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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      There was nothing left.

      Nothing but white ash and charred wood and blackened stone.

      Avery dropped another scorched book to the ground and watched as the pages floated away in the wind. Back at the Defense Forces base at Villiers, they’d told her Sabino had been destroyed, but this level of devastation was shocking. The outbuildings where she’d spent her childhood watching wine production—and sampling when the workers’ backs were turned—were leveled. The stately home where she’d grown up, which had stood through countless wildfires and the occasional earthquake, had been gutted by fire. The Haederans had been thorough in their destruction.

      She tried to wipe the remains of the book’s pages onto her pants, but the soot clung to her, leaving marks on her arms, though it didn’t show on her long, dark curls. Her seemingly clean hair was a bright spot, vain though it may be. There weren’t any other bright spots today. She and Hadley had dodged Haederan patrols the whole way from Villiers—had it been worth it?

      Probably not.

      A low whistle sounded through one of the three vineyards where her father had grown his most prized grapes, all of them now burned to the ground. It wouldn’t have surprised her if the Haederans had tainted the soil as well, making sure nothing grew at the Sabino estate for the next two hundred years, but so far, her sensors had picked up nothing except ash.

      That was promising. Perhaps she could do something with the land if Asria ever threw off their invaders. The faintest bubbles of hope welled up. She would do it with Merritt, if the Haederans ever released him.

      The bubbles popped.

      The Haederans would never let him go, not after the ill-fated attack on Alcaris that had resulted in his capture almost a year ago. Merritt wouldn’t want her anymore, anyway. Even though she still wore his ring, it had been so long, their relationship so volatile.

      She pushed Merritt to the back of her mind and hurried through the ash in search of Hadley’s whistle—he must have found something that interested him. She found him crouched over a flat door in the ground that led to an underground shelter, and her lips tilted up in one of her first genuine smiles in weeks. Why hadn’t she remembered the shelter? Despite the destruction surrounding them, there was hope.

      Hadley popped open the hatch and looked up at her, eyebrows raised.

      Still silent. Was he still so angry with her that asking a simple question was so difficult? Apparently so.

      Avery shook her head in reply. “I’m not going down there.”

      Not after what Gareth Chase had done to her. She took a step away from the hatch, her pulse already racing. Even the small merchant ship which had brought her back to Asria had made her so anxious that she’d spent most of the trip in her cabin with her eyes closed. She wasn’t going to climb down into a dark hole.

      Hadley looked at her with the first sympathy she’d seen from him that day, and, to her surprise, mumbled agreement. He lowered himself into the hole; she tossed him a light and waited. The shelter led far underneath the vineyard, and it would take him at least fifteen minutes to search the whole thing. Maybe the servants had salvaged something. Photos. Mementos of her parents. A backup seed vault. Something, anything. Memories or something more tangible, it wouldn’t matter. She dropped to the ground to braid her hair again while she waited.

      It wasn’t safe to sit here alone—or at all—but Hadley wouldn’t have left her here if he thought there was another option. They would hear anyone coming from kilometers away, but they hadn’t seen a patrol in hours. Haederan troops were all over the local village, to be sure, but not out here in these agrarian lands. They’d wrought so much destruction on Sabino that no one would be interested in the estate.

      Ironically, it was a beautiful day despite the damage. Late spring in Sabino always was, Haederans or no Haederans. The usual oppressive heat hadn’t yet descended on the valley, and a cool breeze blew through the mountains, cutting through what little warmth there was. A small lizard eyed her warily from a nearby rock. The birds were enjoying the day as well, their songs the only sound in this part of the vineyard.

      Well, besides what sounded like farm equipment in the distance. Life in the valley was returning to normal after the Haederans’ invasion, even if the Rendon family would never make wine here again. Still, she was happy for her former neighbors. They didn’t deserve to be punished simply for living on the same part of the planet as their erstwhile king and queen.

      Avery smiled at the sound. She lay back in the dirt and let the sun beat down on her face as she listened. The lizard had the right idea—because she was too pale. Everyone at Villiers was too pale. The base had artificial sunrooms, of course, but just like on the Commonwealth deep space ships she should have been serving on right now, they were far too booked for everyone to get the time they needed, and she refused to use her position for a guaranteed slot. Today would go a long way in rectifying her pallor, though, and with any luck, she wouldn’t look half dead when she and Hadley returned.

      The machinery grew louder as the sun beat down on her, and she scrambled to her feet. Were people farming on Rendon land now? She couldn’t complain about that, but neighbors would recognize her. Even though the locals supported the royal family more than anyone else on the planet, they couldn’t see her. Not here. Not now. She wouldn’t put them in that precarious position.

      She was debating where to hide when the source of the noise appeared on the far side of the vineyard, and her heart threatened to stop.

      Today there were worse things—way worse—than nosy neighbors, and one of those things was coming straight at her.

      It was an aeroflyer.

      Dizziness assaulted her, and she crashed onto her knees next to the hatch. With shaking hands, she pounded on the open door, praying the sound reverberated throughout the whole shelter.

      “Hadley!”

      How loudly could she whisper? The aeroflyer was almost silent now, its engines reduced to idle for landing. Haederan? All commercial and military aeroflyers looked about the same to her, but with her luck, it had to be.

      She squinted in the glare of the afternoon sun, heat and ice warring on her skin.

      Yes, there it was—the seal of the Haederan Empire on the side of the gray ship. Those crossed swords that haunted her dreams each night.

      “Hadley!” Fear choked her throat. She wasn’t going to wait for the figures in green fatigues that would soon come pouring out of that flyer. How far back under the vineyards was he? “Hadley, they’re coming!”

      She didn’t need to say anything else. Hadley darted up and pointed back down.

      “No! Hadley, I⁠—”

      She couldn’t go down there. He knew that. In that instant, even being taken prisoner by the Haederans was a better choice.

      “Don’t be stupid. Get down there, and keep that light off, too. I’ll make sure they go away without searching for anything.”

      The anger in his voice changed her mind. Her mind blank, Avery scrambled down the shallow stairs without him, feeling for each tread in the dim light with her feet. Hadley slid the door shut above her, and the shelter went black.

      Black and quiet. So quiet her breathing was the loudest thing she’d ever heard. So silent and dark that her heart thumped against her chest. She took a deep breath and coughed softly, trying to slow it, but it refused. Uncooperative, traitorous body.

      Tentatively, she reached out a hand to the dirt wall and let it guide her farther away from the door in the dark, more blue than black. Hadley had been right—the shelter was empty, but that had become an advantage. She didn’t need to be tripping over farm equipment and crates of wine-making supplies, not now.

      She sank down against the wall and gripped her knees. How long did she need to wait? There were no sounds above her, thanks to the heavy door, and anything could be happening up there. Talking. Threats. Maybe Hadley was dead already, lying there in the ruins of her family’s land. He deserved better than that. So much better, after he’d saved her life more than once. Would they be able to tell he was Voirian, not Asrian? Would his citizenship be suspicious to them?

      There were too many questions to sort through. Hadley could talk his way out of any situation, anyway. But what about her? What if the Haederans searched the shelter? They’d find her, they’d recognize her immediately, and if they were Haederan Army, they’d turn her over to the Imperial Security Command.

      If they were Imperial Security, well . . .

      But there was no point in worrying about Colonel Chase, not anymore. What more could he possibly want from her? He knew what she’d discovered. He knew what she’d stolen. There was nothing he needed or wanted from her anymore. Nothing except revenge, perhaps.

      Her entire body shook. Chase’s vengeance, when it came to her, would be terrifying. It would not be a painless death. He would make certain of that.

      The door above whooshed open. Avery blinked in the sudden light and scurried into a darker corner. But what good would hiding do? The shelter wasn’t that large, and the Haederans would find her within minutes. Seconds, if they had lights, which of course they did if they were bothering to land here and search things in the place.

      The thought froze her. She couldn’t move, just pulled her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms over her dirty hair. Tears? Fear made those impossible.

      Until they grabbed her.

      Panic exploded in her brain and in her heart. She kicked and fought and tried to strike out with her hands, but powerful arms held her close to her attacker. She landed a kick on a shin, extracting a grunt. The blow hadn’t been hard enough to do any actual damage, but she couldn’t manage anything stronger at this angle.

      Was there any point in screaming? There had to be. Maybe Hadley had gotten away. Maybe he’d hear her and be able to do something. She opened her mouth to shriek his name, but a hand clamped over it.

      “Stop! Stop. It’s me. It’s just me. Calm down.”

      Avery blinked.

      Hadley.

      Her arms flopped uselessly at her sides, the relief unbearable. She struggled out of his grip and forced her trembling hand to wipe damp hair from her face.

      “You all right?” He peered at her, then flicked the light in her face.

      Words wouldn’t come through her gasps for air. She opened her mouth, then shut it and nodded.

      Hadley narrowed his eyes. There wasn’t any point in lying to him—he’d always been able to see right through her.

      “They’re gone,” he said. “Just checking on reports of looting here. They slapped me on the back and told me to take what I wanted.”

      “Right.” She swallowed. “Right.”

      It was no surprise the Haederans were letting people loot her parents’ estate. It was no wonder that there was nothing left. Silently, she let him lead her upstairs and back through the remains of the vineyard to the car.

      Hadley gave her a grim look as he draped an arm over the controls. “I really thought we would have found something. I didn’t know the estate would be so ravaged, or I wouldn’t have brought you here. I’m sorry. And I’m more than sorry that patrol came by.”

      “Are you really?” she asked sharply.

      Hadley instantly retreated into the sullen silence he had treated her with since she’d returned to Asria. Avery turned away from him and resumed her attempt at ash removal. It was an hour before she spoke again, the silence too painful.

      “I’m sorry for being short with you.” She wiped her hands on her pants again, then gave up. “And I’m sorry for . . . well, you know. How many times do I have to apologize to you?”

      His jaw tightened.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I think at least a dozen more times, and you might come close to making up for getting me arrested and held on treason and espionage charges for six months. The Villiers detention area isn’t made for long-term imprisonment. Not that I belonged there at all.” He gave her a sideways glance and raised his voice. “Those are capital charges, in case you weren’t aware. What would you have done if they’d tried and convicted me?”

      “They wouldn’t have tried you. You know they were waiting on the Commonwealth—” To do that, she’d almost said. “And it’s not as if they could have executed you.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “We don’t have the death penalty on Asria. Even for treason. The Commonwealth doesn’t either.”

      Though it wouldn’t be a bad idea. There were at least a dozen Haederans running around the quadrant who deserved it, and those were just the ones she could think of off the top of her head.

      Punishment.

      Revenge.

      It was the only thing she could think of these days. The heat of her anger kept her warm in this new, cold, raw world.

      “Voirs does.” She flinched at Hadley’s hostility. “If you hadn’t run into our scout ship, if you hadn’t been able to tell them what really happened, I’d be on my way there now. That’s not exactly how I wanted my first visit home in five years to go.”

      She resisted the impulse to remind him that his home planet hadn’t executed a single person since joining the Commonwealth. Or that he’d never have been transferred to Voirs, anyway. He’d have served a life sentence on Asria—or at the Commonwealth headquarters on Ventana, if the war ever ended.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else I can say or do to make you believe how sorry I am, but it’s true.”

      Hadley appeared determined to punish her for the next fifty years over what she’d done anyway. He fell silent for another hour, then stopped the car in the middle of a dry wash where it was hidden by tall riparian trees and a few large boulders.

      “Why did you believe him?” Hadley’s rage turned to genuine anguish. “You know me. You’ve known me for years. How could you think I’d do that?”

      Avery leaned back against the opposite window and stared at her hands. No wonder Hadley had been acting like a petulant child. He wasn’t offended she hadn’t trusted him—he was hurt. She shook her head, trying to clear the haze that had appeared where her brain was supposed to be. Hadley had always been emotionless, but not any longer.

      But it was no wonder. She’d believed Major Elex Feye, Hadley’s longtime partner, over him. She’d believed the lie that Hadley, rather than Feye, had been working for the Haederans. It was a lie that had gotten Feye killed, Hadley arrested by the Defense Forces, and her captured by the Haederans.

      “It was strange,” she began, “to hear someone saying that about you. I didn’t believe it at first. But he spun everything around, so much that I didn’t know what to believe anymore. You pulled me out of that prison in Cadena, something I didn’t think anyone could do. After everything Major Feye said, it only made sense that you’d been able to do it because you’d had inside help. I thought that maybe . . .” She hated accusing him like this, but it had haunted her for months. “I thought that maybe Colonel Chase allowed you to rescue me so I’d lead you to the chip. And Feye was so persuasive . . .”

      It was a poor defense, and she knew it hadn’t made a bit of difference when Hadley’s eyes grew sadder.

      “Do you know what happened after you left?” he asked.

      She’d heard most of it from General Cevall but shook her head anyway. Hadley needed to vent, and she deserved to hear it all.

      “They came for me not three hours after I saw you in the corridor. It wasn’t so bad at first. They made it clear I’d be handed over to the Commonwealth as soon as possible. I’m not sure they really believed Feye’s story either. They treated me well, all things considered. Then you disappeared, and that changed.”

      “Hadley, I don’t think⁠—”

      He slammed his first against the window. “No, dammit, you’re going to listen to it. All of it. You owe me that much.”

      Avery nodded.

      “They—” His eyes fell. “Never mind. Suffice it to say, they just barely skirted the bounds of legality. If we weren’t at war, and the queen of Asria hadn’t just disappeared, heads would have rolled if Ventana had found out what they’d done. Do you want to see the bruises?”

      Those bruises were long gone, but she’d seen pictures—as punishment for her part in the mess, she sometimes suspected. They hadn’t hurt Hadley all that much, but the wounds in his pride—the accusations of treason toward a man who valued loyalty over most everything else, those were the bad ones. It was skill, not treachery, that had gotten her out of that cell.

      “You trusted him too, you know,” she said.

      “Yeah. I did. For a really long time.” He blew out a deep breath. “I shouldn’t care, you know,” he finally said. “You did what you thought needed to be done with the information you had at the time.”

      A slow smile spread across his face. Not the friendly grin she was used to, but it was a start.

      “I’m surprised you listened to me rant about all this,” he went on. “I’d have thought you’d have started walking back to Villiers at least an hour ago.”

      “Like you implied, I deserve it.” That was true enough. And there were some things worse than listening to Hadley reprimand her. More painful. “And I’m not in a rush to get back underground,” she admitted.

      “Ah.” The smile faded as he made the connection. “Then you haven’t been accidentally falling asleep on that bench in the greenhouse all these nights.”

      Hardly.

      The explanation she’d given the Defense Forces security officials couldn’t be further from the truth. Even in that four-story vaulted room, she could barely sleep, but it was better than her own quarters. Each time she shut her door, panic assaulted her.

      She shook her head, wondering if tonight would be the night they finally escorted her back to her own quarters.

      “It’s the only place,” she replied, “that doesn’t feel like a grave.”

      “Then what do you say we sit out here for a while longer, Lieutenant? Enjoy the sun and wind and freedom.” Hadley checked the time and took a deep breath. “But then we need to hurry back—because I have a surprise waiting for you.”
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      She and Hadley took a meandering route through a narrow canyon six kilometers from Villiers, deep underground on the opposite side of the mountains from Cadena. They left the car in a rocky wash, covered in a portable force field that was supposed to hide it from an air search. From there, it was another kilometer through an underground passageway that could scarcely be called a tunnel before they arrived at the only entrance to the base, heavily guarded by both sensors and armed security.

      Only safety was an illusion, and it wouldn’t be long before the enemy found a way in. Claustrophobia or not, most days she wanted nothing more than to hide in her quarters behind a locked door—which also sounded like a good enough plan for the rest of the afternoon. But the activity when they arrived back at Villiers was unlike anything she’d seen in the months she’d been there. To be sure, the guards at the large blast doors were the same, as composed as ever, but inside, the undercurrent of something was undeniable.

      Avery shot Hadley a questioning look as they passed through the last set of doors into the main side of the base and melted in the crush of military uniforms.

      “Hadley, what’s going on?” she asked under her breath. “I feel like I’ve missed something.”

      A Haederan attack nearby? Her breath grew short for the second time that day. But no, she would have seen that coming from outside—and Asrian security would have never given her and Hadley the go ahead for their visit to Sabino if they’d suspected anything. Unless there had been no warning. The Haederans’ initial attack on Asria had been unexpected, after all. Whatever it was, if something was happening, she’d need to find somewhere to hide.

      As if you can hide from them if they take Villiers.

      She frowned at him when he didn’t reply.

      “Hadley?”

      Hadley wasn’t paying any attention to her, though—not that his dismissive behavior was anything new of late. Instead, he had cornered a young Defense Forces lieutenant who had been hurrying by, but Avery couldn’t hear all of their conversation. The lieutenant looked afraid of him, but then again, being accused of treason probably gave one a sort of reputation she didn’t dare guess at. Hadley probably wanted out of Villiers more than she did.

      But enough was enough.

      “Captain Hadley.” He turned at that, and she forced a calm smile. “What’s going on?”

      “General Teruel wants to see you. Immediately.” There was a sparkle in his eye that she hadn’t seen in weeks as he looked back at the lieutenant. “Briefing room two?”

      “That’s not an answer,” she protested as he led her down the corridor. “Don’t tell me you’re in on some secret as well.”

      “Not my place to explain what’s going on,” he said. “But you won’t want to miss this.”

      Avery crinkled her nose at him as they approached the briefing room. If the entrance to the base had been active, the briefing room was a spectacle. A dozen officers were leaving as they entered, a crowd she’d seen at Villiers perhaps once. General Teruel, General Cevall, and a few others she didn’t know by sight were left, and stood when she walked in.

      “Your Majesty.” The head of the Royal Asrian Defense Forces greeted her formally, odd for him, and inconsistent with the cheerful look on his face.

      “General Teruel.” She nodded in return, noting the gray in his dark copper hair for the first time. They’d all grown old in the past year, hadn’t they? “Did I miss a party?”

      “No.” He smiled. “Just a successful raid on the Haederan prison at Alcaris.”

      He might as well have punched her in the chest for as much as she could breathe.

      “You didn’t rescue⁠—”

      Cevall cut in with a wide smile. “All of them. And destroyed three Haederan ships in the process.”

      Avery’s hand went to her mouth.

      “You did it. I’ve heard people talking off and on about it for weeks, but I didn’t think it was actually going to happen. I didn’t realize it was a serious plan.” More than that, she hadn’t wanted to hope. “No one said anything to me.”

      “Grec approved it after discussing it with Baylen,” Teruel said. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but you—you were too close to the situation to be unbiased about the decision.”

      Unbiased must be Teruel’s polite way of saying she would have made any decision, even a bad one, to get Merritt back. That was . . . fair. And Lidia Grec made sense anyway, since the defense minister had authority over those decisions. But Baylen? It was surprising he’d been involved, especially without telling her.

      Her shoulders sank at the memory. Two months ago, she’d told the prime minister of her desire to offer herself to the Haederans in exchange for Merritt’s freedom. It was a spontaneous remark, but as she’d considered it more and more, it’d become a concrete plan. There was no question that the Haederans would accept the offer, and she’d have gladly sacrificed herself to save him. It was a wonder they hadn’t suggested the swap themselves.

      Baylen had betrayed her intentions to Teruel, and she was suddenly shadowed everywhere she went, by more security than any one person needed. When she’d cornered the general about the constant surveillance, he’d exploded in anger over her idea. There was no leaving Villiers after that. There was barely any leaving her quarters, and she’d been shocked when Hadley knocked on her door to take her to her family’s estate.

      Well, she’d deal with Baylen later.

      “The trip to Sabino?” she asked.

      Hadley chuckled. “I was supposed to get you out of here for a few days so you couldn’t foul anything up. It would have been hell for you to have to sit around and wait for news, anyway. You can kill me over it later—or thank me, whichever.”

      And sending Hadley out of Villiers with the queen was Teruel’s tacit acknowledgment that he could be trusted again . . . for no one on Asria, least of all anyone in the Defense Forces, would ever apologize to Hadley directly. Forcing her to spend time with the man she’d condemned to indefinite detention was probably more of her own punishment as well.

      “I need to sit down,” she said to herself. Hadley pulled out a chair from the conference table and she dropped gratefully into it. If she kept standing, she’d ask the question that wasn’t appropriate yet. Business—her duty as queen—had to be finished first.

      “Casualties?”

      “No fatalities.” Cevall sounded smug. “Seventeen injuries, two critical. They should make it. We lost an aeroflyer, though.”

      “I want to see them as soon as they’re in the condition for it.” Tears filled her eyes, and she blinked them away before the group of bystanders noticed. She wanted to see all of them, but one in particular . . . one in particular who no one had mentioned yet.

      But of course they weren’t. No one was mentioning Merritt because they hadn’t found him. She could read between the lines. It was obvious what they weren’t saying. They’d rescued everyone but him. He wasn’t at Alcaris, not anymore. He was dead—or transferred by the Haederans to somewhere the Defense Forces would never find him, which would be just as bad.

      “We’ve already arranged visits for you.”

      “And the Haederans? What’s their response been? Nothing against civilian targets?”

      “Quiet so far. They already knew we were here,” Teruel said. “The only additional thing they know now is what we’re capable of. We’ll all need to lie low for now.”

      Avery nodded and took a deep breath, even though she was certain they could all hear her heart beating. Was official business concluded enough to ask what she really wanted to know? Hadley was staring at her expectantly, so perhaps it was. Everyone involved in this mission had likely placed bets on how long it would take her to ask.

      “And Merritt?”
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        * * *

      

      Avery crept into the room, Hadley behind her, having evidently forgiven her enough to stick close by. Or maybe he just didn’t trust the Defense Forces with her safety. In any case, she was grateful for the company and the fact he was speaking to her again, especially now, because the beeping of the machines was troubling, worse than if she’d been alone. But underneath the noise, so quiet she couldn’t hear it unless she listened for it, was the sound of Merritt’s breathing. The doctor was leaning over him and turned when she heard Avery.

      “Is he . . .” she began.

      The doctor smiled. “Lieutenant Colonel Parker is sleeping off the pain meds. The monitoring is just precautionary until they’re tapered down a bit.”

      Thank you, Holy One.

      “How is he otherwise?”

      “Fine.” The doctor ran a hand through her hair. “He will be fine. He told the medics he thinks he has a concussion, but he was responsive and none of the scans showed any brain trauma. I’m more worried about the breaks in his legs and left arm. He’ll need surgery once a room’s clear, and I’m optimistic, but there’s always a chance for long-term problems. It’s not likely he’ll get away without at least one or two major implants.”

      Breaks?

      That didn’t make any sense.

      “But Cevall said there were only two critical, and I already saw—” Avery stopped herself. Maybe the general hadn’t considered a few broken bones serious enough to mention.

      Hadley shifted audibly, and a chill ran down the tips of her fingers.

      “The injuries preceded this mission, Your Majesty.” The doctor looked past her at Hadley, and Avery couldn’t ignore the fact she wasn’t meeting her eyes. “Some are old. Some are new.”

      Her meaning was clear, and Avery’s stomach dropped. “I—I see. Just him?”

      The doctor looked uncomfortable but glanced away from Hadley toward her. “Yes. Just him.”

      The sick feeling intensified. They had hurt Merritt because of her. Their enemy had tortured him because she cared about him. Because she loved him, and they knew it. This was her fault.

      But why?

      Chase’s orders. It had to have been. Revenge for her escape. For her theft of their technology. He couldn’t get to her, so he was punishing her through Merritt. She would have gladly died in that prison cell in Cadena if it meant Merritt would have been spared this suffering.

      Adrenaline pulsed through her, like her body remembered how that verium-enhanced fighter had shot off the Haederan cruiser all those months ago.

      “I’d like to be alone with him, please. You too, Hadley. I’ll be fine,” she said in response to his concerned look. “But thank you.”

      Overcome with relief that Merritt should be fine, even as bad as he looked, she dragged a chair from the corner and collapsed in it to watch his chest rise and fall. His brown hair, short enough the last time she’d seen him, was shorn, and livid bruises covered his oddly pale skin. It gave him the look of a man twice his age, and she reached a finger toward his cheek, only to pull it away.

      After five minutes of watching him, satisfied she wouldn’t break him with her touch, she clutched his hand with hers and laid her head down on top of both. His steady breathing settled her heart, and she was closed to dozing off when he spoke, startling her into sitting up.

      “You’re still wearing it.”

      “I told you I would.” Sudden tears fell at his words. She would never take that ring off again. “You don’t know what it’s like to see you again.”

      Merritt tried to laugh, but it was obvious he was still in too much pain for even that slight movement. His gray eyes that had never quite faded from her memories did it for him.

      “I have a bit of an idea.” He traced her ring with the tip of his finger, then lifted her right hand to kiss the back of it. “We need to do something about it being on the wrong hand, Your Majesty.”

      “Now’s not exactly the right time to talk about a wedding, Mer.” She wiped her tears away. He couldn’t just pick up a months-old conversation like that, could he? Not the one where he’d proposed and then walked off to certain death. But then, Merritt had wanted that one thing for almost ten years. “Those must be some good pain meds.”

      “Too soon?” A little color returned to his cheeks. “No matter. I promised myself if I ever got out of there, I’d never let you get away again.”

      “I won’t.” A laugh broke through that time. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to down here. Not trapped at Villiers.”

      “Do you want to?” Darkness crossed his face, just a little, at her joke. “Get away from me? You know, they . . . they might not be able to fix all of this. I might never walk again. You have so many responsibilities. So many more important things to do. Do you want the responsibility of taking care of me for the rest of my life?”

      “You aren’t a burden to me or anyone else, Merritt, and I don’t want to hear you suggest that again.” By the way his face fell, she’d hesitated just a fraction of a second too long. “That’s an order, straight from the queen herself. But . . .”

      She wiped the insistent tears away again.

      “Everything that’s happened to you has been my fault. Do you really want to be joined to someone who might get you killed? I don’t want that. I told myself when this all started that I’d walk away from you to keep you safe, and I still mean that. I can’t let them hurt you just so they can hurt me. I love you too much for that. Besides—what about your career?”

      The career that had almost been the end of them just the day before the Haederans’ invasion. Maybe it didn’t matter anymore . . . one way or another, his career was likely over.

      “Love, this isn’t your fault. You can’t blame yourself.”

      “It is.” He was so wrong. He didn’t know the entire story. “You saw Gareth Chase at Alcaris, didn’t you?”

      She rubbed her eyes with her free hand. Not that Chase’s absence would mean anything. The Haederan Army soldiers at Alcaris would have jumped to obey an order from an Imperial Security Command officer, just as afraid of the Haederan secret police as she. More so, perhaps. Yes, Chase could have ordered Merritt’s torture from anywhere.

      “That Haederan Army police captain who kept following you around?” Merritt looked like he couldn’t decide whether to laugh at her insanity or shake his head at such an absurd question. “Of course not. I really thought I had a little more time before the debriefings started, though.”

      Avery blew out a breath through clenched teeth. If Chase hadn’t been involved, maybe what happened to Merritt wasn’t her fault. Maybe she wasn’t responsible for what they had done to him. Maybe Merritt just had bad luck . . . maybe he had pushed the Haederans too far himself.

      “Though it’s funny you ask, because I had a dream about him in the beginning,” Merritt went on. “It was strange since I’d only met him twice, but you know how dreams are. I really thought he was there in the cell with me until I realized his uniform was all wrong.”

      Her stomach twisted as the room spun around her.

      “Avery, what—you look like you’re going to be sick.” He reached for the comm on the other side of the bed with his free hand, but she grabbed that one too before he could summon the doctor—or worse, security in the form of Hadley.

      “Don’t call anyone in.” Dizzy, she sucked in a gulp of air. It didn’t help. “I’m all right. Merritt, he was dressed as an Imperial Security Command colonel, wasn’t he?”

      “How did you—” Fear and anger flared in his pale cheeks. “What the hell did he want with you?”

      Avery reluctantly let go of his hand to rub her eyes. Merritt had processed the news faster than she had when Chase had revealed his true identity to her. He would kill her when she told him, just like Drex had wanted to, except Merritt had never sworn to protect her like her former bodyguard had. He’d have no qualms about telling her exactly what he thought of her foolishness.

      “I suppose no one’s told you yet.” She bit her lip, but Merritt’s expression told her she was only delaying things. “Just after the invasion, the Commonwealth came to me wanting my help. I spent almost ten months passing them information. Important things, Merritt. And the short version is—somehow the Haederans found out.”

      Except there was no somehow about it. Just before he’d murdered Drex, her own handler, Elex Feye, had told them—even though he claimed in a suicide letter that he hadn’t. But that didn’t matter anymore. Did it?

      “Anyway, Chase isn’t Haederan Army like he said. He’s Imperial Security. And he was after me. He⁠—”

      She stopped. Merritt didn’t need to know what Chase had done to her after Merritt’s presumed death trying to take back the Defense Forces’ headquarters at Alcaris. Not yet. He didn’t need to know about her imprisonment, the weeks of beatings and starvation and sleep deprivation and interrogations. He especially didn’t need to know about her theft of a Haederan fighter off one of their cruisers. He would never let her out of his sight once he found out, and she wouldn’t be able to tell him he was overreacting, either.

      “He did this to you, didn’t he?” she asked instead.

      Merritt shook his head, though his sharp stare promised a long talk about her exploits later.

      “No,” he said slowly, as if he didn’t quite want to remember anything that had happened prior to his rescue. “One day . . .”

      His voiced strengthened, becoming matter-of-fact, like he just wanted the story over and done with.

      “He came in one day and stared at me for what seemed like forever, but it was probably only five minutes. It was as eerie as anything you can imagine, but that’s what I thought it was. Imagination. A hallucination. I was so bad off by that point—fever and all—that they took me to the infirmary the next day. Fixed me up, let me recover. They transferred me to Emot after that. Did you know the Haederans have a prisoner of war camp there now?”

      She hadn’t. Emot, that insignificant planet on the edge of the Asrian system where Merritt had tried to propose years ago, brought back nothing but bad memories.

      “Except for missing you, things weren’t all that bad out there. They treated us decently.” His face went dark. “But after a month, they told me it had been a mistake and brought me back to Alcaris. They broke my legs again as soon as I arrived. I guess they had just been trying to keep me from dying. I knew I’d never see you again. I prayed every day—sometimes all day—that I’d be able to escape, but the likelihood of that got slimmer and slimmer. The physical pain—that was easy—but the thought of never seeing you again . . .”

      His voice was barely a whisper now.

      “Eventually I started praying I would die, figuring killing me would be easier for the Holy One than getting me out, but He wouldn’t answer that prayer either.”

      As carefully as she could, Avery climbed into bed and curled up next him, careful not to touch anything that looked painful. There wasn’t much to touch. She settled for lying her head against his side. His heart beat against her cheek, and in that second, it was the most wonderful thing she’d ever felt.

      “I admit this is pretty selfish of me,” she said, “but I’m glad the answer was no.”
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      There was one Defense Forces officer in the tiny Villiers chapel when Avery arrived, and he couldn’t leave quickly enough as soon as he recognized the queen. That kind of isolating treatment was nothing new, even if she could understand it a bit. She’d rather be alone while she waited on Merritt to come out of surgery anyway.

      As an afterthought, but a necessarily Asrian one, the room had been blasted through solid rock like the rest of Villiers but not completely finished. Someone had probably decided the rough wall added character instead of being the symbol of a cost overrun. Whatever the reason for the odd design, instead of being beautiful, to her it was just another reminder that she was trapped underground. The dark, exposed rock behind the altar and slightly musky smell of earth didn’t help. The shadows lurking in the corners certainly didn’t.

      She’d been honest with Hadley when she’d implied how bad off she was, but she hadn’t told him the whole story. He didn’t know the truth of how her imprisonment had affected her, not really. It wasn’t just her small quarters which made her ill. It was Villiers in general. Not being able to see stars. And the darkness was so pervasive in an underground base, enough that she never turned the lights out anymore.

      She’d hidden that humiliating secret from everyone until a month after arriving. That day, she’d come home from a day-long meeting with Teruel to find her room dark—cleaning personnel had been in—and had sobbed in the corner for hours, unable to move enough to switch a light on. They’d found her curled up in a ball the next morning when she’d been late for yet another meeting. Since then, any personnel who entered her room were under strict orders to leave her quarters lit. Well, half lit, since bright rooms held almost the same terror the shadows did. Everyone in Villiers thought she was damaged beyond repair.

      Avery pushed away the memory and waved the lights up halfway. The lingering feeling of peace that always hung over this place washed most of the claustrophobia away. If only it could become permanent and portable.

      There was a cream-colored lace scarf laying on the table just inside the entrance, and she picked it up and let it fall through her hands. It was an odd thing to find here, not because there was a lack of women at Villiers, but because Asrian women had stopped routinely wearing head coverings during worship over two hundred years before. Her mother had resumed the custom after marrying her father, something Avery had never understood—though Carina had always had an easier time with the unwritten requirements of the royal family than she. Avery wound the scarf around her head as she approached the altar. Maybe her mother had known something she didn’t.

      It was strange to kneel in the presence of the Holy One, whose existence she’d questioned for most of her adult life. But Merritt was alive, something she’d given up hope of a year before, and along with that astonishing miracle, prayer and thanks came easily.

      Thank you for the blessing of life and not more death. Merritt and the others. We’ve had enough death on Asria in the past year, haven’t we?

      She was hit with a twinge of guilt that she hadn’t prayed for much of anything over the past year except Merritt’s safety, but this new faith would have to come one step at a time. That was something else to mention.

      I’m sorry I ever doubted You, Holy One. I’m sorry I’ve been so distant. Can You forgive me?

      The answer to that question had been pounded into her head as a child, but putting the theory into practice was something different. If forgiveness was difficult for her, it must be difficult for the Holy One as well.

      And forgiving others, as Drex had always said she had to? Praying for the ones who had done this to Merritt? Those who had attacked their world?

      She wanted them all dead. Most nights, when she was alone in her quarters, she prayed for some apocalyptic calamity to befall Haedera. A supernova which wrapped the planet in flame, or a drought that left their children sobbing for water. She didn’t care how it happened, only that it did. Sometimes she screamed it instead of quietly praying for it. Sometimes she demanded revenge from the Holy One. The hate was the only thing which helped her deal with the betrayal and loss.

      Help me with my hatred. It’s eating my soul. I can feel it more and more every day.

      Footsteps distracted her from her rambling, and she jumped to her feet, almost tripping over the lowest step. How had she been careless enough to let someone sneak up behind her? Her security detail waiting outside shouldn’t have allowed that. If they were good for one thing, it was keeping unwanted visitors away from her most of the time.

      But as her eyes refocused, it was Grant Baylen who entered.

      Breathe. Baylen’s safe.

      Baylen, to her satisfaction, said nothing about the antiquated custom or her overreaction to his entrance, only nodded his head in recognition. How much did he struggle with the same memories? She’d disliked Asria’s prime minister from the day her uncle had appointed him, right up until the night Perrin had her and Baylen arrested. The same night Perrin had claimed to have had Merritt and his men murdered. Even with the surveillance he’d ordered on her, it was impossible to hate someone who’d shared an experience like that, and she was glad Baylen had found his way to Villiers and to safety.

      “Zenos Hadley said you were looking for me, Your Majesty?”

      “Yes.”

      Mechanically, Avery unwound the scarf, folded it, and placed it back where she’d found it. he gestured outside, past the security detail. The three men and two women hung back twenty paces, and she was grateful for that. No one needed to hear her personal business—except Baylen, thanks to an ancient law no one had seen the need to change yet.

      Another deep breath.

      “Thank you for finding me so quickly. You know Merritt arrived at Villiers today.”

      “You’ve seen him, yes?” Worry shrouded his features.

      “He’s in surgery now. He’ll be fine,” she said, as Baylen’s face creased in concern. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. We want to be married. Immediately.”

      “Ah.” Baylen grinned. “And we’re all tied to our history and responsibilities, aren’t we?”

      To say the least.

      “I know the senate is in an interim status—” she began.

      Or no status according to the Haederans⁠—

      “I’ll save you the embarrassment our law likes to impose.” The grin turned to a laugh as he read her discomfort. “Consider this the senate’s permission and my personal blessing. You two deserve some happiness.”

      “Thank you.”

      Bless Baylen for understanding how awkward it was for her to ask. Any other time, she’d have been able to file a formal petition, which would have been electronically voted on in secret. There certainly wouldn’t have been any need to ask the senate face-to-face. Maybe there was some way she could save her heirs from the embarrassment of any kind of petition. It was a ridiculous and outdated requirement, designed to prevent off-worlders from inheriting any stake in Asria. Like worrying about off-worlders marrying into the royal family mattered after an invasion.

      “Now that that’s out of the way,” Baylen said, “there’s one thing I need to discuss with you, but it’s best discussed somewhere more private.”

      He gestured down the hallway toward his office, and Avery followed along beside him. What could Baylen possibly have to say that was more private than what she’d just asked him?

      “You’re aware,” he said as soon as the door to his office shut, “that no help from the Commonwealth fleet has come in months.”

      She perched on the chair closest to the door. That wasn’t the discussion she’d been expecting.

      “Help will be here. It will,” she insisted at the doubtful look on Baylen’s face. “It’s just a matter of time.”

      “I disagree. We have to assume that the Haederans’ idea worked, and the Commonwealth believes we have gone along happily annexed.” Baylen gave her a sad smile. “A Haederan colony. It’s happened before.”

      Avery sat back and stared at her hands. So, Baylen believed this was about General Perrin’s claim that the senate had voted to withdraw from the Commonwealth, not under duress, as was the reality, but under a legal, binding vote. Perrin had sent Senator Larris to Ventana to argue the fact, keeping his family on Asria as hostages.

      Maybe he was right.

      Unconsciously, she twisted Merritt’s ring. “I don’t think you’re giving the Commonwealth enough credit.”

      He perched on the edge of his desk and swung a leg, feigning informality. Avery could have laughed—there wasn’t much informality about Baylen. Even during an occupation, even trapped in an underground military base, he still exuded an aura of wealth and style.

      “I have all the respect in the world for the Commonwealth military,” Baylen said, “and for your service to them, but the Council is something completely different. It’s likely they consider the coerced Asrian vote to be an answer to a prayer. One less system to defend, especially a lightly populated one, one so far removed from the rest of the quadrant? Why would they even question the senate’s vote? It’s the perfect outcome for them.”

      He had a point, as loath as she was to agree. The bureaucracy of Commonwealth politics made the Asrian senate look positively functional on its worst day, something which was of course far from the truth. Even Baylen—especially Baylen—knew that.

      And she knew what he was getting at.

      “You want me to go to Ventana.”

      “Yes. Plead our case in person. It worked to keep them from helping us; it might work to gain their support as well. I would go myself, but your connection to the Commonwealth makes you the better choice. I doubt they could say no to your personal request. And I hate to put it this way, Your Majesty, but we’d much prefer you away from Asria for the time being.” He smiled faintly. “I was glad to see you back, but some of us are less expendable than others.”

      She wanted to argue that Villiers was perfectly safe, but there was no point in arguing a lie. The Haederans could break through the fortified underground installation any day, and then where would they be? They might not have had weapons capable of such feats when they had first invaded, but they’d had months to bring in additional artillery from Haedera. No, Villiers wasn’t as safe as any of them wanted to believe.

      But she’d spent so much time and effort trying to get back to the surface . . . back home to Asria. Leaving the planet, especially with Merritt here now, would be nearly impossible.

      “If we’re talking expendability,” she replied. “I’m not sure getting me off Asria is the safest move.”

      She probably sounded frightened, but Baylen couldn’t possibly have a plan that would work. She’d refused Drex’s similar offer of escape before, the same night Merritt had been captured, knowing it would have almost surely been futile.

      Drex. It still hurt to think of him. His murder was something else she’d never forgive Elex Feye for.

      “It’s risky.” Baylen shrugged. “But—and General Teruel can fill you in on the details—we’ve received word the Haederans may be close to allowing limited civilian space departures and arrivals. If that’s the case, we can surely sneak you off the planet.”

      She frowned at his wording. Was this really about pleading their case on Ventana or was it about evacuating her to a safer planet? Maybe Baylen knew something about the Haederans’ plans that she didn’t.

      “I want to speak to General Teruel before I agree to this.”

      “I can call him in right now, if you’d like.”

      She stood, shaking her head. “I’d like to check on Merritt now. Can you see if Teruel—no. Wait.” She still had authority on Asria, as limited as it was. She wouldn’t phrase her orders as suggestions any longer. “Have him write everything up and send it to me. I’ll decide what I want to do after I hear his details.”

      Baylen nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      Everything official would have to wait until she saw Merritt again.
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