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Amira strode across the ornate polished stone floor of her father's private sitting room and into his study. "You wanted to see me, Father?"

Prince Fedor Hezkurin looked up from the paperwork on his desk and scowled, his gaze flicking over her. "Amira, my dear, I wish you wouldn't wear those peasant clothes. They don't become you."

"They're very practical for my work with the Vuurata." She pulled off the clasp that tied back her ponytail and shook her head, sending her hair dancing around her shoulders.

Hezkurin sighed. "That doesn't become you either. You should not be wasting your time with aliens."

Amira pulled over a chair and sat facing him. Yes, she probably did need a shower, and a change of clothes, too. Her boots had probably left a trail over her father's floor. But she wasn't going to apologize. "It was their planet before we took it over."

"Yes, my dear and we've been the rulers for two hundred years."

"They provide the labor for your estates. If somebody doesn't help them you won't have a labor force at all." They'd had this discussion before. He didn't care about mysterious illnesses that only affected the Vuurata. As far as he was concerned there were enough of them to get the work done. Without her intervention their physician wouldn't have been able to obtain sufficient drugs to treat the sick. Today she'd helped the doctor move two patients from their home to his clinic.

He nodded.

Her fingers beat a staccato tattoo on the arm of the chair. He was up to something. She could always tell. His eyes became shifty, darting around, and he fiddled with the objects on his desk. "Well?"

Prince Fedor shifted the picture of his wife one more time and took a deep breath. "I've been talking to Baron Ghaurondo."

Ghaurondo? Big fat, ugly, loathsome Ghaurondo. She cocked an eyebrow. "How nice for you."

"He's a very powerful man, Amira."

"Only in the Arondean Hegemony."

Her father frowned. "Which is ten systems and where we live."

"Yes, fine." Amira crossed her legs and folded her arms. Her heart beat a little faster. This wasn't sounding good. "So what?"

The Prince scratched absently at his neck above the ornate collar of his uniform. Goodness, that was a very bad sign. This wasn't going to be good at all.

"As you know, we've not had the best of seasons. And we're very dependent on the Arondean Hegemony... to buy our harvest, anyway. They've found other places to supply their agricultural products." Fedor paused and licked his lips.

"What has that to do with me, father?"

"Baron Ghaurondo has always admired you."

"Him and a few others." Her pulse galloped. She had an idea she knew where this was going.

"He's asked for your hand."

"Sorry, I need both of mine." She wished this was some sort of ridiculous joke. Or maybe she'd wake up in her own bed. "Father, you can't be serious. He's a bag of fat on legs. He's got body odor."

"Amira, darling, don't make this difficult. It's time you married again. He's rich and powerful—"

"He's twice my age and disgusting. No." Anger boiled in her belly. So he thought he could order her about like a teenager, did he? She should never have come back here. "And why do I have to marry again anyway?"

"Christoph's been dead for a year now and you're not getting any younger."

"Don't give me the grandchildren story. I don't want to hear it." She stared at him, a horrible thought insinuating itself into her mind. He couldn't mean...? Surely not. But his face was composed, the sort of look her father gave his estate manager when he'd made up his mind. "Oh, how obscene. With that... that..."

"Look at it from the family's point of view, darling. It's a strategic alliance. In the short term, Baron Ghaurondo can guarantee sale of our harvest. Without that, we're in for a very hard time."

"So you're selling me to keep your economy going."

"No. In the longer term, we become part of a powerful family that will secure our future here. You would be mother of the future Baron."

Amira's lip curled in disgust. "Oh, please, father. Ghaurondo already has a gaggle of sons."

"He has promised your son will become—"

"So you're selling me to gain political advantage. You disgust me." At least he had the decency to squirm.

"No." He scratched his neck again. "Look at the positives. Ghaurondo can give you anything you want. Jewels, clothes, finery, antiques." He made an expansive gesture with his arm. "Anything at all."

"He has nothing I want."

The prince cleared his throat. "I've agreed, Amira. Baron Ghaurondo will be here tomorrow to collect his betrothed."

Her heart lurched. Tomorrow. The bastard. "You didn't think it might have been nice to discuss your plans for my life with me?" She jabbed her finger at her chest.

He leaned back in his chair, his fists on the desk, his gaze fixed on her face. "I knew what you'd say. But sometimes I have to think about more than just my immediate family's interests."

This was beyond acceptable. He might have sired her but contempt for him rose like bile in her throat. She rose to her feet and leaned over the desk at him. "You can't do this. I'm thirty-six years old, not some naïve teenager to force into a strategic union."

He flinched, but his jaw set. "I've given my word. It will be done."

Amira shook her head slowly. "I've not given mine." You contemptible bastard. She spun on her heel and strode toward the door, her boots ringing on the stone.

Her father's sigh followed her. "I had hoped it would not come to this but you leave me no choice."

The door opened. Six of the palace security guard waited outside.

Amira turned to her father, who stood behind his desk in his general's pose: back straight and in command. He didn't look at her, directing his attention at the armed men. "Escort Princess Amira to her apartments. She is not to leave without my express permission."

Amira glowered at her father. Right now contempt wasn't a good enough word. She despised him. "Do you think my mother would have approved of this?"

He looked at her then, a swift glance filled with sorrow before he said to the squad commander, "Take her away."

"I despise you." She marched off, flanked by the guards.

Amira managed to keep a semblance of dignity until her apartment's door closed behind her. Gritting her teeth in fury, she snatched one of the ornate cushions from the sofa and flung it at the window. It bounced off and fell to the floor. Blast and damn her father. She should never have come back home to Bellor. She'd never been close to him, and their relationship had been deteriorating ever since she'd returned.

She tossed the cushion back onto the sofa, sat down and buried her face in her hands. Regret hung heavy as a shroud while a tiny voice whispered 'if only'. If only she'd gone somewhere else after Christoph was killed, all this wouldn't have happened. The words were easy enough to say in hindsight. After his death she couldn't stay in his military accommodation, and she hadn't been ready to face a strange environment alone.

This was the room she'd grown up in, surrounded by wood paneling, fading brocade, and dusty wall hangings worth a small fortune, familiar and welcoming. For a while. But she'd stayed too long. If she hadn't become involved in working with the Vuurata she would have returned to the Empire months ago. If only. She sighed. Somebody had to help them and her father certainly wouldn't.

She took a deep breath, pushing away thoughts of despair. Feeling sorry for herself wasn't going to get her out of here, and she certainly would not be here for Ghaurondo to collect tomorrow.

Getting out of the palace would be the easy part. Then what? Straight to the space port to catch the first passenger vessel available. But she'd be expected to do that. She chewed on her bottom lip. She wouldn't be able to use her credit card; they could trace the transactions. She'd need money, or failing that, something she could sell. And somewhere to go. To the Imperial capital? She had friends on New Haven. No. She'd lost contact with most of her old school friends. Their lives had gone in different directions from hers. Besides, that really was what her father would expect her to do. Or her mother's people? She smiled. It was tempting — run to grandmother and grandfather on beautiful Torrieno. Her grandparents adored her, seeing in her the daughter they'd lost. But they were old and it wouldn't be fair to drag them into this. The best bet was Petris Ormond, still in the Empire but only just, where Christoph's parents would be certain to help her. The system wasn't all that far away in the scheme of things, on the other side of the Arondean Hegemony, but from there, she could work out what to do next, and move on.

Since she couldn't use her bank accounts she would need small, valuable items that could be easily sold. In her dressing room she opened her jewelry cabinet. Necklaces, brooches, earrings, many of which had belonged to her mother, winked in the soft light. She took out a silver filigree necklace set with blue stones. She remembered her mother wearing it at a formal dinner, the stones echoing the blue of her eyes. "I'm sorry, Mother," she whispered to the wall. "I know you'd hate the notion of Ghaurondo as a relative." She placed the necklace into a soft bag which she would take with her. Once she had her finances secured, she could finalize her preparations.

The sun's last rays glinted on the windows when a guard brought her dinner on a tray. "Knock when you've finished, my Lady. I'll remove the tray."

"Thank you," Amira murmured. Her father was being careful. A locked door and two guards in the corridor. She'd seen a couple patrolling the grounds outside, too. The meal smelled delicious. He'd sent up her favorite, fillets of fish in a cream sauce served with vegetables, a glass of wine, and a fruit dessert. She was hungry but she didn't trust her father not to drug the food to keep her quiet. When she could no longer stand the tantalizing aromas she carried the tray to her washroom and scraped most of the contents into the toilet.

The guard answered her knock at the door. The satisfied gleam in his eye when he noted the almost empty plates spoke volumes. She would never forgive her father. Never. Loathing didn't begin to describe how she felt.

Well before midnight, much earlier than usual, Amira went to bed, continuing the pretense that she'd been drugged. Someone came in to check on her an hour or so later, then tiptoed away. She lay in the darkness a little longer, waiting until the palace had retired for the night.

So they thought they had her trapped, did they? There were things about this place her father didn't know. If he'd had a little less contempt for the Vuurata and their history, he might have learned about the secret passages in the older parts of the palace that had once been an ancient Vuurat fortress. Relics of a turbulent past, they were escape tunnels into the forest. Doctor F'rynar had told Amira about them one stormy night when she had to return home and her speeder had failed. He'd driven her in his own speeder to a secluded spot in the forest not a klick from the palace walls and showed her how to open a doorway in a rock face. From there, she followed markings the doctor described to her, right to her own dressing room. On that first occasion, the tunnel had saved her a soaking in the storm. She'd done the trip several times since, when she wanted to go to the Vuurat village without her father knowing, but it had never become easier to go into the looming blackness, even with a glow rod. The very thought sent a tremor down her spine.

Dressed all in black, her hair tied back with a black band, Amira stood in the darkness of her dressing room and pressed the correct carvings in the wood panels on the walls in the right sequence. A piece of the wall slid back silently, revealing an even deeper darkness on the other side. She took a deep breath and stepped into the tunnel. Her dressing room had been dark, but not like this. She took one last look at the shapes of clothes on hangers, and shoes in racks, then closed the entrance, and switched on her glow rod, revealing smooth black walls, the bedrock on which the fortress had been built. A square symbol had been carved into the stone opposite the door. From here she would go left, to find the next marker.

The light from the glow rod was a tunnel through the darkness. Amira strode off, searching the wall for the next carving. Was it her imagination, or was the light beam less intense? She shook the glow rod. The glow flared, flickered and went out. She stopped, her heart hammering. Panic rose from her gut, sucked the air from her lungs, and the strength from her legs. The darkness was impenetrable, her eyes deprived of any stimulus. No stars, no moon, no glow. Nothing. The dark pressed in on her, tangible as an animal. The air tasted of dust and dirt. Like a tomb. F'rynar had told her that there were stories of humans lured into the tunnels being unable to find their way out.

Panic was pointless.

She forced herself to breathe deeply, stop the hyperventilation. She had to go on. Ghaurondo would be here tomorrow. In fact, today, since it was after midnight. She'd done this before, more than once, even if it hadn't been in the dark. The markers were carved, designed to be found in the dark. Concentrating on letting her other senses come into play, she forced herself to move, trailing her fingers over the wall. The double thud of her heart beat, the soft shuffle of her feet on the floor, the whisper of her fingers on the stone, the light hiss of her own breathing were the only sounds. Panic was a monster following her footsteps, waiting for a chance to pounce. Her hand slid off the stone into space. Her pulse thundered. A passage, the first one. She groped forward and sighed in relief as she found stone again. Three times her fingers left the solid comfort of the wall. Three times her heart stopped as she groped for the reassurance of stone, cold and rough under her fingers. The passages passed, she had to find three vertical lines on the right, then a left turn.

After what seemed an eternity, and was in fact perhaps twenty minutes, her fingers brushed the three scored lines. Relief washed over her. Around the corner and then two hundred steps to the exit in the bank. She counted each stride under her breath. One. Two. Three... straining her eyes, trying to discern any light from the doorway she knew was there. Her left foot hit the wall, sending sharp pain shooting up from her big toe. At least she knew she'd arrived. Now to find the opening mechanism. Her fingers fumbled around on the left, feeling for the smooth, round knob. When she found it, she sagged, her legs trembling. She never, ever wanted to do anything like that again. Ever.

Stone grated on stone as the door swung open, the sound loud in the night. She peered out at the forest, listening carefully. The smallest of the planet's three moons shed a fitful gleam that seemed like a searchlight to Amira's light-deprived eyes. The warble of a bird startled her. But it was only a hunting nighthawk. Apart from that, the night was quiet. Amira ventured out and took a deep breath of clean air, drawing in the smells of the trees and the earth. The door swung shut behind, its uneven edges disappearing once more into the cracks and crevices of the rock face. Now to find the road. Doctor F'rynar had explained she should follow the apparently haphazard line of brescor bushes between the trees. The first one was directly in line with the door. She set out, the sound of her footsteps swallowed by the thick leaf litter. Half an hour had passed when she reached the paved road, a canyon through the forest. From here, the village where F'rynar lived was only two klicks away in a straight line.

The Vuurata built their homes around living trees, incorporating roots and branches into the structures. From where the paved road ended there were no made roads, no street lights. Amira loved the way the Vuurata lived, a part of their environment, but finding her way in the dead of night wasn't easy. She slowed down, relying on daylight memories to find her way along the paths between the trees. At Doctor F'rynar's door she activated the house call, its insistent chirp audible from somewhere inside the building. What a way to treat a friend, ringing their doorbell at this time of night. She hoped the doctor would understand.

After a brief wait, the doctor's steward spoke in Vuurati. "Who is it and what do you want?"

"It's Amira," she said, forcing her tongue around their language as best she could. "I'm sorry about the hour, but I must speak to the doctor. It's urgent."
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