive. For now. Resources meant everything when so few supply ships visited Iythea. A useless miner . . . a useless prisoner . . . it was surprising the Haederans hadn’t decided he was a waste of resources already.

      Kaz was alone in the infirmary, the sole Iythean medic gone on whatever other menial duty she’d been assigned to. He didn’t lift his head when she walked in, and his skin had that horrid sallow tone, but he gave her a small smile. Her shoulders sank in relief as she knelt next to him.

      “I’ve missed you.” He reached out his hand.

      She put her hand over his. “I’ve missed you, too,” she whispered. “I’ve been so worried. What—what happened?”

      He coughed. “Tumor in my liver. You’d have to ask the medic what kind, but it’s some genetic fluke. It feeds off the gas.” His eyes met hers, the sadness there broadcasting the rest of the prognosis.

      No. It wasn’t possible. “But you were tested,” she said. “And the corazamine . . .”

      “I guess not carefully enough.” Kaz looked away. “And she said the corazamine doesn’t work on me. I might as well have walked outside and been done with it for all the good it’s been doing for me.”

      Someone had made a mistake. Everyone assigned to Iythea underwent extensive medical testing before arriving to prevent this very possibility. Even the permanent parts of the station couldn’t protect certain people from the toxic Iythean gas that made the atmosphere uninhabitable, but for humans with normal genetics, ones for whom corazamine worked, it was safe. It didn’t matter how he’d slipped through the screening, because with that broken gene, Kaz had no chance. There was only one thing to do.

      “Then we have to get you off this planet. It might slow the tumor down enough, at least until you can get real medical care. It certainly wouldn’t hurt. I’ll beg them. I’ll do anything. Minter let me come see you tonight, I’m sure he might⁠—”

      “Katryn.” Kaz squeezed her hand. “You know we’re not allowed to leave. I don’t know what they’re up to here, but they’re not going to take the chance that someone will figure it out and talk off-world. This is it for me.” And for you, she read in his expression.

      “No.” Her denial was fierce. “I won’t accept that.”

      “I’m going to die. Soon. There’s nothing you or anyone else can do about that now.” Kaz closed his eyes. “I only wish . . .”

      He was silent for so long that she shook his shoulder, terrified she’d heard his last words, that he was already gone. “What? What, Kaz? You only wish what?”

      He opened his eyes and smiled at her. “That I wouldn’t die here.”

      Katryn watched his shallow breathing as she held her own. What should have been a difficult decision came all too easily. “Then you’re not going to die here.”

      “I always thought you were crazy,” Kaz said, “but you normally show it in other ways. Ways I certainly do miss.”

      As did she. It had been so long . . .

      Kaz knocking on her door.

      His arms around her.

      Kicking off the sheets the next morning.

      She shook off the memories. “I’m not crazy. Listen to me, Kaz. They sent us back in early tonight because there’s a supply ship coming in. When it leaves, we can get you out on it.”

      “Tell me you aren’t serious.” He coughed.

      “Why not?” It wasn’t as though they needed to get him to safety. Just off Iythea.

      “Because for one thing, I don’t think being executed when they find me stowing away is a better solution to this problem!”

      “But it wouldn’t be on Iythea. That’s what you want most, right?” She hadn’t realized how much she shared Kaz’s wish until he’d spoken it out loud.

      You have time. Kaz’s time is running out.

      “You’re right. It wouldn’t be on Iythea.” He closed his eyes again, a grimace on his face. Would he be able to walk to the hangar dome? Would he even live long enough to get there? “A supply ship, you say? Then yes,” he said after a long pause. She wondered what he was thinking, but Kaz would never tell. Never had. “If you have a plan to get me to it, let’s do this.”

      “I—I think I can come up with something. If you can sit up.”

      With great effort, he did, and Katryn had second thoughts about his ability to make the short walk. There had to be another way. She scoured the small infirmary for something, anything that would help. A cane, perhaps. Ludrocin would be useful. The drug could make a stunned man run like he was fifteen years old, but it wasn’t surprising the Haederans had taken all of that medication. Katryn sat on the edge of the cot and rubbed her eyes. There was no way to sneak him out. None. Not on short notice.

      “Hold on,” Kaz said.

      Her eyes questioned him, but he had addressed a man pushing the cargo cube down the hallway, an Iythean Research Association cook she’d seen in the past but had never met.

      “Yeah, you,” Kaz said as the cook paused at his order. “What’s in the box?”

      The cook glanced down and shrugged. “Plant experiments for the shuttle.”

      “That cube’s shielded?” Katryn asked. Good idea, Kaz.

      “Yeah. Gas would kill the plants if it wasn’t.”

      She exchanged a nervous glance with Kaz.

      “What if I wanted to deliver that cargo to the hangar dome instead of you? What would it take for you to want to switch jobs for the night?”

      He grinned. “From you, Doctor?”

      “From me.” She pushed Kaz’s concerned hand away from her shoulder and grimaced inside. “Whatever you want. When I get back,” she hastily added. It was a flippant suggestion. Nothing like that was tolerated on Iythea anymore. Not between the prisoners, at least.

      “Then you’ve bought yourself a box full of plants.” The cook pushed the cube inside the room and walked off, hands in his pockets, whistling.

      “You aren’t really going to . . .” Kaz sounded dubious and jealous at the same time.

      “With Minter watching everything that goes on in the barracks? Hardly. I may owe him in some other way, though. Now get in.”

      It was a tight squeeze between the cartons of arrowroot and bittercress—grown on Iythea in an attempt to dispel the effects of the gas—but Kaz fit. The green surrounding him made him look a little less ill. She pressed her lips to his, then backed away to close the cover.

      “Wait.” Kaz grabbed her arm. “How many Haederans do you think are on that ship?”

      Did it really matter once he was discovered? One armed man was enough to shoot him.

      “I don’t know,” she said. How would she know? “A dozen?”

      Kaz mulled over that for a moment. “Second drawer from the left. There’s a small box. Get it for me, will you?”

      She rolled her eyes at the delay but did what he wanted. The white box was sealed and heavier than its size suggested.

      “What is it?”

      “Pills. Just in case. I wasn’t ready before, but now . . . depending on what happens . . .” His voice cracked. “Katryn, I’m afraid of what they’ll do to me.”

      This was for real, then, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. She handed him the case, and the tears started to fall as their fingers touched. A joke—she had to make a joke to cover up this nameless emotion.

      “Poison pills aren’t exactly an engineer’s expertise, Kaz. Are you sure you’re not a spy or something?”

      A bad joke. Kaz loved her bad jokes.

      He smiled and gestured for her to close the cube. Katryn pushed the button and engaged the levitation before guiding it out the door with a finger.

      The marked cargo cube allowed her open access to the hangar dome. A Haederan corporal opened the last door for her and scanned the box. He moved aside to let her by when it came up clean, but the thirty seconds it had taken him to search the shielded container took thirty years off her life.

      “We’ve been waiting on this one,” he said. “Hurry up and get it out there.” She looked toward the center of the dome at his instruction, and her forehead creased in confusion at what lay in front of her. The expected cargo ship was there, oh yes, but an unmarked courier ship sat next to it, venting exhaust.

      Two ships?

      The Haederans wouldn’t be having such a rousing party with their newest delivery of alcohol, not with whoever had arrived on that courier ship. Lighter at the thought, she plodded toward the ship with the open cargo door, the cube floating beside her.

      One tech at the end of the ship’s ramp nodded at her while the other worked the box’s controls to lower it onto the ramp. Removing her hand from the cube was the hardest thing she’d ever done, and she forced back tears as she watched the conveyer belt start, moving Kaz up the ramp and inside the ship.

      Gone.

      “You’re done here. Back inside.” The tech jerked his head back toward the door.

      “Oh.” She hadn’t realized she was still standing there. “Sorry.”

      The ship’s engines screeched, and the tears fell as she walked back across the ramp, unable to believe how much she felt Kaz’s absence on Iythea already. The corporal opened the outer door for her—more out of expedience than courtesy—and when he pulled his mask down and turned back to watch the ships, she stopped in front of the viewing window behind him.

      She would watch Kaz leave before she returned to the barracks. She would say one last goodbye. The dome roof opened, and the cargo ship lifted off silently, leaving the lone courier ship below.

      The emptiness was physically painful.

      “What are you doing?”

      Ice rushed through her, an unfamiliar feeling on Iythea, and she spun around at Minter’s voice.

      “Watching the ship leave . . . wishing I was on it.” Why not be honest?

      Minter narrowed his eyes at her. She could tell the precise moment he realized he’d been had, because those narrowed eyes snapped open as round as the coins they used on Zarcron. He shoved her against the wall and swung the door to the hangar dome open, heedless of the fact he wore no mask.

      “Corporal! Call that ship back!”

      The corporal stared at him in bewilderment as the roof closed, sealing the dome.

      “It’s—it’s too late, sir. They’re already in the gas, and they’ll be in comm blackout once they exit. It’ll be weeks before we can get a message to them.”

      Minter swore as he stormed back inside. “Did you think this would accomplish anything, Doctor? That you saved him? All you’ve bought him is a little more time and a ghastly death when he’s discovered.”

      “I bought him everything, you⁠—”

      She didn’t hear the explosion through the heavy glass of the dome, but the flash caught everyone’s eye, brilliant fireworks of yellow and orange that only died down when each fiery piece had fallen, mixing into the red of Iythea’s surface. For a moment, Katryn wasn’t the only one who stood there stunned. The corporal recovered first and ducked past her and Minter, shouting instructions into his handheld comm.

      The case. It hadn’t been full of suicide pills after all. Kaz wasn’t an engineer—or, at least, not only an engineer. He had fooled everyone, even her. Katryn began to laugh, a feverish, high-pitched cry of understanding.

      She only wished she’d seen Minter’s stun pistol sooner.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I thought my request was clear, sir. She was to be handed over to us unharmed. Was there anything vague about that desire in my transmission this morning?”

      The words were a blur in the headache that seemed to have taken over Katryn’s entire body, the voice an unfamiliar Haederan one.

      “You didn’t see the explosion, Captain Linden?” It was the horrid colonel in charge of the habitat on Iythea, and his voice made Katryn’s stomach churn. “I’m not sure you could have missed it. Thirty of my men were on that ship. This woman was involved in the sabotage, and she’ll be held responsible for it. I can’t begin to imagine what interest the Imperial Security Command has in her, anyway.”

      No. No, the explosion was Kaz.

      Kaz. Her head hurt more at the thought of him. Or was it her heart? Had he known what kind of trouble he was leaving her in?

      “With all due respect, sir, I suggest you stop worrying about her and start worrying about your perimeter security. Our interest in this prisoner isn’t your business.” The new voice sounded smug—or perhaps bored.

      There was a long pause. Why couldn’t she lift her head?

      “Then take her and get off my station.”

      “Gladly, sir.”

      Multiple hands lifted her from the hard ground and dragged her up a ramp into what she assumed was the courier ship. Katryn didn’t fight them. She would go willingly with anyone who didn’t seem like they intended to put a bullet in her head in the next ten seconds. The hands dropped her onto a seat, more comfortable than anything she’d sat on in months, and she opened her eyes. The muscle weakness slowly ebbed away—the headache didn’t. She stared at the metal grate that made up the floor, unable to force her neck to move.

      “Post-stun headaches are nasty. It’ll go away faster if you don’t move, though it seems you may have deserved this one. Colonel Ellicot certainly thought so, at least.”

      At that, she raised her head. The man who spoke from across the narrow cargo bay was no older than she, perhaps younger, with sandy brown hair and dark eyes that could have belonged to anyone from a half-dozen Commonwealth worlds. The uniform, she didn’t recognize, but he was certainly no one friendly to her cause. Not with that accent. Katryn rubbed the side of her head and stared at him.

      “Rhys Linden.” He leaned toward her with an outstretched hand, and then pulled it back, as though he’d realized the absurdity of shaking hands with a woman he’d saved from probable execution. Or maybe he’d realized she couldn’t move enough to meet him halfway.

      “You’re not Haederan Army.” A ridiculous statement since this young captain had all but ordered the station colonel to release her to him. Of course he wasn’t. “Haederan intelligence?” she guessed wildly.

      How she wished Kaz was here. He would know. Or Xan. Xan could fix anything, even this. Whatever this was—besides engines spooling up and an enemy officer sitting across from her.

      A chuckle crossed his lips. “You might say that.”

      His evasiveness was exasperating and telling at the same time. “What do you want with me?”

      “I don’t want you, not really.” He tilted his head toward her. “When was the last time you talked to your brother?”

      “My—my brother? Xan?”

      “Cute nickname. He’s Commonwealth Navy, is he not?”

      Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. Why was he asking questions about Xan? Xan had the most boring job in existence, an accountant by any other name. She’d always made fun of him for it. He couldn’t mean anything to this Haederan with his easy smile and sinister bearing and attire.

      “He’s—yes, but he’s not on a ship.” Her gut told her there was no point in remaining quiet, that he knew everything already. “He’s only an accountant.”

      “Is that what he told you he does?” Linden smiled as the courier ship lifted off. “Interesting cover. An accountant . . . it fits him.” He chuckled a bit to himself at that assessment.

      “Cover?” Fear made one half mute, it seemed. She gathered her wits enough to ask the silly question. “Xan’s a spy?”

      Linden laughed out loud that time, and she hated the sound because it was charming and attractive and reminded her of Kaz.

      “No one uses the word spy,” he said. “Commonwealth Special Operations Forces, if you want to be exact. That’s his first job, at least. His second is even more clandestine.”

      Even through her blinding headache, his meaning couldn’t have been clearer.

      “Xan’s no traitor,” she whispered. It wasn’t possible. Xan loved Zarcron. He’d served the Commonwealth for years.

      “That’s a harsh word, don’t you think? If it makes you feel any better, it wasn’t his idea.” He shrugged. “You might be right, though. Your brother has become less and less helpful since the attack on Iythea and finally disappeared altogether weeks ago. I hope a little encouragement will be enough to get him back on track.”

      “And I’m the encouragement.”

      Linden nodded once, cautiously, like he didn’t want to offend her.

      It was a terrifying implication. Katryn glanced out the window, but the view was blocked by pale scarlet gas as Iythea disappeared below the fog and was gone. She’d been wrong before, and being wrong had never been such a relief.

      However this ended, Xan had already saved her.
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      Chase stared down the long hallway leading to the emperor’s formal study. He knew what was waiting for him inside; he’d been here enough times. A large room with a vaulted and intricately engraved glass ceiling, longer than it was wide, with a low set of stairs cutting it in half and floor-to-ceiling windows on the left side. He could see himself in the polished marble floor of the front half before it turned to lush carpet, and the gold-and-diamond alig lizard statues that lined the niches on the right side were a millennium old.

      A throne room by any other name. There wasn’t even a desk in there. The courier capsule burned his skin through his pocket, and his identities—all three of them—weighed heavy on his shoulders as he walked as slowly as possible down the plush corridor.

      If only he’d had the foresight to arrive at the palace in something other than the traveling clothes he’d picked off the floor at home. In his panic, he hadn’t considered that His Majesty would be displeased by anything more casual than his dark green service uniform. No matter. However informally he was dressed, however out of uniform he was, security hadn’t questioned him when he’d arrived—through an entrance on the east side reserved for the most trustworthy—and now only a wood door separated him from the emperor.

      Well, a wood door and two imperial guardsmen in full navy-and-gold regalia, already eyeing him warily as he approached. Perhaps it was his unexpected appearance, perhaps it was the loose khaki pants and gauzy, untucked shirt. Frankly, they ought to be grateful he was wearing shoes.

      “His Imperial Majesty is expecting you, my lord,” the guardsman said with a brisk bow that managed to be defiant and courteous at the same time.

       Expecting him? This was an unforeseen snag in his impromptu plan. Chase nodded at the guardsman’s insipid smirk and pushed the door open. It wasn’t the time to worry about what the emperor’s ceremonial security thought of him. He knew who was really in charge of things, and that was all that mattered.

      His Imperial Majesty, Devan Owin Arwel IV, First Prince of the House of Claerwen, the High Emperor of the Sacred Empire of Haedera—it was hard to not fill in his entire title whenever Chase saw him—was standing by the impressive window that overlooked the sheer cliffs of the northern edge of the imperial palace. Mist rose from outside, a product of the waterfall that plunged over the cliffs, the source of most of the water in this part of the world. A rainbow shimmered through the spray, casting its color through the window and against the emperor’s embroidered shirt and the polished floor. There wasn’t a more appropriate image for this situation—a rainbow, the harbinger of death and destruction.

      The emperor turned at Chase’s appearance and smiled. “Well. What a pleasant surprise.”

      “You think this is pleasant?” Chase jerked the cylinder from his pocket and held it at eye level. “Political officer? On Defiant? What kind of joke is this? You know I don’t do space work anymore.”

      In truth, he hadn’t ever wanted to do space work at all, but few ISC officers escaped it. His superiors had seen his required political officer assignment on Gauntlet years ago as somewhat of a joke—or, perhaps, punishment for his father’s position. His father had always been loyal to the empire and his emperor, but ISC didn’t trust anyone, even an honored and reliable Imperial Haederan Navy admiral. You should have joined the navy, Lieutenant Chase, they’d liked to say to him when he was fresh from the academy. You won’t find any favor here.

      He’d made sure to prove them wrong.

      “It’s no joke. Orders. Lient gave me the impression you don’t question those.” The emperor’s lips thinned. “But since they say nothing about you reporting to me here in Rebet, it appears he was mistaken. If I’m not mistaken, you’ve missed your ride.”

      “I won’t go. I already have orders.”

      Orders which dictated he stay on Haedera II for at least the next two years. It had been planned that way, as a kind of reward for his last assignment, and he didn’t mind the planetary restriction. Leaving Isobel now was unthinkable, anyway. And for a full year?

      Even more, he’d had career plans. ISC had plans for him. His promised position in Interstellar Counterintelligence would have kept him away from—well, from their secondary plans for him. The truth serum research, the work with the miracle drug lacrozenate, the program that would be the final death of his soul. But now, by the time he returned from Asria, they’d have filled that counterintel billet with someone else, and there would be nothing else left for him to do . . .

      Something fearful stirred inside him, and before he could stop himself, before he could stay his treasonous hand, the cylinder hit the emperor’s chest with a thud.

      Chase’s eyes widened in shock at what he’d done.

      The emperor’s eyes flickered downward to the tube, now lying innocently on the floor, then met his. Only for the briefest second, then, as if in invitation for Chase to follow, they flickered sideways toward the shadows.

      Toward the crown prince, Owin, and a dark-haired stranger, both lounging under an unlit chandelier.

      Crown prince and stranger was all Chase could discern through the sudden thudding of his heart. He hadn’t been alone with the emperor in his throne room after all. This wasn’t a grave mistake—it’d been a potentially fatal one.

      You must salvage this . . . 

      “You will comply with those orders with no further argument,” the emperor said, his gaze slowly moving back to Chase. “And you will remember whose study you have just barged into.”

      “I—” His breath became short. There was only one option left, however humiliating it would be. He fell to one knee, head bowed. “I am sorry for my offense, sire. And Your Highness as well. I was . . . I was out of line.”

      There was a snort from the stranger in the chair. The crown prince, Chase decided as he chanced a deferential nod to the side, merely looked bored.

      “To say the least.” The emperor’s feet turned sideways. “Victor, let me introduce you to Colonel Gareth Chase. My . . .”

      His voice drifted off into the mist outside, along with any hope Chase had of surviving his misstep. Chase suppressed a shiver as silence filled the room, as cold as the knife that would shortly be across his throat.

      Holy One, protect me.

      There was no answer, of course.

      “My son-in-law,” the emperor finally concluded.

      He swallowed at the recognition but didn’t dare move. Not yet.

      The feet turned back toward him; the emperor’s stare bored a hole in the back of his head.

      Better than a knife at your throat.

      “Get up, Gareth. You of all people look ridiculous on your knees.”

      Chase stood, swiping the courier container into his hand as he straightened.

      “Sire, I—she’s not well. And a political officer position⁠—”

      The emperor made a slight not now motion with his hand—and his eyes—and turned to the stranger. The dark-haired, green-eyed stranger. He almost looked . . .

      Asrian?

      But that couldn’t be.

      The stranger stood and nodded toward Chase. “Victor Rendon.” His mouth quirked up slightly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Colonel.”

      He was the last to know something, and that was never a good thing. Victor Rendon, the King of Asria? A Commonwealth planet? He wasn’t just the last to know, he was unsteady on his feet now. Caught off guard. It was a new feeling, one he didn’t care for.

      “Our guest,” His Imperial Majesty said. “For the time being.”

      “And no longer,” the Asrian added, “the King of Asria.”

      Was the man a mind reader?

      “I see,” Chase said.

      The emperor laughed. “You can admit when you don’t know something, you know. Not that you ever will.” He glanced sideways at the Asrian, skipping over Owin with visible disregard. “Defiant, along with the rest of Alpha Fleet, will take Asria in eight weeks’ time. I’ve agreed to hold the planet under a protectorate status for now. I need you there, in orbit. Ready.”

      One more planet would fall to the empire. Why was he so surprised?

      “Ready for what?”

      The hand-delivered orders made a bit more sense now, but something was off. A closed-door meeting with the emperor, the crown prince, and an Asrian? One he’d been allowed to walk right into?

      The Asrian king—former king, or whatever he was now—spoke.

      “Until recently, my niece was a Commonwealth Navy officer. She will not take the invasion of Asria well, to say the least. I expressed my concern about her acceptance of this occupation to Devan, and he assured me you were the right person to handle any complications she might throw at us.”

      Chase narrowed his eyes at the familiarity. No one called the emperor by his first name, especially in his presence. He was His Imperial Majesty, even to Isobel and her siblings. He’d probably demanded the same of his late wife.

      “Or so I had thought,” the emperor said. “It seems my perception of your court decorum was erroneous. I hope my faith in your other skills isn’t similarly misplaced.”

      He hated that his cheeks became red at that. “What complications do you expect from her?” he asked.

      Victor Rendon merely made an indifferent gesture with his hand. Was he unacquainted with his niece, or was it something else? If only the emperor would give him five minutes alone with the man, but that didn’t look like it was going to happen.

      “That’s for you to figure out. I’m sure you can handle one young woman, whatever she throws at you. Maybe you can use her. She might be a valuable asset to ISC.”

      “I don’t run agents anymore, either.” He hadn’t run agents in years. Some of his officers did, naturally, but it wasn’t something he had much desire to do anymore, and ISC played along. His Majesty had to know that, too.

      “But you could,” the emperor said with insincere patience. “In the meantime, I don’t intend to give you a vacation. I know you feel the position of political officer is beneath you, but Defiant is in need of one.” He shrugged, but the laugh in his eyes was anything but dismissive.

      “What happened to the last one?” Chase asked. The status of ISC personnel with the fleet was of no interest to him. Avoiding the truth serum research and sticking to his regular interrogation schedule had been his only interest of late. That and spending as much time planetside as he possibly could.

      “Died.” The emperor raised his eyebrows at him. “Under suspicious circumstances, like the rest. I’m sure you can figure out what happened to Lieutenant Adler.”

      “The rest?”

      A laugh. “You really have been out of touch. Four Imperial Haederan Navy political officers dead in the last six months. Lient has a real problem out there with the fleet, which means I have a real problem out there with the fleet.”

      Of course. Political officers weren’t popular in the best of regimes, and His Majesty had made an art of threatening Haederan military with the Imperial Security Command. It was no wonder they were so hated. It didn’t take an expert to figure out what was going on.

      “Sire, is this a creative execution?” The sharp knife would have been easier.

      The Asrian snorted in amusement again.

      “And risk Isobel’s wrath?” His father-in-law’s face softened at last. “No. Simply a convenience. You need to get to Asria somehow, and Lient needs to fill a political officer slot. If it makes you feel any better, he didn’t want to let you go.”

      That was no surprise. “I have to pack.”

      “The servants were able to scrounge enough of your belongings from your suite here. It’s not as though you need much. Your trunk is waiting for you on the shuttle.”

      “I have other things to pack.” Things the emperor had no idea about. If they wanted him to investigate Victor Rendon’s niece, he needed his gear. She’d never trust a Haederan colonel, especially an ISC officer, but his alter ego?

      Maybe.

      “Captain Chase’s belongings have been added to your trunk.” Owin, who’d been silent the whole time, finally broke in, the same uninterested expression on his face. “I packed them myself.”

      So. He’d been wrong about that too. Did His Majesty know everything? Even his more secret work? He’d certainly known about his arrival at the palace—Isobel must have warned him. It was time for honesty.

      “I need to say goodbye to my family. Your daughter. Your grandchildren.” Not that family had ever changed the emperor’s mind, but he had to try. More importantly, he needed to remind this Asrian who he was.

      “You lost that opportunity when you decided to argue with me.”

      Try to stop me.

      “You’re too obvious. You won’t be running back to Windhaven today.” The emperor gestured at the guardsman at a side door.

      The guardsman pulled the door open to admit two ISC officers, one a major Chase had never met, one a captain from his last mission. He frowned at both of them as they entered and bowed formally to the emperor.

      The emperor smiled at him as if to say See? Is a little deference to me really such a difficult thing? “Major Reed and Captain Lewis are here to escort you to Defiant.”

      “I don’t need an escort.” Not if he had a chance of escaping to Windhaven to say goodbye, he didn’t.

      “Until you can convince me that your loyalty hasn’t slipped, you do. No one’s safe from Imperial Security. Not even you.” The emperor patted his cheek and grinned. “Enjoy your trip.”
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