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      The Valko swerved in the harsh winds, knocking Avery against her harness. She kicked it left again, but it wasn’t far enough to right the spacecraft entirely. Not only because of the training ship’s incessant desire to disobey her commands—the winds at Alcaris were bad that day—but because the calm she normally felt in space turned to anxiety the closer they got to the ground. Her heart was pounding, but that was no surprise. What was surprising was how much her hands were shaking.

      Because this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Not her first suborbital flight in a Royal Asrian Defense Forces trainer after months of technically flawless atmospheric flight. Not after she’d begged and pleaded with Merritt, who’d claimed the idea of her flying again was horrifying. Not after she’d submitted dozens of pages of paperwork proving that she was, in fact, fit to fly again—at least with a copilot.

      Fox Espelt shot her a look from the right seat as she struggled with the controls. The captain might be five years younger, but right now he seemed just as unflappable in the Valko as he’d been for the past three months. He appeared to have no fear or anxiety about flying with his queen—his combat experience in the Haederan invasion several years before probably had a lot to do with that. Avery tried to ignore his surreptitious glances and gently brought the Valko back to center.

      There.

      With a light finger, she made constant corrections as they hovered over the center of the landing pad, and the anxiety turned to pride. Espelt was smart enough to ignore her whispers, the continual instructions to herself and the Valko. She’d told Merritt she could do this, and as soon as they landed, she’d call him and⁠—

      The gust, stronger than any they’d encountered so far, caught her by surprise.

      “I’ve got it,” Fox called, his calm tone unchanged. Pain shot through her wrist and the ship banked to the right—violently, that time.

      Without argument, she pulled her hands back. Fox brought the ship to the middle of the landing pad and set the Valko down so gently she wouldn’t have been able to tell they’d hit the ground if she hadn’t been watching the altimeter. Within seconds, the landing crew surrounded them, and he popped the hatch on his side and took a breath of fresh air, silent.

      “I knew we should have tried it in the simulator first.” She stared straight ahead, unable to look at him. The early confidence slipped away like she had dreamed it—even though her dreams these days were nightmares.

      “The Valko can be flaky in winds like this. Bad wing design. It’s meant for space.” In the corner of her vision, he shrugged at his obvious excuse and pulled off his helmet. “We’ll try it again next time. You’ll get it. There’s no rush.” His tone was easy, but he had to have known how much this flight meant to her.

      No rush.

      “Yeah. Thanks, Fox.”

      Avery unlatched her harness and poured herself out of the starship on legs that barely held her up. New plane, new flight, new muscles, new weaknesses. The space part had been easy, the atmospheric flight slightly less so, but the landing? She’d forgotten the physical demands of that segment of flight.

      Kusir, she wished she could forget the entire thing. No matter. She let the pending demands of the day rush over her, pushing the tightness in her chest down. With her rushed schedule, there would be no debriefing with Fox today, not even an informal one, which meant Wynne would be waiting for her. She would vent to her head of security on the way back to the palace, then throw herself into her official work. And then, once things settled down and she felt up to it, she would contact Fox and ask for another flight. It was the only thing to do, really. She wouldn’t squander this opportunity to fly with the Defense Forces when her calendar allowed—it was one of the few things from her past life she was still allowed to cling to.

      She crossed through the hangar, stepping aside to let the crew pull in the Valko for inspection and refueling. The door opposite opened right outside an adjacent fence, and on the other side of that fence was a small park. It was in the center of the base and secure but empty now, and that peaceful area was where she needed to be that very second. Her authorization token let her through the fence gate, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      Freedom.

      Wynne would be waiting for her—she’d doubtless been watching the sky for hours—but she had a few minutes, and the park was a shortcut to the aeroflyer pad where Wynne was waiting, anyway. And she needed the time alone. Needed the wind, the sun, and the birds singing in the tree above her, for Wynne was going to take her back to be locked inside the senate building for a few more hours—or the palace, which was pretty much the same thing. It was rare she and Enric even let their royal charge escape to the palace gardens to contemplate life without following along, which Avery couldn’t understand. It wasn’t like the Imperial Haederan Army troops who remained on Asria were allowed anywhere near the place. There was no danger.

      Grass crunched across the park as she let her eyes drift closed. Heart pounding, she jumped to her feet and squinted into the sun at the figure walking across the small lawn. Wynne must have become impatient. But this didn’t look like Wynne, wasn’t walking like Wynne.

      Chase.

      Avery stood without a word—or even an acknowledgment—and headed back the way she’d come. It would take longer, but if she walked fast enough, she could double back through one of the restricted hangars and lose him. Who had he coerced into giving him access this time? Maybe no one. Maybe he’d simply walked on. It was absurd that a Haederan was allowed on a Defense Forces base to begin with, and Chase especially had a habit of talking himself into places where he wasn’t otherwise welcome. But that was part of the agreement she’d been forced into with the Haederan Empire, even if she’d been trying to find a way out ever since.

      Faster, faster.

      It didn’t matter. With her legs still weak from the flight, Chase easily caught up to her before she reached the fence. He stepped in front of her and threw his arm across the gate as she reached for the keypad.

      Her teeth ground together of their own accord.

      “We had an agreement,” she said, focusing on his boots.

      “About me visiting Alcaris?” His lilt was so foreign on a Defense Forces base that she looked up.

      “That uniform.” Avery met his eyes, skipping over the crossed swords on his collar as she lifted her head. A flashback now would be humiliating. “You were not to wear it in my presence.”

      Not that she’d ever seen him in anything else, cultural attaché game or not—it was just the first chance she’d had to admonish him for it.

      Chase glanced down at his green Imperial Security fatigues, the ones she still saw in her nightmares, and frowned.

      “Our agreement was that I wouldn’t wear it at the palace. This”—he looked around toward the fueled Valko on the ramp—“is not the palace.”

      She would have blamed Haederan culture for his obstinance, but this intentional literal-mindedness was pure Chase. There was no winning with him.

      “Never mind,” she snapped. “I don’t care what you wear. Get out of my way.”

      Chase took a step to the side. “Your Majesty, your secretary told me you were here. You know I wouldn’t have come unless it was urgent.”

      “When I’m here, it’s Captain Rendon. And stop bothering my secretary. Who let this man in here?” she yelled over the fence at a group of Valko mechanics leaning against the hangar on a break. One of the women raised her eyebrows at Chase and ducked around a corner—to find security, she hoped.

      “Really. A promotion?” His grin faded as his eyes fell to her collar, like he’d just now noticed what she was wearing. “You deserve it, Your Majesty,” he said quietly.

      “It’s old.” The Defense Forces had matched the Commonwealth rank she’d earned during the war. And Chase knew everything that went on around Asria, especially when it had to do with her. She hated him for it. But a deal was a deal, even if she’d made a bad one with him. “And don’t pretend you didn’t know about it before now.”

      “Of course I did. But seeing it in person is something else.”

      At least he wasn’t denying he knew her every move. “Move, Colonel. Or I’ll⁠—”

      “Or you’ll what?” His arm stiffened across the gate at her furious expression. “Look, five minutes. Please. You’ll want to hear this.”

      “No.”

      She turned on her heel and darted through the park, though his footsteps were close behind. Her personal aeroflyer was parked right where it was supposed to be, and her sudden pace kept Chase far enough behind her until she caught sight of Wynne and Enric in the aeroflyer’s rear seat. Wynne tossed her tablet to the side and hopped out to confront him as Avery skirted around her.

      “Leave her alone, Colonel,” she said with more patience than Avery knew she possessed.

      Chase narrowed his eyes. “I need to talk to her.”

      “Then get on her schedule or get Ambassador Neave to do it for you.” Wynne tossed her dark hair over her shoulder, the very picture of a Cadena socialite—albeit one carrying a pistol under her fitted jacket. “You don’t need to be following her around town. I know you have more sense than that.”

      “I was in the area.”

      Wynne snorted. “Try again.”

      Chase glanced at Avery, then back to Wynne. Good. He’d decided he wasn’t going to be able to get closer. She sank back against the seat and re-knotted her hair, brushing off Enric’s questioning look and banal pleasantry. Didn’t he know he was impeding her eavesdropping?

      “Major, it’s urgent.”

      Wynne looked back into the aeroflyer and rolled her eyes. Avery could only hear snippets of her quiet reply—but whatever she said, it worked. Chase glanced inside, halfway apologetic that time, and gave her a quick wave before heading back in the direction he’d come.

      Wynne sighed and climbed inside, across from her and Enric. “Sorry about that,” she said. “But he’s gone now.”

      “I need to know your secrets for making him give up,” Avery said. It wasn’t like Chase to surrender so easily. Or at all. Wynne must have threatened him with bodily harm. “What did you tell him?”

      “Just that you’d had a bad day, and that he was making it worse, which I knew he didn’t want to do.” She squinted at Avery. “You did, didn’t you?”

      “How did you know?” How was it that everyone was better at reading people than her?

      “If you hadn’t, you’d have argued with him rather than running away.”

      “Hmm.” Avery tapped a finger on the window as the flyer lifted off and banked toward the palace. Wynne wasn’t wrong. “Flight didn’t go well.”

      “And you’re not looking forward to your coronation tomorrow.”

      That was an understatement. She’d taken her oath upon her father’s death and her election, another lifetime ago. What was the point of a huge celebration? But she’d delayed the ceremony for months now, and she was out of excuses, though caring for a newborn and recovering from an enemy occupation made good ones.

      “Hardly. Some of our traditions are antiquated, and you know it, Wynne.”

      “Well, you already know my opinion.” Wynne’s eyes darkened, and it wasn’t due to the evening shadows. “There’s too much unrest to go through with this ceremony now.”

      But no one listens to my opinion was her unspoken complaint. Avery smiled as Enric choked down a laugh. Wynne never changed. Threats were everywhere to her.

      “The unrest is directed at the Haederans, not me,” she pointed out.

      And that was the truth. Only a small minority had remained on Asria after their failed invasion—Chase included—but they weren’t popular with Asrians. And their permanency didn’t make sense. What were they running from? Emperor Owin had promised her a kinder, gentler Haedera, and going back to their home planet had to be better than living on a planet where they were hated.

      Then again, even Owin couldn’t change centuries of Haederan culture. Nor did he truly want to, she suspected. Haederans were Haederans, no matter what, even the ones living on Asria, and Chase was proof of that. Their insistence on maintaining their navy’s orbital base was even more proof.

      “And there haven’t been any specific threats, have there?” she asked.

      Enric hedged as Wynne glared out the window.

      “The usual. Nothing specific.” He leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. “I’m afraid you’re not getting out of it this time, my lady.”

      “Avery. Please.” She’d trained Wynne in her preferred informality—while they were alone, at least—but Enric was another matter. “You don’t think he really had something important to tell me, do you?”

      “Colonel Chase? Maybe, but I doubt it.” Wynne looked down at Alcaris, where Chase was an ant-sized dot on the ground. “But even if he does, it can wait. Right?”

      Avery forced a smile. Her unease was a result of nothing more than the mediocre flight and impending coronation. Yes, that was all. Chase wasn’t worth concerning herself over, not with her coronation looming.

      “Right.”
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      Hundreds of Asrians—or maybe thousands—milled about the plaza below her. Avery couldn’t hear them through the thick glass, but she could see them, and that was worse. If only a sudden rainstorm would flash through the capital, flooding the streets and postponing the festivities, but there was no chance of that today, the meteorologists had assured her. She pressed her nose against the window, grateful she was a dozen stories up and that the crowd couldn’t see her through the dark tint.

      Not yet, anyway.

      “It’s really too late now, isn’t it?” she asked the window.

      Merritt appeared behind her, and his hands coiled around her waist. “It was too late a few years ago, love.” His lips touched her bare neck, and she shivered. Never again would she take his touch for granted. “But this is a good thing.”

      Easy for him to say. Today he would blend into the crowd. He’d go unnoticed, as he usually did, because all eyes would be on her. She turned around to face him, the grin on his face infinitely more pleasant than the crowd outside.

      It faded when he saw her look. “You can smile, you know,” he said. “It’s not a betrayal of him if you do.”

      How had he read her mind? The heavy velvet coronation robe draped across the chair in the corner said otherwise. Worn by fifteen generations of Rendons, it still looked new, the trim elaborate and exquisite. The indigo matched the lace of her dress—not that anyone would see how fashionably and uncomfortably she was dressed under all the fabric.

      “This is supposed to be a celebration.” With a freshly manicured finger, she traced the embroidered asters and stars that edged the bottom of the robe. Twinkling stars against the dark velvet night. Like she’d seen yesterday, flying the Valko. “But how am I supposed to celebrate when he never got to wear it? When no other Rendon is here to see me?”

      Her uncle had been the last Rendon to wear this coronation gown, long ago, before she was old enough to remember the ceremony. Not her father. It should have been her father. Her father who had taken his oath after his brother had abdicated, but who’d been killed by the Haederans before Asria had been able to celebrate his ascension. The elder Lucas Rendon deserved to wear it now. Maybe even Quen, but her brother had been gone for years.

      It was too heavy a burden to bear.

      “Lucas is here. And your father would be proud of you.” Merritt sighed and adjusted the high collar of his formal uniform. “He would be thrilled to see you wear it.”

      Avery pressed herself against the window. “I think he’d rather be alive.”

      He flinched, then nodded slightly, conceding that point.

      “Baylen’s outside,” Wynne said, ducking her head around the corner. “Everyone’s ready.”

      Except you was left unspoken. But she wouldn’t tell Wynne—again—how terrified she was. It was time to do what needed to be done, even if most Asrian traditions were silly and ancient and too much of a spectacle. She plastered a fake smile across her lips as the prime minster stuck his head inside.

      “It’s time, Your Majesty.”

      Avery blinked, but Grant Baylen didn’t disappear like she’d hoped. No, he stood there in the hallway looking as well dressed as ever, and she caught her hand before it could smooth her skirt of its own volition. It wasn’t Baylen’s fault that he was a sharp dresser. It wasn’t even his fault that she was about to walk out in front of a crowd of thousands, and that was the real reason she was annoyed by his appearance.

      For how could she feel self-conscious today? She looked fine—beautiful, Merritt had said earlier that morning. Her brown curls were caught up at the nape of her neck, except for the few unruly ones around her temples, and the aster earrings and sparkling gold eye makeup, gaudy on any other day, certainly helped. It all made it easier to accept that she wasn’t just Avery today, but Her Majesty the Queen of Asria.

      She gave Baylen a quick smile, the only way she could hide her distress, and reached for the robe as Merritt held it out. It was heavy on her shoulders as he fastened the clasp on her throat, and she closed her eyes against the weight. It was too appropriate, perhaps. Had every other Rendon monarch felt the same?

      Before she knew it, the small group was downstairs and the cool breeze was washing across her face as the doors were pulled open. And was that—was that cheering? Such a strange reaction to her appearance. Such an unwelcome one. She didn’t deserve this. She hadn’t been born for this. It wasn’t her place.

      Down the lift, out the back door, through the plaza, and into the temple.

      It would be easy. She just had to force her feet to do it.

      Light flashed like a million vidcams just a pace away. Or maybe it was the lightning she’d prayed for hitting the temple. But that was a foolish idea. It wasn’t storming, and the Holy One didn’t answer prayers like that. It had been a beautiful day when she’d stood up there staring out the window, with no clouds in sight, and⁠—

      An unseen force threw her to the pavement, scraping her cheek open. Heat, fire, cold, ringing, deafness—she reeled under the rapid-fire assault on her senses. She tried to stagger to her feet, into the fire. Wynne pushed her back down, her lips moving in some sort of command, though Avery couldn’t hear anything through the unnatural silence in her own head. Ash drifted downward, falling on her head and that worthless blue cloak. Someone else yanked her up by the arm, and before she could argue, she was pulled, not carefully, along the no-longer-white but red and gray stone path. Her shoes slipped on the ash, her ears rang, and where—where were Merritt and Lucas?

      She threw the strange arm off and spun around, desperate.

      “Not the flyer,” Wynne’s face was pale as she hollered at Baylen’s security team, her smooth cheeks smudged with black soot. Enric was nowhere in sight. “Senate building. Basement. The entire building’s been cleared. Now!” She pushed on Avery’s back, almost as forceful as the explosion had been.

      “But Lucas and Merritt.” Avery slid on the ash, and Wynne pulled her up once more.

      “They’re fine. Go!”

      Wynne was lying. She was lying because she’d seen them herself and she knew they weren’t alive. They were dead, they had fallen back there somewhere on the hard ground, and Wynne wasn’t saying anything because they weren’t her first priority.

      But no. There was Lucas, at least, a little brown-haired sack thrown over Enric’s shoulder as they darted inside. His gray eyes focused on her, wide with fear.

      Avery scrambled forward as he reached for her, his cries propelling her onward and through the glass doors at the back of the senate building. Someone else grabbed her arm as soon as she stepped foot in the small lobby, then pulled her down a flight of stairs before she reached him. Maybe several. It was impossible to tell, especially through the crowd of security that had suddenly surrounded her.

      She tried to push by them. Freedom. She needed freedom. Nothing mattered but Lucas and Merritt. Didn’t they understand? Nothing mattered now but getting to them.

      Wynne appeared on her right arm as she gasped for air.

      “I need to check you out,” she said. “Let me make sure you’re all right, let them make sure Lucas and Colonel Rendon are all right, and then I’ll track them down for you. Can you do that?”

      Avery nodded, heart pounding. Wynne would get her way. There was no use arguing with her.

      “As long as they’re fast,” she whispered.

      “They will be.” Wynne jerked her head at the medic who’d pushed his way through the crowd, a uniformed security guard behind him. “Second office on the left.”

      He nodded, and she and Wynne followed him into the dark room. Wynne flipped on the lights and shot her an apologetic look. Avery shook her head as she sank into the upholstered chair just inside the doorway and closed her eyes. Wynne couldn’t help the bright lights, and if Avery couldn’t see the guards outside, couldn’t see the light that bathed everything in that peculiar radiance, couldn’t see the walls that were threatening to cave in on her, everything would be just fine.

      “Your Majesty?” The medic sounded nervous. “Could you look at me? I need to check your pupils.”

      Reluctantly, she opened them to stare at his concerned face. “I don’t have a concussion,” she said, tilting her head up. “I didn’t hit my head. Just my shoulder. And it’s not bad.”

      “Shrapnel?” Wynne’s voice was sharp. Neither she nor the medic pointed out that Avery had, in fact, hit her face.

      The medic gave Avery a questioning look.

      Through all this fabric?

      “It’s just my ears. And my cheek.” With tentative fingers, she brushed her face, coming away with blood. No one looked too concerned about that, though. The scrape couldn’t be that bad.

      “No headache?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      Please don’t touch me.

      “Then I’ll just clean up the scrape and be out of here, my lady. The hearing should resolve itself soon. If it doesn’t, we’ll worry about it later.”

      He pulled a small wrapped package from his bag, and she flinched as his hand moved toward her cheek.

      Ice.

      It was odd how something so small, so insignificant, so innocuous could be a horrible reminder of what had happened to her during the war.

      Her fear must have been written on her face, because his lip twitched and he held the package out to Wynne instead.

      “This doesn’t require my attention. If anything changes, come find me. Loss of consciousness, headache, slurred speech . . . you know the drill.” He ducked out with a curt and rather confused nod at both of them.

      Avery ran her hands over her face. “Just stick it on and let’s be done with it, Wynne. There’s nothing wrong with me, but I suppose a scar might frighten Lucas.”

      Lucas. She was going to have to fight her way past Wynne to find him.

      Wynne pushed herself off the desk. “You start feeling ill, you tell me.” At Avery’s silence, her voice grew harder. “Promise me.”

      “Yes. Fine. I promise.”

      Wynne, while only four years older, could still make her feel like a child, even on the day of her coronation.

      “Good.”

      Wynne opened the pack, and Avery looked away as she smoothed the clear plastic ice on her cheek. It was cold, yes, but Wynne’s fingers were warm, unlike the chilled hands of the Haederan medic who’d treated her injuries deep in that prison under Cadena. She wasn’t living the past—but was the future any better?

      “Your Majesty?”

      It was another medic, but this one—her heart almost stopped—this one had Lucas clinging to her shirt. With a cry the whole basement probably heard, she grabbed him and sank down against the wall, the dark velvet cloak pooling around her like blood. He laid his head on her shoulder, soundless.

      “Is he all right?” She tried to push his head off her to assess him, but he tightened his grip on the shoulder of her dress, still silent. “Why isn’t he saying anything?”

      “He’s just scared.” The medic tried to smile. “Wanted his mother and lovey.”

      At that, Lucas looked up with wide eyes. “Lovey?”

      Avery blew out a choked laugh. “We’ll find that later. When we get home.” She glanced up at the guards outside the door. “Can we get home?”

      “They’re clearing the palace now. Once we make sure it’s secured and find a safe route, we’ll get you back.”

      Avery nodded and squeezed Lucas so tight he began to cry. “Sorry, boo.” She kissed the top of his head, the softness of his hair at odds with the rest of her emotions. Baylen slipped into the office past the guards, and she jerked her head off Lucas’s. “What happened?” she asked him.

      “Three bombs,” he said with a glance at Wynne. “Two inside the temple itself and one in the smaller shrine outside. Someone really wanted this to work.”

      “Do we know how bad yet?”

      Wynne shifted.

      “Seventeen dead so far, Your Majesty. Countless injuries.”

      Seventeen. Seventeen futures gone and families ruined. More of Asria destroyed. They were supposed to be celebrating, reveling in something that hadn’t happened in so long, and instead . . .

      Their deaths were on her. They’d been here to see her, and she was responsible. Lucas squirmed and whined in her grip, but she couldn’t take her gaze off Baylen.

      “Senator Perera and Senator Comelles and her husband are among the dead. It’ll take a while to identify most . . .” He must have mistaken her silence for interest.

      “I understand.” Her voice broke. She knew why he’d trailed off. She’d never seen that horrified look on his face, not even on the night they’d both been arrested by the Haederans. She hadn’t known it was possible to feel worse, but this—this was ghastly. It would take weeks, if not months, to identify the remains. “And the target?”

      A stupid question, perhaps, but she needed to hear someone say it. Maybe this wasn’t her fault. Maybe someone had a personal issue with one of the other guests.

      Three bombs, Avery. Two in the temple, precisely where you’d have been standing five minutes later. Who else would they be after?

      The prime minister narrowed his eyes at her. Yes, Baylen had always thought her naïve, but the question had probably surprised even him. She looked away, at Wynne. Her head of security pressed her lips together. Sympathy? Sadness? Anger? It was impossible to tell.

      “Your Majesty?” a new voice interrupted.

      Why wouldn’t they leave her alone? Why did they insist on calling her that? She didn’t deserve the title. People were dead because of it.

      “What now?” Wynne snapped.

      A plainclothes guard stepped around Baylen into the increasingly crowded office. He nodded at Baylen and shot Wynne a sharp look, but he’d never cross one of the queen’s personal bodyguards further. Not now.

      “There’s a Haederan upstairs, Your Majesty,” he said apologetically, one hand reaching to scratch his neck. “He wants to see you. Says he has information. He wouldn’t leave us alone until I agreed to come down here and ask you in person.”

      Chase. Who else could it possibly be? It was just like him to show up in the middle of everything. The guard held out a thin slip of metal to her, and Chase stared back from the Asrian residency permit she’d personally authorized, that familiar blank look with a hint of disdain across his face.

      “Let him down here.” She shifted Lucas in her lap so she could rub her eyes with the inside of her wrist, holding the permit between her fingers like it was toxic.

      “Your Majesty, it’s likely this was the act of Haederan extremists. It’s not wise⁠—”

      “No. Let him through.” The more people around her who didn’t want her dead right now, the better, and paradoxically, Chase was one of the few she trusted to not kill her, Asrian or Haederan—even though his sudden appearance all but verified that his position as cultural attaché at the Haederan embassy was a sham. He had to be rattled to let on so clearly that he was just as much Imperial Security Command as before. “Just search him first. If he tries anything, you can be the one to shoot him, I promise.”

      The guard’s lip twisted, but he turned on his heel, returning five minutes later with Chase. Even before Avery caught sight of him, his footsteps down the hall, quick and urgent, sounded ominous. As did the fact he was wearing civilian clothes, more casually dressed than everyone else milling about.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his eyes widening. Apparently deciding the small amount of blood on her cheek was of no real concern, he relaxed his shoulders. “I never thought—” He ran a hand through his hair, then glanced around and the small crowd. Just the idea of Chase being on edge put her even more on edge. “Can we talk in private?”

      “With Wynne.” How desirable Wynne’s normally unwelcome protection was now.

      He nodded easy agreement, and that was disquieting, too. Avery pushed herself off the floor and handed Lucas to one of Baylen’s personal guards. The ceremonial cloak came off too, and she threw it unceremoniously onto the desk. A silly, useless thing that so many had died for. Wynne followed her and Chase around the corner. It probably wasn’t as private as Chase wanted, but she wasn’t about to go into one of the empty conference rooms with him, even with Wynne trailing them.

      “It was just speculation,” he said as they stopped in the hallway, far away from the crowds. Only muted voices, plus the occasional cry from Lucas, followed them this far down. “Not this. Not so soon. I don’t even know how he got to Asria so fast. Or that he wanted you dead so badly.”

      He was rambling. Chase in civilian clothes, rambling at her, his usual calm demeanor gone . . . this was a terrifying thing.

      “Who? What are you talking about?”

      Chase took a breath and his voice grew lower.

      “Five weeks ago, Owin attended a memorial ceremony on Iythea. You know the deal, give a speech, lay some flowers. He cried when he arrived, when he saw the things . . .” He swallowed, then licked his lips. “The things we had done there. He’s trying to smooth things over with the Commonwealth, Your Majesty, and he wanted to do this publicly so the entire quadrant knew where he stood. But there was an explosion. He’s safe and on his way back to Haedera as we speak, but ten others weren’t so lucky. The habitats are damaged beyond repair. He’s agreed to personally compensate the Iythean Research Association for the loss of their structures.”

      For the structures, perhaps, but the loss of life? From what little she’d heard of the Haederans’ occupation of Iythea, the devastation was probably a blessing in disguise. Slave labor, executions . . . the entire planet needed to be washed away and built anew. Or perhaps left as a reminder of the things that could happen when power became more important than life. But Iythea was Iythea. Asria was Asria. Things like that didn’t happen here.

      Or maybe they did. The peaceful planet where she’d grown up was gone now.

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “What does that have to do with me?”

      Chase sighed. “Because it was Quen Rendon who set them off.”
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      She must have misheard him. Her ears were still ringing, not as loudly as before, true, but certainly . . . no, she’d misheard him. Avery cast a glance at Wynne, but it did nothing to lessen her confusion.

      “Quen?” she asked. “My brother Quen?”

      How long had it been since she’d said his name? A year, at least. Her parents hadn’t talked about him much after he disappeared. Drex had, but he’d stopped a few years before the war. Merritt had never even met Quen. People just didn’t talk much about Quen these days. She’d told Chase about him, though, hadn’t she? It was one of the holes in her memory.

      Chase pressed his lips together. “We’ve been tracking him for a while now⁠—”

      “We?” Avery snorted at his admission.

      Chase gave a sullen smile at being outed as Imperial Security. “After the explosion on Iythea, he disappeared, but for just a week. He popped back up almost right away, begging passage to Emot on a freighter out of Brisia.” He narrowed his eyes at Wynne. “He wasn’t difficult to find. Aren’t your people still looking for him?”

      “Colonel, leave her alone.” Wynne didn’t need her defense, but Chase was irritating at the best of times, and this was certainly not the best of times. “No, they haven’t been looking for him in a long while. I don’t believe the senate had any reason to keep searching for him since my election. Not during the occupation and certainly not since the armistice. I’ve always been curious about where he disappeared to, what he’s been up to, but Quen doesn’t want to be found. He’s given up on Asria and his position.”

      If they take me back to Asria, it won’t be alive.

      It’d been Quen’s last message, sent to her in a private comm while she’d been a cadet on Ventana IV. She’d turned it over to the senate’s investigators but hadn’t heard anything since, and with the war, she had never expected to. Perhaps Quen had been killed—it was certainly a fate she’d considered.

      Until now.

      “How do you know he was responsible for what happened on Iythea?” she asked. “Was this what you wanted to tell me yesterday?” Chase might be reaching with this claim. Quen had been rebellious, yes, and he’d certainly frightened her on a few occasions, but he couldn’t have murdered almost a dozen people.

      Chase looked at his feet. “He didn’t claim responsibility for it, if that’s what you’re asking. But—but yes. Imperial Security believes he was behind it. I can’t tell you more, not here.” He glanced down the hallway and sighed. “I don’t suppose I can get you to the embassy, can I?”

      Wynne shook her head. “Once they’ve cleared the palace, you can have the ambassador set up a meeting in Her Majesty’s office there.”

      It was clear Wynne’s use of her title was intentional, a reminder to Chase that former prisoner or not, Avery was the queen of Asria and he was a guest of her planet for however long that welcome persisted. If the senate had anything to do about it after this attack, that wouldn’t be for long.

      His shoulders sagged. “It’ll have to do, I suppose. But please, let’s not wait very long. I’m concerned⁠—”

      “Avery?” The familiar voice called her name again down the corridor. “Avery!”

      Merritt.

      He was covered in soot and dust, his arms and face scratched, but he was alive. He embraced her before she could ask if he was uninjured, before she could make sure she wouldn’t harm him further by touching him. He squeezed her so tightly she could barely breathe, but she didn’t care. It didn’t matter that she was gasping for breath or that he smelled like explosives or that he was covered in someone else’s blood. She just clung to him. How many more second chances could they possibly deserve?

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he murmured in her ear. “They needed help up there. If I’d known you were panicking—I told them to tell you—Grant said he would, as soon as he saw you.”

      “I think he was distracted. It’s all right,” Avery managed to tell his shoulder. “I’m just glad you’re here.”

      She cringed. How could she say she was glad he was uninjured when so many others were wounded? Her family was uninjured, but how many others weren’t? How many families had been torn apart today for nothing?

      Seventeen dead so far, Your Majesty . . .

      “I know.” Merritt ran a finger across her cheek, dislodging the thin plastic. She pulled it the rest of the way off. Pointless thing. “How bad is this?” he asked.

      “It’s not.” She nestled her head into his shoulder. They’d have to pry her away. “Not at all. Not anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      It was ten more hours before they were allowed home. Ten hours to make certain the palace was secure and to triple the amount of guards on patrol—most borrowed from the local Cadena police, some from the Defense Forces directly. Avery had coordinated the protection of the rest of the senators herself, and, like the security officials had pointed out earlier, some in the senate believed the attack was the work of Haederan extremists.

      She sat cross-legged on Lucas’s floor in the dark as he slept, her eyes closed. If she breathed slowly enough, if she concentrated on the feel of the soft wool under her, if she told herself over and over again that the lights were off only because she had waved them off, then the panic retreated into the shadows for a time. It wouldn’t be long until it came for her again, but there was enough time to ask the question.

      How could You let this happen?

      The death toll had hit thirty-five by sunset. And if Chase’s intelligence was correct, it was by her own brother’s hand, no less. Hadn’t Asria suffered enough? An invasion, an occupation, and a terror attack—it was too much.

      And now this. Why couldn’t she change the past? Why wouldn’t the Holy One change the future? All questions she would never have an answer to.

      The shadowy panic began its expected march toward her as she continued to beg. Stiff, she pushed herself off the lush rug and nodded to the guard sitting in the corner of Lucas’s room. The young woman from Wynne’s former Defense Forces security operations unit seemed competent enough, but she shouldn’t be in here at all. The royal family’s privacy was just one more intangible thing Quen had taken from her.

      He’d stolen their security, too. Merritt would never admit how much he needed the feeling of safety, but she knew. She knew it in the nightmares he still had, in the way his hands turned clammy whenever an Imperial Haederan Army soldier crossed his path in public, in the way he never talked about his experiences after his capture. He would deal with this newest situation with his usual unemotional facade, but it wasn’t fair to him. Hadn’t he suffered enough?

      She passed another six guards on her way to their rooms, not counting the ones stationed just outside Lucas’s door. With a sigh, she crept downstairs instead of going inside, through the gallery and toward the Blue Room. Merritt loved the peacefulness of the small parlor, and on his worst nights, spent hours there. It was where he’d first met Victor, after all, who’d blessed their relationship. Where his world had changed for good so many years ago—even though he couldn’t have known the extent at the time. She couldn’t blame him for wanting to focus on the good memories in a futile attempt to drive out the bad.

      She didn’t make it that far. Light filtered out under the door to Merritt’s private office—the room he hated to use. This is all so formal, he’d once said. I don’t need an office in our home.

      Clearly, though, tonight he needed that mostly unused office more than he needed the tranquility of the Blue Room. The lights were on inside, and—and were those voices? Avery tiptoed closer, and the lilting Haederan accent coming from inside couldn’t have been more familiar or unwelcome.

      Chase was in Merritt’s office?

      She froze just before reaching the door. Merritt would have had to authorize Chase’s access to the palace personally, especially tonight, but he hadn’t mentioned anything to her. And Chase hadn’t yet made his urgent appointment with her, so if he and Merritt felt the need to hide a conversation, it was something worth listening to.

      At least they were attempting to hide it—neither was being very quiet about their clandestine summit beyond closing the door. One of the regular palace guards down the hall caught her eye as she pressed her ear against the door, and she put a finger to her lips, knowing how ridiculous the order was.

      “I told you a long time ago that you didn’t need to worry about her safety when she was with me,” Chase was saying. “Did you think I didn’t mean it?”

      Merritt snorted, and despite Chase’s already refuted claim, Avery bit back a smile.

      “You told me that,” he replied, “but then you tortured her. So yes, I’d say you didn’t mean it. And I’d say you’re mad for even suggesting this.”

      “Don’t exaggerate, Colonel. I’d think you of all people would know the difference between torture and humane interrogation.” A chair squeaked, like Chase had just flopped into it.

      “You call what you did to her humane?” Merritt’s voice became low, dangerous. Did Chase know how explosive he was about to become? “She sleeps with the lights on every night. She has panic attacks. You nearly destroyed her!”

      “She’ll get over it.”

      Avery didn’t need to see Chase’s face to imagine the indifferent look on it, undoubtedly accompanied by an infuriatingly dismissive shrug. She held her breath and waited for whatever came next, but Merritt’s voice grew quieter until she couldn’t make out any words between them. After an almost-silent twenty minutes, a chair creaked as one of them stood.

      “Well, think about it,” came Chase’s voice. “And try to convince her.”

      More footsteps. Avery whirled around for a hiding spot, but there was none. She flattened herself against the silk-paneled wall as Chase swung the door open. Maybe he wouldn’t see her, even in this empty hallway. It was dim, after all.

      Chase screwed his face up in disgust at her sudden appearance.

      “Still eavesdropping in hallways, I see. That worked out so well for you last time.” Without another word, he stalked off down the corridor, a previously hidden sentry behind him.

      She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or snarl back. “I live here,” she called after him. Laughter won out. Who did he think he was?

      Merritt ducked his head outside and rolled his eyes. “Sorry about that. How much did you hear?”

      Avery shrugged as she perched on the chair next to the door. Nothing more than Chase trying to justify his interrogation methods, which was not something she wanted to think about or discuss.

      “Well, then you’re going to love this.” Merritt leaned against the doorframe, out of striking distance.

      “Let me guess. He suggested some bad things were going to happen without giving you detail or explaining how serious he was.”

      “No. He’s sorry he didn’t push you further the other day at Alcaris, and that he didn’t make you listen to him about the current threat. I do believe he feels quite guilty about that, maybe even partially responsible. After Wynne made him leave, he sent official word through his, ah, secondary office, but it didn’t reach our security teams in time. But the intel about Quen really was vague—he showed me part of it.”

      “Intel?” she asked. “He showed you? Why not me?”

      “Because you wouldn’t give him an appointment for another day, and he didn’t think it could wait that long. And”—Merritt chuckled—“I do believe he’s a little frightened of you.”

      “Frightened of me? That’s absurd.”

      With a nervous laugh, she glanced down the corridor. Merritt was reaching. Chase couldn’t be frightened of her, because she was terrified of him.

      “You have quite a bit of power over him now, love. I’m not sure you realize how much.” Merritt grinned. “You also have a rather poor reputation for how you take certain news. Honestly, I can’t blame him much for⁠—”

      “Fine, Mer,” she snapped. “What else?”

      “Well, he wants to help.”

      That wasn’t surprising. For over a year, Chase had been trying to absolve himself of the things he’d done to her. As much as she didn’t need his help, he probably believed saving her from Quen would be his utmost accomplishment.

      “Help how?” she asked.

      He ground his palm into his forehead, clearly irritated at having to tell her the news himself.

      “Promise you’ll hear me out, love?” he asked. “Don’t shoot the messenger, remember? I had nothing to do with this, and that look on your face right now is exactly why he pawned this off on me.”

      Avery gritted her teeth. “How, Merritt?”

      Merritt sighed and closed his eyes. “He wants to take you to Haedera.”
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      Avery stared at him. “I’m not going to Haedera with Gareth Chase.”

      Merritt shrugged, like Chase had suggested something as simple as having a second glass of wine at dinner.

      “That’s what I told him. He was rather insistent that I try to change your mind.”

      No wonder they’d been in Merritt’s office for so long. Merritt would have said there was no chance of that, and then Chase would have told him to talk her into it anyway, and Merritt would have said, There’s no talking Avery into anything, and you know it.

      “Yeah. I’m sure he was insistent,” she said. “Because he knows better than to ask me himself. I’m not going.”

      She sprang to her feet and headed back to their rooms, trying to ignore the two unfamiliar security personnel who had suddenly appeared behind them. How were strangers in the palace supposed to make her feel better? They’d of course been thoroughly vetted by Wynne and her team, but what if . . .

      “I just think—” Merritt darted after her down the dimly lit gallery and up the wide marble staircase. “I think you should consider it,” he said when he finally caught up. “It’s not such a bad idea.”

      Not such a bad idea?

      She didn’t reply, just ignored him and went through her evening routine, checking the lights in the bedroom, parlor, bathroom, and dressing room. All half lit. The palace staff were learning. Maybe one day she wouldn’t have to do this any longer, but the advantage of not being able to see the dark circles under her eyes and the stretch marks on her waist couldn’t be denied. Still, she tore off her dress and threw on a jade silk negligee as fast as she could. Merritt didn’t get to see her like that tonight.

      He frowned at her from the bathroom, then waved off the light. She ignored his disapproving look as she collapsed on the bed and ran her fingers through her curls. The room was silent except for the quiet tones of the guards outside.

      “You think I’m being ungrateful, don’t you?” she finally asked.

      Of course he did. It was obvious in his tone, in the way he was siding with Chase, in the way he was watching her—cautiously now instead of disapprovingly, like she would bite his head off if he got too close.

      He sat down next to her, still out of striking distance. “Ungrateful? No. I completely understand why you don’t want to take him up on his offer. I’ll admit I’d have a hard time doing it if I was in your position. But Haedera is the last place Quen will ever look for you. Haedera is the last place anyone who knows your history would ever think to look for you.”

      “Could that possibly be because Haedera is the least appealing option possible? That it’s also the least safe place?” Avery glared at him, but he waited in patient silence. “Then you think I should do this.”

      Merritt flopped on his back and looked over at her. “I think there are ten guards outside that door right there, another five down the hall with Lucas, and none of them are going to be enough if Quen wants to kill you. And I know you’re just used to Wynne and Enric, but . . .”

      “But Haedera, Merritt. I can’t. I just can’t. He threatened to send me there, and you don’t know what that was like.” She blinked back tears. The last interrogation session with Chase was never far from her memories.

      The night it’d all become too much.

      The night nothing had mattered except living one more day.

      The night she’d broken.

      “He said they would take me there. That he didn’t want to do it, but there was nothing he could do about it any longer, all because I wasn’t telling him what he wanted to know. I knew they would execute me once I got there. He told me they would. That they’d kill me in front of the emperor himself. After, they did even worse things to me.” Her voice cracked. “I was so afraid of stepping foot on Haedera, so afraid of dying, so afraid of more pain, that I⁠—”

      Said too much.

      Betrayed Hadley and Feye.

      Committed treason, even though Hadley forgave me.

      “—I told him things I shouldn’t have. And now the two of you are asking me to go, and it brings me right back. It feels like I have no choice.”

      She took a shuddering breath and rubbed her eyes against the sight of Chase leaning against the table in that bright room. That was the past. It was Merritt next to her now, and they were in the palace, and the Haederans had—mostly—been ousted, and she was free, and Merritt and Chase were asking her to go of her own free will . . .

      “Completely different circumstances this time, love.”

      Merritt rolled toward her, and she buried her face in his chest, not caring that she couldn’t breathe through her hair and his shirt. He brushed the curls away, and she pressed closer. The hair had been hiding the tears.

      “I know it is,” she said. She did, didn’t she? Then why did it feel like she had no choice? Why did it feel like they were forcing her to go?

      “It’s your decision, of course, but this is a good thing this time.”

      “Then you think I should go?”

      “I do.”

      “And you can’t.” It wasn’t a question.

      Merritt sighed. “Doubtfully. Not without arousing more suspicion. Certainly not without violating my orders. But I’m not worried about myself. It’s you and Lucas who need to be scarce for a while.”

      Avery closed her eyes. Merritt had been able to hang on to his position in the Defense Forces after marrying her, if only half time, but he was right—his job meant he couldn’t leave Asria now, especially for Haedera. He certainly couldn’t do it without telling General Teruel and probably a lot of other people who didn’t need to know. Well, nothing could be done about that.

      “I assume you see the irony in me going to Haedera for my own safety,” she said.

      “More than anyone except you and Chase, probably.” Merritt chuckled. “And you know he’s secretly enjoying that irony right now.”

      She made an unflattering noise. “I’m sure he is. He’s probably whistling his way back to the embassy with that repulsive grin of his right now.”

      “So tell me you’ll consider it?” He ran a finger down her jaw, signaling the end of the discussion.

      She leaned into him and closed her eyes. For the first time, hope overwhelmed the fear.

      “I’ll consider it.”
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        * * *

      

      The next evening was oddly warm for early spring in Cadena. Brooks Neave stood next to her on the boarding ramp at the shuttleport outside of town, concern written on his face. It wasn’t like the calm and composed Haederan ambassador to show anxiety, and that meant he’d seen the intel Chase had shown her four hours earlier.

      And that Quen was trying to kill her.

      “I needed a vacation anyway,” Neave said, giving her a forced smile. “And I hear northern Emot is nice this time of year.”

      “I’m so sorry for the deception.” Avery shifted from foot to foot as Wynne and Enric loaded the rest of her belongings themselves. Ramp crew talked, an unnecessary risk. “I know you have work to do on Asria.”

      “Nothing as important as this, my lady, and I can do everything I need to do from Emot. I’m happy to help out, as long as you give my regards to His Majesty.”

      That pleasantry was forced, too. Even the emperor of Haedera didn’t know about this trip. Owin would never know of Chase’s plot—even being former brothers-in-law—or the queen of Asria’s departure, or of her stay at Chase’s estate on Haedera, or that his ambassador to Asria was hiding out on Emot to cover the Rendon family’s use of his personal starship. Even Owin might talk to the wrong person.

      “I’ll be sure to do that,” she lied.

      Neave nodded. “And please make sure⁠—”

      Wynne pushed between them as a shadowy figure moved on the opposite side of the ramp. She needn’t have bothered. Even at this distance, the uneven gait gave him away.

      “Merritt?” Avery called quietly.

      Merritt crossed the ramp, silent as the stars, and dropped one last small bag on the boarding ramp at her feet.

      “Teruel gave his approval for a ‘very long leave to wherever I deem appropriate,’” he said with a laugh. “As long as I don’t leave the quadrant. He didn’t ask many questions, either. I rather suspect he’s given up when it comes to you.”

      “I’m sure he has.” Giddiness welled up in her stomach. She clenched her hands into fists to keep from running her hands over him in front of Neave. “But that means more people know where I’m going.”

      “Still not many. Baylen. Teruel. Wynne and Enric. His Excellency. And Colonel Chase, wherever he is.”

      Avery wanted to sigh. “He’s already inside with his daughter, so I suppose it’s time we go, too.” She turned to Neave. “Your Excellency?”

      The ambassador gave her a quick bow. “Have a pleasant trip, my lady. Stay safe.” His footsteps clicked across the ramp as he left.

      Avery turned to Merritt. “That’s it, then. Ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be. Enric?”

      Enric tossed Merritt’s bag inside and nodded. “All set. I’ll see you when I see you, Your Majesty. Good luck.”

      “Good,” Chase cut in from behind them. “Because they’re ready up front. Shall we?”

      No backing out now. With Wynne behind her, Avery climbed the boarding ramp into the main corridor. It felt like stepping foot onto Haedera itself. Instead of the ivory carpet and leather preferred on the royal Asrian couriers, Neave’s ship was dark yet strangely open. Real wood, probably local to the ambassador’s part of Haedera, covered the wall, and the sconces were something one could find in a temple instead of a starship. All she wanted to do was run her fingers over the intricate whorls that danced down the hallway.

      Chase led her forward to an unmarked stateroom while Merritt took Lucas for a look at the flight deck.

      “The three of you get the big suite this trip,” he said. “Major Ferran will be right across the hall.”

      He slid the door open, revealing a large suite with a bed square in the center. An impractical headboard stood behind it instead of the usual storage, so necessary in a cramped courier ship. And plants? Three of them sat by the large viewing window, a large artificial light above them. An overstuffed pine-green velvet chair sat nearby with its own light attached—a personal solar room, something even Asrian courier ships didn’t bother with. Neave’s apparent wealth put even the Rendon family money to shame.

      But it was the young girl kneeling in front of their trunks who captured and held Avery’s attention.

      “Oh, good,” Chase said, turning to Avery. “This is Fiona.”

      The girl spun around at his voice. Young. Perhaps ten years younger than herself. No frown lines, no lines around her eyes, no dark circles, and probably no stretch marks. It wasn’t hard to make her feel old these days.

      “Your, ah . . .” Avery raised her eyebrows in question. Older daughter he’d never mentioned? Mistress?

      Chase frowned at her, perhaps reading her thoughts, then gestured her back into the corridor. “Sophie’s maid.”

      “You brought your maid?” Avery asked. After rushing her and Lucas and Wynne out of the palace with practically nothing but the clothes on their backs?

      “I couldn’t exactly leave her on Asria,” he said. “She’s my entire household here, and I’m responsible for her. Anyway, Sophie doesn’t need a full-time servant, though she’d tell you otherwise, of course. So for the trip, and while you’re on Haedera, she’s yours.”

      “No. Absolutely not.” It was a blunt answer, but one had to be blunt to have a chance of outwitting Chase.

      “No, what?” Merritt appeared through the doorway to the flight deck, Lucas squirming in his arms, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Merritt would stop this. She reached out for Lucas, and he happily threw himself at her.

      “He wants to loan me his servant, Mer.” Only the fear of Lucas picking up less-than-royal habits kept her from rolling her eyes.

      Merritt narrowed his in amusement. “Well, why not?”

      It sounded like Chase’s favorite phrase. Why not indeed?

      “Because I don’t need one,” she said petulantly, avoiding Chase’s mocking stare. “I never have.”

      She was more than capable of unpacking, and she could certainly dress herself. The Rendons had scarcely used servants in Sabino; even her uncle had made his own breakfast most days. And in slightly more formal Cadena? The palace servants were trained to be unobtrusive, but that wouldn’t be possible on a small starship. Fiona—a Haederan, no less—would be in the way. Did Merritt and Chase think she’d had people doing her hair during her short stint as a military cadet?

      “A twelve-year-old girl doesn’t need a full-time servant either,” Chase said. “You’d be doing me a favor, Your Majesty.”

      Who says I want to do you a favor? “It’s not a favor. I know it’s not. You don’t need to have people spying on my every move. And I’m not going to allow it, no matter what reasonable-sounding explanation you come up with.”

      There. It was said. No one related to Chase in even the most tangential way could be allowed in her and Merritt’s quarters.

      Chase burst into laughter. “If I had someone spying on you, you would never know it.” He cut himself off at her furious expression and Merritt’s chuckle. “Look, if you can’t stand having her around after a few days, I’ll send her back to Sophie. But please, give her a chance. It’s one of the few things I can do to help right now.”

      Her shoulders sank as she nodded her agreement. The Commonwealth psychologists had reassured her that caving to Chase’s minor requests was normal—he’d threatened her life back then if she hadn’t immediately acquiesced to his demands, after all—but that justification had never made her feel better about her compliance. Her mind should be long past the fear, and yet it wasn’t. Chase had won this one.

      Again.
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        * * *

      

      She crawled into bed that night wanting nothing more than to be left alone. Lucas had clung to her for hours, distraught by the loss of his lovey blanket they’d forgotten to bring in their rushed departure. Merritt had sided with Chase, about a servant of all things, something she still couldn’t believe. And although Fiona had escaped to her quarters next to Wynne’s after the blowup with Chase in the hall, she was back. Too tired to argue over something so trivial, especially since the maid hadn’t had a say in the situation, Avery let her turn down the bed and brew a pot of tea.

      Turning a bed down on a courier ship. Chase had to know how ridiculous that kind of luxury was.

      She rubbed her head and tried to focus on the words that swirled over the tablet. Baylen had loaded it up with inconsequential issues to address, documents to sign, things to keep her occupied—minor paperwork that wouldn’t matter if it fell into Haederan hands. Which it would, if Chase had any say in the matter. Kusir, he’d probably downloaded the entire contents of the tablet already. She blew out a deep breath at the thought.

      “They mistreated you. Didn’t they?”

      “Excuse me?” Avery looked up from a list of Defense Forces retirement certificates.

      “Before. During the war.” Fiona pulled another blanket from a drawer under the bed to replace it with clothing, her cheeks red at the audacious question.

      Avery met her eyes. “Yes. They did.”

      It might have been too frank an answer, but she wasn’t going to pretend what had happened hadn’t. And it wasn’t as brusque as what she’d wanted to say. Yes, Colonel Chase did was the whole truth.

      Fiona swallowed, then looked away. “I can tell by the way you look at me, my lady. By the way you look at him. And I’m sorry about whatever happened to you, more than you’ll ever understand.” She went back to unpacking the trunk. “But he’s a good man, you know.”

      “Then you don’t know what he does for a living.” Avery set the tablet to the side. It was hard to believe, but who knew how Chase ran his household? He had a good reason for hiding most of his professional life from his servants. If it was even possible to hide something like that. He had to be wearing his uniform when he left his home in Cadena every morning.

      Fiona froze for a moment, then smoothly folded another of Merritt’s shirts and put it away.

      “I know what he does.”

      “And you aren’t afraid of him?”

      There was an even longer pause. “Why should I be? I am a loyal Haederan subject.”

      And people called her naïve. How many loyal Haederan subjects had been caught up in one purge or another over some illusory betrayal? Avery gave Fiona a slight nod and went back to signing retirement certificates. Destroying Haederan delusions was something best saved for another time.
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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